Mark 10:35-45

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, "Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you." And he said to them, "What is it you want me to do for you?" And they said to him, "Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory." But Jesus said to them, "You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?" They replied, "We are able." Then Jesus said to them, "The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized; but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared."

When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. So Jesus called them and said to them, "You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many."

James, John and the Ladder of Power

Power is a tricky thing. When we hear about leaders giving up their power, it almost always means one thing: disgrace. Our country has witnessed an appalling parade of elected officials who, one by one, have resigned as some shameful secret has been revealed. It usually has to do with sex, but money’s a close second. 

I remember reading a article about Eliot Spitzer last year, around the time he resigned as governor of New York. You may remember that he was involved in a high-priced prostitution ring. The article asked an obvious, important question – something we were all wondering: “How in the world did he think he could get away with stuff like this?” How do public figures, especially those who set themselves up as leaders and examples, manage to justify such crimes and bad behavior?

This article offered one theory: that people in such extreme positions of power have a delusion that tells them they’re above it all. They live in a bubble of prestige where they’re free from any consequences. This is reinforced by people around them who want a share of their power, and who will agree with anything they say  - the proverbial “yes men.” Their experience of power and influence tells them they can do no wrong, that they’re entitled to anything they want, and that nothing can possibly happen to them. 

When I was in 8th grade, my Civics teacher taught my class a phrase that’s attributed to Lord Acton. She said, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” 

I’ll never forget the look on my teacher’s face as she said this – I felt like I was being let in on one of the great secret truths of the universe. And I was!  We all know the corrupting influence of power in our world. Gov. Spitzer’s scandal is just one drop in the bucket, one story out of many. 

People get confused by power. It can twist us up in all kinds of hurtful ways. We lose track of what’s important and lose touch with our priorities. 

Jesus understood this. He knew what people expected from him. For centuries, the Israelites had waited for God to send them a Messiah, a Savior who would protect them, overthrow their enemies, and raise them up in strength and glory. Their age-old covenant as God’s people would be justified in political sovereignty, military might and absolute security. They would have a ruler who would be stronger than all the other powerhouses in the world – stronger than Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. They would be safe.

Even Jesus’ closest friends, his disciples, couldn’t imagine any other definition of power. Again and again, they looked to him to put down his opponents, to establish his kingdom here on earth, and to do something that would lift them above the fear and uncertainty that abounded in Israel. 

Today’s passage from Mark is part of a bigger conversation. The disciples had just heard Jesus tell a rich young ruler that he had to give away everything he owned in order to inherit eternal life. And then Jesus shocks them by foretelling his own death and resurrection. As he starts talking about the cross, and the path of sacrifice and death, they get more and more confused.

They grab onto anything they think they understand. They get that they’re not going to be rich (at least not right away). And they choose to overlook (for the moment) that whole thing about crucifixion. But when Jesus talks about triumphing over death, their ears perk up. This is power like they’ve never seen. It’s different, it’s confusing, but it’s power. And so James and John come to Jesus and ask if they can get in on it, if they can share in his glory after death. They want to be reassured that, no matter what, it’s all going to turn out okay.

And it will…but not like they imagine. Their idea of power is defined by the world’s standards. But true power – Jesus’ power - is different. True power comes to those who serve, who are humble, who are oppressed, who suffer.

Jesus’ power is good news for those who are beaten down by poverty and who have forgotten what hope looks like. It is good news for those stricken by illness and depression who feel forgotten and abandoned. It’s a promise to all these people that they are important to God. 

This kind of power is unlike any that the world can provide. It’s full of hope and joy, and helps people around the world lift up their heads and praise God. 

There’s a word of caution in here, too, because we get so easily confused by power. Even this good news gets twisted in our minds. When we witness Jesus’ glory, the glory of the Son of God sacrificing himself to free us from sin, when we hear his call to serve each other, we still try to understand this in the world’s terms. We still divide the world into those who serve and those who don’t have to. 

Many people I know, especially women, have a hard time with this, with recognizing that being a servant in Christ doesn’t mean being a doormat in Christ. We hear Jesus’ call, and think we have to become caretakers of everyone but ourselves. We convince ourselves that we have to earn the love of God, when it’s a gift freely given, and is already ours.

And of course, any talk of slaves and power in the Bible reminds us of how often scripture has been used to prop up our human bigotries – the long history of institutionalized slavery, and racism in the United States. 

Martin Luther King Jr. once preached
 on this very passage from Mark. Writing in the 1960’s, at the height of the Civil Rights movement, he knew exactly what could happen –what did happen – when people use their power against each other. He understood the instinct that makes us want to stand out, to be first in line, to be the focus of attention. He called it the “drum major instinct.” 

Each of us, with our insecurities and fears, wants to compensate by waving our batons bravely. Each of us wants to feel secure – from want, from oppression, from insult, from poverty, from loneliness. We seek the power we think will provide that security. Dr. King said that we even look for this security in church –  the one place where we ought to forget our social standing, the one place where everybody should be the same, “standing before a common master and savior…a recognition grows out of this – that all [people] are brothers [and sisters] because they are children of a common father.” 

People play the drum major role in many different ways – elitism, self-righteousness, the quest for social standing and even more money, and even the constant struggles among nations for supremacy.

We play that drum major role whenever we choose to see each other as anything other than brothers and sisters. Whenever we discriminate against each other based on race, gender, sexual orientation, and class, we’re trying to reassure ourselves that we’re special. 

We’re always climbing that ladder of the world’s power – and if we’re not climbing, we’re sliding down or falling off of. There’s no way to win.
Jesus changed the rules, and turned the definition of power upside down. True power means giving up the pursuit of what the world says we need – getting off the ladder, and instead, looking around at how to help others.

When we reach out to help each other in love and sympathy, when we treat each other as we’d want to be treated, when we become each other’s servants, then we live in the true power of Jesus Christ. The word for “servant” in Greek is deaconos, which might sound familiar – it’s the root word of “deacon.” 

In the church, we find ways to help each other in the name of our Lord Jesus. In my first month here in Granville, I saw the Deacons and Parish Care leap into action for two funerals, to take care of families who had lost loved ones. Church members worked tirelessly to make sure these families were fed and comforted. I remember someone telling me, “We just think of what we’d want if it was our families, and that’s what we do.”

This is just one example of the countless ways I’ve seen members of this church family serve each other. Nor is the service limited to people inside these walls. For the past few weeks, we’ve been hearing of all the ways this church serves people in the community and around the world who are hurting. And for every story we hear about organizations we’ve helped, there are countless other stories behind the scenes about people who live out Christ’s model of servanthood in love and faithfulness. 

It’s about more than giving money for this church, and for all who follow Christ – it’s about seeing each other through the eyes of God’s love, and looking for ways to share the good news, the best of news. In Christ, we are free from sin and death. Not at the top of some ladder, precariously swaying and waiting fearfully to fall – we are firmly planted on the strong foundation of Jesus Christ, looking at the faces of our brothers and sisters around us, spreading the message of love and hope to all who are in need, with our heads held high and praising God. 

� MLK Jr. “The Drum Major Instinct” http://www.blackwebportal.com/wire/DA.cfm?ArticleID=513
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