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CONFORMING OUR WILL

Almighty ever-living God, grant that we may always conform our will to yours. 
This is part of the opening prayer we just heard and in today’s gospel, James and John
give an opposite illustration of this. This could be summed up in one word: elbowing. 
James and John try to elbow their way ahead of the other ten.  Not only that, they are
trying to manipulate Jesus.  Whenever someone says, “we want you to do whatever
we ask of you” watch out.  They want you to say “yes” before you even know what
they are asking.  

These sons of Zebedee are driven by selfishness, not generosity.  They seek to
conform God’s will to their own.  If Jesus said “yes,” would James and John have
started to argue between themselves about who would be on Jesus’ right since that
was the higher position?  Self-seeking can even divide us from our allies and even our
own family members. 

Now it’s easy to be critical of them but chances are that at one time or another
in life most of us have tried to elbow our way ahead of others, to pull a fast one on
someone else.  People have been known to bargain with God and perhaps even try to
manipulate Jesus to try and get what they want.  Sometimes we’re driven by
selfishness rather than generosity.  

Decades ago there was a song that said, Everybody needs somebody sometime. 
Unfortunately, it can also be said that everybody needs to look down on somebody
sometime.  There’s a part of ourselves that may want to choose certain schools,
certain professions, certain neighborhoods so we can say, “I’m better than you.” 
There are even those who might choose to become priests so they can say, I’m better
than you.  That’s not Jesus’ vision.

Jesus responds to this with some calm and gentleness.  First of all he tells them,
You do not know what you are asking.  As is so often the case with the apostles prior
to the resurrection, they don’t get it.  That can be both disturbing and comforting. 
Disturbing because even though they are so close to Jesus, they struggle but
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comforting, because Jesus was patient and eventually they did get it and that means
that there’s hope for us.

Jesus speaks about the cup he is to drink and the baptism with which he is to
be baptized, asking them if they can share in it and, in what may have been an over
confident bravado, they say.   We can.  They probably say this because they think that
if they agree with Jesus they’ll get what they want–namely two prime seats ahead of
the other ten.  In the Old Testament, the expression of the cup may signify blessing
but it also signifies divine punishment.  It means taking a bitter drink and when Jesus
talks about his baptism, that refers to his suffering and death.

But after trying to pull one over on him, Jesus says that they will share in his
baptism and the cup he is to drink.  Remember last Sunday when Jesus said that those
who follow him, will receive a hundred times more and persecutions.  Jesus came in
humble service but Jesus was no wimp.  He served by telling people what they needed
to hear and not necessarily what they wanted to hear.   You hardly serve people on
a sinking ship by telling them that it’s not sinking, even if that’s what they want to
hear. 

Jesus tells James and John that "from the cup I drink you will drink."  James
and John eventually drank from this cup of suffering and if we are serious about
following Christ, at times we will do the same. But after going round and round with
James and John and the indignation of the others, Jesus does what a good teacher
does, he explains.

He tells them that their model of authority wasn’t to be found in those around
them, in those who lord things over others.  Instead Jesus himself is to be their model
of authority.  Now Jesus didn’t have a problem speaking and acting with authority. 
He forgave sins.  He healed the sick.  He drove out demons and when he taught,
people realized that did so with authority.  And yet Jesus’ authority was all geared
toward service.  And Jesus’ greatest act of service was his suffering, death and
resurrection as he gave his life as a ransom for many.  That’s the supreme act of his
service and the supreme model of service for us.  At every celebration of the
Eucharist, we enter into the hour of Jesus’ greatest service and greatest love and here
he continues to give himself to us and asks us to give ourselves to him.
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Another word for service is “generosity,” another word for it is “self-gift” and
yet another for service is “love.”   Think of some of the happiest people you know and
then ask, are those people selfish or generous?  Chances are they are generous. 
Selfishness may bring pleasure but generosity, service and love all bring happiness,
even joy.  And Jesus comes to bring us to eternal happiness and we do that by
following him with lives of intentional faith in big ways and in every little way.

So the next time you or I get the temptation to elbow our way ahead of others. 
May we remember James and John but even more importantly, remember Jesus’
words to them which are also words to us.  We’re not called to be Jamesians or
Johnians but rather Christians because Jesus Christ is both our savior and our model;
our model  for authority, for service and for love.

May our prayer be that we act not out of elbowing others but rather out of self-
gift where we say, Almighty ever-living God, grant that we may always conform our
will to yours.


