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Does it seem to anyone else that we just heard this story?  Just four weeks ago, as we’ve made 
our slow and careful way through the Gospel According to Mark, we heard the story in Mark 
9:33-37 about a similar argument among the disciples about who would be the greatest in the 
Kingdom and Jesus’ reply to them that they should instead be thinking about serving each other 
and welcoming even those who were least powerful in their society.  If you were here that 
morning, you may remember the sense memory exercise we did about holding a baby.  These 
two stories are so closely connected, in fact, that if you have your pew Bible open to today’s 
passage, you only have to look back one page to find the earlier story on the same theme. 
 
This near repetition in theme and structure raises some questions for me.  As I enter into the 
world of the story, it makes me wonder what made James and John put their request to Jesus?  
Had they not been there during the previous argument among the disciples or to hear Jesus’ 
answer?  Were they out on their fishing boat?  Were they home watching the Seahawks game?  
Were they not paying attention?  Or did some underlying need and concern compel them to put 
themselves forward?  This seemingly redundant story also makes me wonder what the gospel 
writer was up to.  For all that it is the shortest and perhaps the oldest Gospel, the Book of Mark is 
a carefully crafted piece of literature.  Why would the author include two such similar stories in 
such close proximity to each other?  As he selected from the stories he heard about Jesus and the 
disciples, what point was he trying to make with this thematic reiteration? 
 
I was helped in my musing over these questions by material provided by our friends at Bread for 
the World, a brief commentary on this passage written by Dr. Brian Bantum, Associate Professor 
of Theology at Seattle Pacific University.  Bantum’s one-page analysis pointed to the issue of 
security – the security that comes from having power in life, the security that we, as Americans, 
seem obsessed with these days, the security that is lacking for those who wake up hungry and go 
to bed hungry.  This morning, we’ll look at the issue of security as manifest in the demands of 
James and John as well as within our own context.  We’ll look at the answers to the concerns for 
security provided by Jesus as well as by this morning’s Psalm.  And I’ll give you some examples 
of where we can see some more appropriate responses to our very human need for security 
among God’s people in the near past and today. 
 
We know from the Gospels that James and John, the sons of Zebedee, worked for their father as 
fishermen.  There is some tradition that among the fisherfolk of Galilee, the family of Zebedee 
was relatively well-off, with enough boats, nets, and cashflow to have hired hands as well as 
family toiling in their business.  Whether this is true or not we must remember that fishing, then 
as now, was not a trade with a lot of security.  There would have been fierce competition for 
prime fishing spots, fierce competition in the marketplace, and dangers aplenty on the unreliable 
Sea of Galilee.  Even if James and John were “relatively” well-off, a life at the side of the 
Messiah would be infinitely preferable, especially given their “real world” expectations of who 
Jesus was and what he would do.  As part of Jesus’ circle, they had access to his power: power to 
heal, power to cast out demons, power (they expected) to rule in the restored Israel.  They didn’t 
want to lose that power, that security.  Nor were they alone in their desire for power and security.  
As our good friend Charlie Scalise often points out, if you find something being raised up 
multiple times in the Bible, you can bet that it was an ongoing problem then and likely now. 
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Brian Bantum writes: “Power is a subtle thing.  It accumulates, slowly turning what was 
abundance and “more than” into necessity – into a life whose bounds of fullness and lack expand 
until it is not enough to have been numbered among the 12, to have been called out of thousands 
by name.  No, we need to be first on the right and left hand.  We need the certainty that we will 
be seen, that we will be safe.”  Or, as my friend Fr. John Foreman commented when we 
discussed this passage this week: “How much is enough?  Just a little more…” 
 
John and I laughed when he said this because we know the truth of it and I suspect it rings true 
for many of us.  We spend our lives looking for just a little more.  If only that “cost of living” 
raise would come through.  If only we had a car that was a few years newer.  If only we had a 
few more hours in the week to spend with our families.  If only we were another rung or two up 
the corporate ladder.  If only we had a little more money.  If only we had a little more prestige.  
If only we had a little more power.  If only we had just a little more… 
 
As Dr. Bantum points out, “…this is not only the case with our individual lives, but our 
corporate and national lives as well.  Our power (economic, military, political) is garnered to 
protect what we have accumulated.  The United States’ military budget dwarfs budgets for food, 
education, and healthcare.  What are we protecting?” 
 
If we say we are protecting our common security, then frankly we are doing a mighty poor job of 
it.  How can we say that our nation, state, or city is secure when so many of our neighbors live 
with the ultimate insecurities – income insecurity, through “minimum wage” jobs which do not 
pay enough to live on; food insecurity, through not being able to afford proper nutrition for 
themselves and their children; housing insecurity, through being forced to cram one or more 
families into small apartments or “couch-surfing” or living with an abusive partner or simply 
having to sleep outdoors?  Furthermore, the Bible is quite clear on the fact that reliance on 
political or military power is no way to ensure security.  Isaiah 31:1 says, “Alas for those who go 
down to Egypt for help and who rely on horses, who trust in chariots because they are many and 
in horsemen because they are very strong, but do not look to the Holy One of Israel or consult 
the ETERNAL ONE!” 
 
Instead, our scripture passages this morning give us the keys to true security.  According to 
Psalm 91, a portion of which we used as our Call to Worship, “God is our refuge.”  It is the same 
truth pointed to by Isaiah.  We do not find true security in human-based power but in the power 
of God who is Love.  “Our dwelling place,” the psalmist continues, “is in the heights.”  I learned 
from my dad to seek houses to rent or buy that were on high ground.  He grew up in a house on a 
bluff overlooking Joachim Creek, which fed into the mighty Mississippi River just a few miles 
downstream.  He knew what spring flooding could do.  When we returned to the St. Louis area 
when I was 9, he bought a house in Kirkwood at the top of a steep hill from the Meramec River, 
another Mississippi tributary.  At the bottom of our hill was the village of Valley Park, which 
flooded nearly every year.  Many houses there were built on stilts.  Our house on Penny Lane is 
near the top of the hill which declines on one side to Edmonds and on the other to the Alderwood 
area.  But of course the psalmist is writing of the metaphorical heights to which a relationship 
with the Living God raises us. 
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The Psalm also provides us with the way into that relationship of eternal security.  “Because you 
cling to me in love, says God, I will carry you safely away.  I will lift you up, for you know my 
name.”  Our security comes when we respond to God’s love for us by loving God in return, by 
“clinging to God” through seeking to live out the will of God for our lives, doing justice, loving 
mercy, and walking humbly with God.  In knowing God’s name, we know the essential character 
of God – All-Merciful, the God Who Sees Us, Loving Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer, and, 
perhaps most importantly for those of us who gather in this place on the Lord’s Day, Emmanuel, 
God With Us, through the miracle of the incarnation of Christ Jesus. 
 
Jesus himself was quite clear about how we are to attain the kind of power that his kingdom 
offers, the kind that leads to eternal security and abundant life.  “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.” 
 
It sounds a little daunting, doesn’t it, being “the slave of all?”  But let’s look at a couple of recent 
or current examples of this lifestyle and also at some opportunities for all of us to serve others by 
seeking their security at the partial expense of our own and see if we can discern how we are to 
live in light of Jesus’ teaching.  I’ve spoken to you occasionally for the last several years about 
what a blessing the teachings and practices of the Taizé Brothers have been to me.  The teachings 
of the founder of that order, Brother Roger of Taizé, have been anthologized into many volumes, 
one of which, God is Love Alone, was a Christmas gift to me.  As I was reading this week, I 
came across this reminiscence from Brother Roger about the early days of his ministry in 
Occupied France: “I cannot forget an evening in the summer of 1942, when I was still on my 
own in Taizé.  I was writing at a small table.  It was wartime.  I knew that I was in danger 
because of the refugees I was sheltering in the house.  Some of them were Jews.  There was a 
serious threat that I would be arrested and taken away.  Members of the civilian police force had 
repeatedly come to question me.  That evening, with fear in the pit of my stomach, a prayer of 
trust took hold of me.  I said to God, ‘Even if I lose my life, I know that you, the living God, will 
continue what has begun here, the creation of a community.’”  Brother Roger was willing to 
serve “the least of these” even at the possible expense of his own life.  As it happened, he 
survived the war by many years and led the community that God built at Taizé until he was 90 
years old, finally struck down by a deranged woman in 2005.  He died leading his brothers and 
the gathered congregation for that evening in prayer, still servant to all but recognized as one of 
the great leaders of Christ’s church. 
 
My other example is much closer to home and far less impressive at first glance but is, in its own 
way, a beautiful example of how to live a life of giving away power for the good of all.  At the 
beginning of our Evergreen Association, power was carefully balanced between the three 
caucuses by requiring consensus decision making both internal to the caucuses and among them.  
Each of the caucuses (Asian, Black, and Euro) was represented on the executive committee and 
each held one of the three officer positions (President, Vice-President, and Treasurer) in rotation.  
But when the Hispanic Caucus was activated a few years ago, no additional officer position was 
added, although all four caucuses were guaranteed a post on the executive committee.  At our 
meeting last week, for the first time in Evergreen’s twelve year history, no member of the Euro 
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Caucus held an office in the Association.  This despite the Euro Caucus’ continued dominance in 
numbers and in dollars given.  In the Euro Caucus meeting, no one offered any comment on this 
fairly groundbreaking development.  I am so proud of how far we have come from the days when 
we were just a small group of Seattle-area churches seeking to defend our sister churches’ right 
to autonomously decide their own polity while remaining in free association with us.  In those 
days, we were defending ourselves against power politics.  Now that we in the Euro Caucus have 
the ability to play power politics in Evergreen, we are, without comment, resisting the 
temptation.  We are relinquishing the power that the world recognizes for the commonweal. 
 
And now for some more opportunities.  In our society, money and the ability to use it as one 
wishes are the truest marks of power.  We like to be able to track our money.  If we give it to a 
charity, we want to know exactly how it is spent; we demand that the organization have low 
overhead and demonstrable successes.  We also want a tax deduction.  Bread for the World, 
about which I’ve already spoken today, is sometimes hard pressed to show dollar for dollar 
success.  They are an advocacy organization, involved in the unenviable task of convincing those 
who hold political and financial power in our government that aiding the hungry is the right thing 
to do.  Donations are not tax deductible.  In giving to them, we relinquish power over our money.  
We cannot tell them what to do with it.  We receive no quid pro quo.  We are giving away 
power.  But it is the right thing to do because this organization has influenced vote after vote in 
Congress.  Our donations do help people around the world, even if the path seems serpentine.  I 
commend their work to your prayerful consideration. 
 
Finally, I want to tell you about another meeting I attended in recent days, this one in Everett on 
the subject of how to assist our county’s thousands of homeless residents.  Political will is 
gathering among elected leaders to take action; it is already strong in the social service 
community.  The problem, as always, is money.  Whether you live in Snohomish or King 
County, in Lynnwood or Edmonds, or Terrace, or Briar, or Mill Creek or Everett, you will very 
likely be hearing in the near future that the county or the city needs funds to help address the 
shortage of affordable housing, shelters, detox centers, and mental health beds.  None of the 
municipalities has yet discovered a money tree.  The only funds for this work are going to come 
from the taxpayers, from you and me.  I urge you to hear proposed levies, sales tax increases, or 
property tax levy lifts with open hearts as your elected leaders struggle with our shared 
responsibility to care for the least of these.  If we all pitch in, it’s estimated that we could provide 
sufficient funding for the affordable housing portion of this problem for about $20 per household 
per year.  It means we will all have to be willing to cede power over a little more of our money, 
the ultimate instrument of our society’s power.  But it is a part of being slaves to all. 
 
Housing the homeless; feeding the hungry – these are at the very core of what we understand to 
be the message of Jesus, the calling of God.  In order to walk humbly with our God, to walk in 
the way of Jesus, we cannot, like James and John, attempt to grasp power as the world 
understands it – prestige, status, money.  Instead, we must be willing to go and serve or at least 
to send our tokens of power, particularly money, to those who can go and work in our stead.  To 
be truly powerful, in the fashion of Jesus, we must be willing to serve with all we have.  “For the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  Thanks 
be to God.  Amen. 


