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James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to Jesus 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.” 
 

“Don’t just stand there, DO something!” It’s a phrase that comes up at choice times - when we’re paralyzed by fear, 
or when we think the task before us is a lost cause anyway so we just stand and watch it, or when we just don’t believe 
anyone will listen to us. But then someone rallies, and jumps into action, and says:  “Don’t just stand there, DO something!”  

Last week I was turning a problem I couldn’t seem to solve over and over in my mind, going through mental paces, 
why can’t I fix this? working myself into a frenzy of frustration. I was sharing this burden with a friend and mentor, and he 
said something I never expected to hear: “Don’t just DO something, Stand there!” “What?” I asked, thinking he had just 
unintentionally misplaced the verbs in the sentence. But then he went on. ‘Why do you think you have to DO something? 
Why not stand there? Stand still.  

Maybe the stillness will allow you to see what you haven’t seen before. Or allow the absence of your trying to fix it 
might create another possibility.  
There are hundreds of possibilities that might unfold, but why do you believe that its solution rests only with you? That the 
outcome depends on YOU?  

This ‘aha’ moment that my friend helped me to see is pattern we all fall into from time to time, (we see it over and 
over again in scripture), and one that God helps to us to relinquish. The pattern goes like this: we seek to know God, (that’s 
a good thing), we desire to do what God wants, and we want to know more, to do more. But then  - at times along the way - 
we begin to think  that – knowing God, fixing what’s broken, healing ourselves or others,  

• that saving the WORLD! is up to us (that’s pride),  

• or we begin to want it be up to us (that’s abuse of power),  

• or we begin to question why it’s not up to us - and so we grasp for it (that’s control) –   
Jesus is the master at unmasking this pattern. And he does this, with great skill, over an over again – not by shaming 

us, or judging us, but by asking revealing questions that awaken us. Our pride and our need for power and control, our 
hidden desires for ambition, are exposed, they are revealed to US. And any pretenses we have held on to – any delusions of 
having everything all planned out, and under control - just fall away. “You don’t have to do something, Just stand here.” Be here. And 
we become softened, because in his presence we see ourselves as we are. Empty handed, the ones in need, not in control,   . 
. . and then we are ready to receive. That’s why the Eucharist is so important in our life together. Just standing and receiving 
what we are given. 

In today’s Gospel, we meet two brothers, James and John, the sons of Zebedee (sometimes called the sons of 
Thunder, because they were hotheads,  but they were also Do-ers!, take charge people, the ones who make things happen – 
feeding people, healing people, doing all the things Jesus asks of them. I just love them because they are feisty and make all 
kinds of mistakes and Jesus just loves them.  

Today, they get up the nerve – to come forward (the scripture says) – to Jesus and say, “Teacher, we want you to do for 
us whatever we ask of you. - Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” We want to be your most favored, 
most trusted ones. We’ll do anything for you. . . . So when you take charge in your kingdom, we want to be at your left and 
at your right. They are asking for positions. Prestige maybe. But I think they also believe that they can get things done, make 
things right, because, well – that’s what they do.  

And then Jesus asks the question – the transformative spiritual question that turns everything around. Are you able to 
drink the cup that I drink?, - They think they can. They answer, yes, we can And then Jesus gently disarms them and us – by 
reminding us - You don’t know what you’re asking. Jesus says.  

And they don’t – we don’t. The truth is we don’t know. Because if any of us start an endeavor thinking that we 
already know the outcome, that we already know what is best, then we’re already LOST. We have to be reminded of this 
over and over again. If position requires us to harm or dehumanize or dismiss another to ‘win’, then we’re already defeated. 
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We have to be reminded of this over and over again. If what we desire places us in a position of power over others rather 
than with others, building up all others, then we’ve already become the oppressor, (whether we intended it or not)  - and 
we’ve deprived all of us of what beautiful, creative, life giving possibilities might have unfolded. We have to be reminded of 
this over and over again.  

This is Jesus’ great gift, to James and John, and to you and me – because when we see this, when we are reminded 
of this – again – then here we can stand, hands open, and then we are ready to receive – whatever it is that will unfold, and 
then we are ready to serve – to whatever we are called to do.  

And sometimes we will be called to do really hard things, to speak truth, to struggle, sometimes to go into dark 
places to bring light. And sometimes we will be called to let the absence of our trying to fix things be the thing that allows 
other possibilities to emerge. And sometimes we are called to do nothing at all. “Don’t just DO something, Stand there!”  

Karl Barth was a Swiss Reformed theologian who is often regarded as the greatest Protestant theologian of the 
twentieth century. He wrote during difficult times when it seemed that the whole world might collapse at the hands of 
dictators and mass destruction – against the backdrop of two world wars, a Holocaust, and a planet-threatening bomb. 
Barth says a hard thing -- that when we truly follow Christ, we are called to drop all of our obedience to “magic and 
dictatorship, . . .to the judgment of people, the currently prevailing mood and public opinion, strong personalities, 
ideologies, principles, systems and not least of all our own convictions.”  

Perhaps that is Jesus’ most important and surprising lesson in today’s Gospel - that it is sometimes our own 
convictions, our own egos, the belief that WE really know what God wants, that we (on our own) can fix or heal what’s 
broken in ourselves or others, that it’s all up to US! -  THAT conviction is the delusion that allows James and John, (and you 
and me) – to believe that we could save the world, if we just got into the right place. “Let us sit at your right hand and your left. 
But Jesus reminds us that we are servants, not saviors. That everything does not depends on us. You don’t know what you’re 
asking.  

Instead, “Don’t just do something, Stand there!” Be still and know that God is here. Be still and know that the Holy 
Spirit is working in and through you and me, working in us to do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.  

We can’t even begin to know all that God is doing through us. That’s such a freeing thought.  
It’s not all up to us – does not hinge upon us. That’s SUCH a liberating concept – that actually allows us to step 

forward in the world with confidence. Jesus comes back to James and John, and says, ‘The cup that I drink you (actually can and) 
will drink;. . . . but (understand that) whoever wishes to become great among you must become a servant. We have to be reminded of this 
over and over again. 

Let me end with this – a story that reminds us that God works in us and through us. In ways we can’t predict. In 
ways we don’t need to control. In ways we can’t yet imagine. It is Founders Day at St. John’s. And it’s a beautiful thing to 
remember that all we are now, and all that we have become, began in 1902, by just three families. These few people gathered 
in the basement of the old Royal Oak school building at the corner of 4th and Williams Streets at a time when the entire 
town of Royal Oak had fewer than 500 citizens. These families didn’t yet have permanent building or a priest, but they had 
faith. And they wanted to give their children and their neighbors a place to worship God, and nurture their faith together. 
And they had a vision. We stand on the shoulders of generations of people who came before us who took risks and had 
faith and then entrusted it to us.  

They could not have IMAGINED this sanctuary, these windows and pews, this organ, this choir, they could not 
have conceived of all the programs housed in our buildings, our Garden and the Food Pantry housed in this building that 
now feed thousands, they could not have believed the ups and downs that this faith community would face together over 
the years. And they could not have – no one could have - built it all at one time – it had to unfold. They could not have 
immediately come to our current identity! as a parish with a firm and undying commitment to diversity and inclusion, and 
welcome to all people.  

Our Founders couldn’t have anticipated what they began, just as we can’t even begin to know or control what will 
come from the seeds we plant today in the community of St. John’s  

But we can and do stand here today, with our hearts and hands wide open, recognizing ourselves as the ones in 
need, not in control, longing to receive what we are given  – eager to give what we have to see what God will unfold  
through us, and ready  to serve – in whatever it is that we are called do. Amen.  
 
I am indebted to a reflection by Jessie Larkins called “Helpless Before the Throne” in which she links the reflection of Karl 
Barth with the question Jesus asks of James and John – ‘Can you drink of the cup that I drink?’ 
http://www.ekklesiaproject.org/blog/2015/10/helpless-before-the-throne/ 

 


