
ADDRESS                           17 October 2021                         21st Sunday after Pentecost 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Job 38.1-7, (34-41)            Uniqueness of God 

Psalm 104.1-10, 26           God is great 

Hebrews 5.1-10                 Christ the high priest 

Mark 10. 35-45                  Request for the best place 

 

During the Covid pandemic we have seen how so many families have suffered from separation 

anxiety when borders were closed.  

  

To some extent, we are all creatures of our modern secular culture.  As one example, a recent 

article in the Australian newspaper argues that 

 

        (We are part of a)  “me” society disfigured by a hyper-individualism that focuses on personal 

feelings and an overwhelming sense of entitlement. 

There is a longer extract in Connections. The writer sees the problem as Western society moving 

further away from its Judeo-Christian foundations. 

Family ties are important in every culture. Nowhere more than in the Middle East. James and John 

were Jesus’ first cousins – their mother Salome was Mary’s sister.  So when they were told that 

Jesus was soon to be killed and rise to glory, they felt entitled to the best places in heaven, 

alongside him. Their first thoughts were not about Jesus, about his coming suffering and death, 

but ‘what’s in it for us?’  They had not learned the lesson of humility. 
 

In Mark’s version of the story, which ……….. read today, the brothers felt such a strong sense of 

entitlement  that they asked Jesus to grant them a special favour, whatever it was. Like children 

demanding any  treat they think they deserve for being good..  
 

In Matthew’s gospel, it is Salome, the mother, who  asks the favour on their behalf.  
 

This sense of entitlement from family connections is also seen in the Acts of the Apostles, where 

James appears as the initial leader of the Christian community in Jerusalem, after Jesus’ death, 

even though the gospels tell us that he was not one of his followers during his lifetime.  
 

 Open our minds, O Lord, to hear 

and to understand your Word, and 

open our hearts to do your will. 

We ask in Jesus’ name.  AMEN. 
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In the beginning, the Christian communities were very egalitarian, the congregation in Rome even 

included members of Caesar’s household. All the members were equal, as children of God, as 

sinners saved by grace. But, as the church grew, it became more hierarchical; bishops became 

monarchical, and, in the old Holy Roman empire, many prince bishops and prince archbishops 

exercised secular authority by virtue of their spiritual authority.  As an entitlement. 
 

Archbishops dressed in splendour and lived in great palaces, while their people starved in their 

hovels nearby.  

 

The glorious king’s palace in the movie Amadaeus is actually the home of the archbishop of 

Prague, one of the more modest episcopal residences of the mediaeval church. 
 

The Anglican church continues to maintain the old clerical hierarchy. The first step is to be 

ordained deacon, to be raised from ordinary Mr or Ms to Revd.  Later, many deacons will be made 

priests or presbyters, and some elevated further, from simple Revd to Venerable, to Very Revd, to 

Right Revd, perhaps even to  Most Revd.    As Bishop Forsyth once said, from personal 

experience, these not necessarily levels of spirituality.   
 

The Catholic church has even loftier titles -- the highest is ‘holy Father’; it dares to honour a man 

with one of the believers’ names for God himself.   As a young reporter I had to do a crash course 

in clerical rankings before I went to interview Sir Norman Thomas Cardinal Gilroy at St Benedict’s 

in Broadway– which black-robed clerics I was to call ‘Your Excellency’, which ones I was to 

address as ‘Your Grace’ and which ones I could simply call ‘Sir’.  
 

Of course, I was to call the Cardinal ‘Your Eminence’ because he had risen to such a great 

height.  I stood during the interview while he remained seated, but least, as a Protestant, I did not 

have to kneel and kiss his ruby ring. 
 

Years later, when I interviewed Cardinal George Pell for an academic paper, I found most of the 

old protocols had gone – he sat alone in a small office in Liverpool St and offered me a chair when 

I was ushered in. 
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Jesus told several parables which spoke of heaven as being in some way like a royal banquet or a 

wedding feast. Wedding banquets were among the most joyous occasions in Jewish family life 

and could last for up to a week. Everyone was seated according to their importance  in the 

community or according to their place in the family. Jesus’ point was that, in the heavenly banquet, 

the highest  places are reserved for those who had the lowest places on earth. 
 

There is eternal truth  
 

 

in the famous 12th century icon in the library of St Catherine’s monastery in Mt Sinai  --  those who 

strive to reach the highest places in heaven can fall off the ladder into hell. 
 

Before we condemn Salome or her sons for taking the banquet image literally and demanding the 

best seats, we should think about what we want for our own family. Don’t we want the best for our 

children? Don’t we want them to be successful, to have good jobs, earn good money, to have 

continued good health, to die peacefully in their beds?   
 

We want the best for them. Often we demand more for our children than they want for 

themselves.  If so, we are not always serving their best interests, for Jesus taught that to be great 

one has to live in service to serve others, not always to expect to be served.   
 

This is a religious approach to life, as opposed to a secular one.  The Buddha gave up his high 

status as a prince to help relieve others’ suffering. Gandhi expected all his followers to share the 

dirty work. When his wife refused to clean the ashram’s open toilet on her rostered day, Gandhi 

simply took her place.  This is very counter-cultural --mainstream secular culture loudly denies that 

the meek will inherit the earth.  
 

Many of us can be easily caught up in this dominant secular Gimme, Gimme culture. We can 

demand the best for ourselves, see ourselves as exceptional:    I want to travel to Queensland to 
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see my family, even when no-one else can   or   I refuse to be vaccinated, but I still demand all the 

privileges given to those who are vaccinated.  
 

When some people are granted special privileges, others may lose out.  So when James and John 

demanded high places in heaven, at Jesus’ right and left, the other disciples became angry.  But 

what did they actually want – some kind of roster system?  James and John sitting on either side 

of Jesus on Sundays and Thursdays?  Peter and Andrew on Mondays and Fridays?   
 

If we take the image literally, as the disciples did, if Jesus sits on the right hand of God, as the 

Scriptures picture him many times, then the one at Jesus’ left hand is God the Father, so that 

place at least is not available to any of the disciples, or to anyone else!   
 

Jesus takes the opportunity to remind his followers again of what it means to be one of his 

disciples: Among the Gentiles their rulers lord it over them. . . .but whoever wishes to be great 

among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be the 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. 
 

Many of the disciples later found they had been baptised with Jesus’ baptism of suffering.  The 

New Testament tells us that the other James, James the son of  Zebedee, was executed by order 

of Herod Antipas a few years after Jesus’ execution. An early legend says the other disciples cast 

lots and divided up the world to determine who would go where, so all peoples could hear the 

story of Jesus’ life and death and resurrection. Most of them suffered greatly for their faith and 

many of them met violent deaths because of their witness. 
 

These days, being a disciple surely means following Jesus’ example of humility, as much as we 

can, putting our love for our neighbours into action whenever we can, and looking for opportunities 

of service which may be hidden behind closed doors or in gaps in conversations.   
 

Some church leaders are realising that bishops set a bad example by living like lords,  

       

and in the past few years 11 of our Australian bishops have sold their palatial homes, their 

bishopscourts, and moved into less pretentious houses, which cost much less to maintain.  
 

The confrontation recorded in our Gospel reading took place as Jesus and his disciples were on 

the road going up to Jerusalem, where Jesus would be betrayed, and mocked, and beaten and 

crucified, and then triumph over all his enemies, even over death.  By taking the lowest place on 

earth, he showed he was worthy of one of the high places in heaven.   
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Like all disciples, we have to accept that our place in heaven will be no higher than anyone else’s, 

whatever we achieve on earth.  We don’t really know what this second life will be like, but we know 

that there we will find our identity as children of God, leaving behind our first-life identities as male 

or female, older or younger, richer or poorer, as Australian or British or Chinese or Afghani or 

whatever.  
 

A week or so ago, I was called to the Cheddar St  nursing home one night to give the last rites to 

one of the residents, despite Covid restrictions .  Doris was 97, 97 and a half, her daughter 

insisted. Doris seemed to be asleep as I anointed her hands and her forehead, then she stirred 

and looked up as her daughter and I said the Lord’s Prayer together.  I thought of the hymn I had 

already chosen for this service –  

            When these failing lips grow dumb, 

            and mind and memory flee, 

            when thou shalt in thy kingdom come, 

            then, Lord, remember me. 
 

This is our future and should be our prayer. God will remember in heaven those who honoured his 

Son while on earth. There we shall all be equal – because we shall all have the best places.  
 

As we look forward to coming back to church  in person next Sunday we need to give thanks for 

our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life, to use the words of the old prayer 

book. And we need to be ready to sit at Jesus’ feet, not demanding any higher place. 

 
Lord, help us to rejoice in your service -- to act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with 
our God. 

 


