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“Making the Ask” 

 

 It’s Stewardship season and congregations around the nation are walking the 

delicate balance of encouraging church members to invest in their mission with passion 

and excitement, and turning people off with just one more ask for money.  Even here at 

Church on the Mall we know the thin line between challenging people to give 

generously and joyfully to the work of Christ going on here, and making people feel 

guilty for not pledging or for not increasing their pledge.  We don’t want people to feel 

like we charge an admission fee when they come to worship, but we also need financial 

support or else we’ll have to turn off the lights and lock the doors.  Stewardship season 

is both an exciting time but also a tricky time for congregations, pastors, and sessions, 

as they plan for the next year of mission and ministry.   

I think James and John could have used a few of our tips and best practices on 

Stewardship and fund raising.  Their lack of finesse when “making the ask” in our 

passage in Mark’s Gospel is downright embarrassing.  I’m glad they weren’t part of our 

Stewardship team here at Church on the Mall this year!  They need a lot of coaching or 

perhaps making requests of others is just not one of their gifts. 

 While these disciples of Jesus were not asking him for money, they were certainly 

asking of him a big request.  It wasn’t fortune, but it was the other carrot the world often 
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dangles in front of us – fame.  They wanted to be seated just below Jesus himself on the 

throne of glory, one on the right and one on the left.  They knew that Jesus was their 

king coming into his splendor and they wanted to be just one tier down in the hierarchy 

of his kingdom.   

And perhaps they were feeling deserving of such an honor, since these two were 

often the ones Jesus selected out of the twelve to witness special events.  They were two 

of the four first disciples Jesus called to follow him.  Remember the story of Jarius’ 

daughter, the one who was sick and died, but Jesus then brought back to life?  It was 

only James, John, and Peter who were allowed in the girl’s room.  During the 

transfiguration where Jesus appears with Moses and Elijah, it is again only James, John, 

and Peter who are invited up the mountain with him.  When Jesus goes to pray in 

Gethsemane on the night he is arrested, again it’s these three who go with him.  When 

James and John make this request, it may seem like a logical ask in light of their special 

status as part of Jesus’ inner circle. 

However, Jesus does not grant the request, but instead responds in a way that 

shows his irritation with the fact that these disciples continue to talk about their own 

glory, their own salvation, their own righteousness.  James and John approach Jesus 

with this huge “ask”, which ends up prompting yet another story about the inability of 

the disciples to understand their humble savior who came to serve all God’s children 

rather than be served by them, and would die on a cross rather than live the high life 

with earthly power.  James and John want to join Jesus in his glory, not realizing that his 
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glory will come as a shameful and painful death.  There is no rising above and ruling 

over all when we participate in Jesus’ glory.  When we participate in Jesus’ glory, we 

end up at the bottom, serving others, without any earthly honor or recognition. 

 We can’t fault James and John or judge them too harshly.  Not only are they part 

of Jesus’ inner circle, his best friends who just want a little bit of credit for all that 

they’ve been through with him, but we also know will come to read,  just the next 

chapter (11:24), that Jesus says, “whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have 

received it, and it will be yours.”  And maybe we remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 7 

when he says, “Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the 

door will be opened for you.  For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who 

searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.”  Jesus’ harsh 

and frustrated response to this request may come off a bit like a mixed message, since 

he also tells the disciples to ask and you shall receive. 

 It may seem confusing to have Jesus annoyed with them for asking for something 

here in today’s reading, but then telling them they will have whatever they desire later, 

over there.  The important distinction is the place of their hearts and the nature of their 

requests.  What kind of request may have Jesus said yes to?  If they would’ve asked him 

to heal a sick person they saw by the side of the road?  If they would’ve asked him how 

to pray and what words to use to get closer to God?  If they would’ve asked him to 

cleanse their spirits from all unrighteousness?  If they would’ve asked him to forgive 

their sins?  We can image there would have been a request that James and John could 
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have made that would have prompted a yes answer from Jesus.  If their hearts and 

passions and thoughts were focused on the kingdom, on ridding the world of pain and 

suffering, on keeping their gaze upon God’s presence, then perhaps their wish would 

have been granted.  But when their hearts and passions and thoughts were on their own 

stellar acts of discipleship, their visible recognition for being such good followers of 

Jesus, and their own selfish glory, the answer is a frustrated no.  And it’s not because 

they aren’t worthy; it’s not because they aren’t special, it’s not because they are lousy 

disciples and the honor is being saved for someone else.  If the reward were Jesus’ to 

give, surely they would be the recipients.  But this just isn’t how God’s kingdom works 

and this isn’t how Jesus’ glory looks.   

 When James and John ask to be seated at the right hand and the left of Jesus in his 

glory, Jesus’ response foreshadows his impending suffering and death.  His baptism in 

Mark’s Gospel is the beginning of his public ministry and a commissioning and blessing 

of his mission and purpose.  This baptism will be made complete in his death.  The cup 

from which he will drink is a submission to God’s purpose for him to be the redeemer of 

all people.  James and John are still thinking of acknowledgment and honor, but Jesus 

knows that neither reflects his true glory.  Jesus knows his glory will be in humility, in 

serving others, in giving away his life as a ransom for many.  Jesus knows his glory will 

be enough to save the whole world, but when the world sees how this takes place, 

through his arrest, death, and crucifixion, they will turn their backs on him and see him 

as nothing more than a fraud and a criminal. 
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Jesus has been telling the disciples and telling us that in order to save our lives, 

we must first lose them.  Jesus has been telling them and telling us to take up our cross 

and follow him.  Jesus has been inviting them and inviting us into a life of discipleship 

that takes us away from our lives as we know it and sends us out into the world healing 

those who are sick and preaching the Good News of God’s love and mercy to all those 

who are lost and lonely.  When Jesus calls us to follow, we know that like Rev. Ruth 

told us last week, we often have to take a step of faith out into the unknown.  Our five-

year plans and 10-year plans and retirement plans?  Maybe not God’s plan.  Jesus calls 

us to give up our lives, to let go of our inward focus and turns us outward to heal the 

world, to ease suffering, to comfort the weak, to show mercy to those who are judged 

and condemned. 

 When we are grounded in this understanding of discipleship, we desire different 

things from God than if we are still living a life of self-satisfaction and inward focus.  

When we are grounded in Jesus’ commands to be about the work of the kingdom, our 

prayers will be different than if we are grounded in chasing earthly success and 

acknowledgment.  James and John seem stuck in this earthly reality, so their request of 

Jesus is for honor and glory.  If they were grounded more firmly in living a life of 

discipleship, perhaps they would have asked for something that focused on bringing 

about God’s kingdom.  

There is so much work to be done for the kingdom of God and all these disciples 

are worried about is their own salvation.  We look at the world today with the violence 
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in the Middle East, the refugee crisis in Europe, hunger and disease rampant in Africa, 

homeless people in our city, and I can’t help but wonder if Jesus’ frustration continues 

today with his disciples, when we, too, find it all too easy to focus on ourselves and our 

own righteousness and salvation.  We tend to read again and again the end of Gospels, 

basking in the amazing grace that fills our souls with a divine peace, yet we miss the 

ministry of Jesus throughout the Gospels, urging us, commanding us to change this 

world that is wrought with hatred, judgment, and violence.  How frustrated Jesus must 

continue to be when we throw our hands up in the air at the world’s problems without 

feeling a shred of responsibility that they are ours to fix.  When popular television 

preachers fly on private jets to their multimillion dollar homes, I can’t help but think 

just how far off the mark we really are.  And I can even look at myself, I don’t need to 

call out other pastors, I can look at my own comfort of living, my own desire for 

warmth and goodness in my own life and know that I’m not hitting the mark, either.  

 So, let’s try to do better.  I believe we can do better together.  As a congregation, 

we can acknowledge our James and John requests – knowing that we live in a world that 

idolizes self-gratification – and we can remind ourselves of Jesus’s call to get beyond 

ourselves, to move past the selfish desires of our hearts, and work for God’s kingdom 

out in the world.  We can see the pain and suffering in the world and remind one another 

that this is ours to claim and ours to fix – this is where we are called to be as we seek to 

be the body of Christ in the world, continuing his mission and ministry. 
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 Rather than focus on our own piety, our own righteousness, rather than desire 

God’s pride and honor for have an exemplary prayer life, attending worship every 

Sunday, or keeping the Ten Commandments, Jesus calls our focus past ourselves in the 

way that we lose our life and instead take on his communal life of working for God’s 

kingdom.  When as a congregation and as individuals we are grounded in our call to 

discipleship and grounded in our kingdom work, then we can be bold in our ask.  Our 

First Friday’s free meal begins on November 6
th
.  Can we be so bold as to ask that next 

year at this time we are setting place settings for over 100 people?  This congregation 

continues to emanate hospitality, warmth, and a genuine faith that is evident even to 

first time guests.  Your willingness to help one another and even strangers is a reflection 

of the kingdom right here on a regular basis.  Can we be so bold as to ask for our reach 

to expand by the dozens this year?   

 In our Genesis story, Jacob had a pretty big ask of God.  He is on the run with his 

family, fleeing the wrath of his brother, Esau.  Jacob stole Esau’s blessing from their 

father, Isaac, so now Jacob is the one God has promised a mighty nation.  Now, Jacob is 

trying to make amends with his brother, who is after his life.  Jacob spends a night by 

himself out while they are on the run, and during the night he wrestles with God.  The 

encounter leaves Jacob with a sore hip; it leaves him a little beat up.  As the night ends 

and the two depart ways, Jacob says he won’t let God go until he receives a blessing 

from him.   This seems so bold of Jacob, to demand a blessing, “I will not let you go 

until you bless me,” he says.  I think Jacob knew that in order to live into his calling as a 
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forefather of our faith, he needed to be blessed.  It wasn’t so he could shine in glory or 

be noticeably holy or as some sort of symbol of being chosen – the encounter was 

actually going to leave him limping.  He was so bold to ask God for this blessing, 

because he knew he needed it to carry on God’s work being done through him.  Jacob 

knew that in order to be the man of faith that God wanted him to be, he needed to be 

blessed.   

 May it be for us as well, brothers and sisters in Christ – may we, too, be confident 

in our calling to serve God in the way that we have each been called.  May we, too, be 

bold in asking what we need to bring about God’s kingdom in the world.  May we keep 

our prayers big, our hearts open, our sense of responsibility honest as we continue to 

give up our lives and accept the gift of life that Jesus offers us, a life of discipleship 

working to bring about God’s reign here on earth.  Thanks be to God.  Amen!  


