
 
 

My Sermon from last Sunday October 21, 2018  ‘22nd after Pentecost’   ~ 
 

“What If You Don’t Want To Be Great?” 
 

Speak Lord your servants are listening.  Amen. 
 

A lot of people that I know are perfectly happy to stay off the fast track.  They don’t want to be a 
cabinet minister or the mayor of Thunder Bay or a partner in a law firm or the chief executive 
officer of a major corporation.  Most people that I know are perfectly happy living lives of simple 
pleasures with family and with friends.  They try to use the gifts God has given them and they look 
for the good in others and try to make the world a better place, one person at a time. 
 
It is for this reason that the gospel from Mark 10: 35-45 doesn’t always resonate in our daily lives.  
Two of Jesus’ disciples, James and John, want Jesus to do whatever they ask him to do.  Jesus is 
curious and asks them what they desire.  They want a promotion.  They want glory and ‘reserved 
seating’ beside Jesus.  They want to know when they will get their performance review that will 
move them forward, up into an exalted position right at the side of Jesus.  On his right hand and 
on his left hand, in the glory of God. 
 
I remember when I used to have dinner parties that I would think very carefully about who we 
would put at our right hand at the dinner table.  Etiquette stresses that the most important person 
is seated at our right hand.  Fine for a dinner party but not for God’s world.  I struggle with my 
own reserved seating at the front of the church to lead worship.  I know that it makes sense for 
presiding but I would rather rotate the seating up in the chancel.  Clergy come last in a church 
procession to remind us that we are called to be servants for God. 
 
Jesus tells his disciples, and it probably isn’t the first time that he has stressed this message, that 
rewards in the kingdom of heaven are not based on ability, or on time served, or on merit.  The 
rewards are based on a servant heart.  In order to draw closer to the kingdom of God, they must 
serve God by serving others.  It is about a servant heart and a servant style of leadership. 
 
Jesus said that “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant and 
whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”  (Mark 10: 43-44) 
 
Most of us are sitting here listening to this sermon (or reading it on our e-news) without that 
burning passion to be lifted up above all others, to be exalted, to be great, to be in the glory of 
the Lord.  However, we all have that innate sense of worldly justice and we all know what is fair 
and what is unfair.  This justice, however, is not always God’s plan for our discipleship. 
 
Let me give you two examples  ~ 
   
Example 1:  Let’s suppose you are a ‘Sidesperson’ at St. Paul’s and have been serving in this 
ministry of greeting and welcome for over 20 years.  Sidepeople welcome people to church and are 
the face of Christ  ~  the first faces that most people encounter when they come to church  ~  so 
the role of sidespeople is significant and important.  You enjoy this volunteer ministry and you 
have always been reliable and committed.  Suppose one person in the congregation decides to help 
out with the sidesperson’s team on a Sunday morning.  That person has never done this before and 
is excited to smile and hand out bulletins and bibles.  Suppose a photographer comes into St. 
Paul’s and takes that person’s photo and puts it on the front page of the Chronicle Journal and 
then the photo ends up on our facebook page for the parish and is uploaded to the website. 
 



Suppose the photo has this caption:  So-and-So Welcomes People To St. Paul’s!  How would you 
feel?  This person has never done this before and then suddenly this person has become the public 
face of all the sidespeople.  Would you go around saying, “Well, you know that this person has 
never been a sideperson before.  It was their first time helping out!”  Probably you would say this, 
and your concerns are legitimate. 
 
Here’s another example:  A person has decided to try out the choir and has come out to one 
practice on a Thursday night.  First time and 1 practice only.  Their photo is taken by a roving 
photographer and ends up in a feature in the Globe and Mail about church choirs.  How would the 
rest of the choir feel that the person representing the whole choir has only been out to one 
practice?  Would choir members go around saying, “Well, you know that this person has only been 
to 1 practice.  They should actually have taken a picture of someone who has a history with the 
choir.”  Probably you would and your concerns are legitimate. 
 
We are used to earning our privileges, putting in our time, being recognized for years of 
commitment and dedication.  In all of Jesus’ teaching, he throws that out the window.  The worker 
who comes at the last moment earns just as much as the worker who has slaved away all day.  The 
son who wastes all his inheritance is upheld and forgiven by his father. 
  
In the words of Jesus, the first will be last and the last will be first.  If you wish to be first, you 
“must be slave of all.” 
 
Although we may not aspire to greatness, we do want things to be fair.  And they are not fair in 
the kingdom of God.  We know about grace and we know that grace is given and not earned and 
yet we don’t always live out our journey as disciples. 
 
Our only focus must be to become a servant and to do it without jealousy or a scorecard.  If souls 
are to be added to the kingdom of the Lord, we all need to be servants to those around us. 
  
Martin Luther King, Jr. said that “Everyone can become great because anyone can serve.”  He said, 
“You don’t have to have a college degree to serve.  You don’t have to know Plato and Aristotle.  
You don’t have to know Einstein’s theory of relativity.  You don’t have to know the second theory 
of thermodynamics in physics.  You only need a heart full of grace.  A soul generated by love.” 
 
What King says is true yet not everyone wants to be great.  That is not what motivates most of us. 
We are motivated by a deep desire to do the right thing, to grow as a disciple of Jesus.  I believe 
that everyone has a desire to draw close to God.  That is what motivates us, not a compelling need 
for greatness. 
 
The next time you feel an injustice has been done, ask yourself where the grace is in the situation.  
That is God’s world.  Not the pay increase or the number of weeks of vacation or the seniority 
allowance or the reserved seat.  
  
It is sometimes really hard to balance the two.  Even the clergy in this diocese of Algoma receive 
an extra couple of hundred dollars per year based on the number of years we have served in 
ministry.  This seniority allowance would not apply in the kingdom of God.  And yet it is a policy in 
most dioceses across Canada.  People who have served a little longer in ministry receive a stipend 
(payment) that is a little bit more than the stipend that a priest receives starting out. 
   
It’s not an easy walk to balance our priorities, and Jesus never said it would be.  I see signs of 
great hope in this parish that I am privileged to serve.  New parishioners are voted to become lay 
readers at our annual meeting, elected to represent us as a synod delegate or serve as a warden. 
   



Our journey of discipleship to the cross of Christ, the journey of our salvation begins with a desire 
to serve others.  I like the message in the following story: 
 
There was once an old stone monastery tucked away in the middle of a forest.  For many years 
people would go on a pilgrimage and seek out this monastery.  The peaceful spirit of the place was 
healing for the soul.  In recent years, however, fewer and fewer people were making their way to 
the monastery. The monks had grown jealous and petty in their relationships with one another, 
and the conflict was felt by those who visited. 
 
The Abbot of the monastery was distressed by what was happening, and poured out his heart to his 
good friend Jeremiah. Jeremiah was a wise old Jewish rabbi. Having heard the Abbot’s tale of woe 
he asked if he could offer a suggestion.  “Please do” responded the Abbot.  “Anything you can 
offer.” Jeremiah said that he had received a vision, an important vision, and the vision was this:  
the Messiah was among the ranks of the monks. The Abbot was flabbergasted.  One among his own 
was the Messiah!  Who could it be?  He knew it wasn’t himself, but who?  He raced back to the 
monastery and shared his exciting news with his fellow monks.  The monks grew silent as they 
looked into each other’s faces.  Was this one the Messiah? 
 
From that day on the mood in the monastery changed.  Joseph and John started talking again, 
neither wanting to be guilty of slighting the Messiah.  Pierre and James left behind their fights and 
their anger and sought out each other’s forgiveness.  The monks began serving each other, looking 
out for opportunities to assist, seeking healing and forgiveness where offence had been given.  As 
one traveler, then another, found their way to the monastery word soon spread about the 
remarkable spirit of the place.  People once again took the journey to the monastery and found 
themselves renewed and transformed.  All because those monks knew the Messiah was among them. 
 
I find great truth in this story.  When we see Christ in each other, it becomes easy to become a 
servant. 
 
In order to be a servant we 
don’t need to go for greatness 
but for grace.  Start small.  Ask 
how you can help out.  Pick up 
a piece of garbage that you see 
outside of the church and put 
it in a can.  Offer to serve on a 
coffee team.  Volunteer to cut 
the grass in the summer.  
Remove old bulletins or candy 
wrappers from the pew before 
you leave, even if you weren’t 
the person that left them.  
Take off your shoes or boots in 
the wintertime in order to ease 
the workload for our church 
Caretaker, JJ. 
 
One of my favourite stories of servanthood is when the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, 
was staying at the Anglican convent in Toronto (Sisterhood of St. John the Divine) for a meeting 
with the Primate, and at the end of his visit he stripped his bed and was found by Rev. Charlene 
Scriver, who was staying in the convent at the time while attending seminary, walking in the guest 
house hallway carrying a big bundle of sheets and towels wondering where to put them.  That is 
the servanthood that Jesus is talking about. 



 
“Serve others as I have served you.”  Amen. 

 
 
Amen. 
 
Archdeacon Deborah + 

 


