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Mark 10:35-45      
              In the world of sports or business, or the church, politics, the law or education, or any other endeavour, when I ask you to offer some names of people you would describe as 'Great', what names come to mind?
              Probably all of you have seen or heard of stories from the Special Olympics where athletes have turned back during a race to attend to a friend who had fallen. Arm in arm, they finish the race, jubilant and elated in each other's accomplishment.
              Certainly I am not saying that all competition is harmful. I love to compete. But I also know what it is like when a fun activity between two friends becomes competitive and some unpleasant qualities and behaviors can quickly manifest.
              Some of you may remember some years ago, I placed 2 towels on the floor at the front of the sanctuary and I brought 10 unsuspecting volunteers to come up and invited 5 to stand on each towel. They were crowded. The task was for them to end up standing on the other side of the towel which they were now standing but they could not touch the carpet in the process. Instinctively they thought of themselves as 2 distinct teams, whispering to their teammates as to how to go about it and get the task completed before the other. They tried all sorts of different ways, all very intricate and difficult. The easiest way to accomplish the task is for one group to be welcomed onto the same towel with the other group, reach back, flip their towel over, get back on it, welcome the other group to their towel, flip the second towel, and help the other group get back onto that. But the competitive juices got flowing and for some unknown reason, it became a competition...who was the smartest, fastest, and most agile!! 
              Have you seen the movie Cool Runnings with the Jamaican Bobsledders? It is a fine example of people working together to accomplish their goal and to celebrate their victory, within the very limited 'win/lose' orientation that is often associated with elite sport.
              It is difficult to keep the unpleasantness that sometimes creeps into competition at bay. It seems it always has been.
              In Mark 10 it seems that James and John were feeling competitive with the other disciples. They asked Jesus if He would consider elevating them above the others, one on the left, the other on the right. When the other 10 got wind of this they were less than pleased. In a period of impending doom, with Jesus now predicting his death a third time, the disciples were concerned about leadership among their ranks, and to whom would go the status of 'greatness'.
              It is interesting that Jesus brings into the conversation, what are now within the reformed church, the two elements that now comprise our sacraments. “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”
              In one of his many excellent books entitled   “Can you drink the cup?” Henri Nowen explores the spiritual challenge of engaging in that sacred act. Do you still think of it as a sacred act, or is it just simply part of our monthly routine? He admits that as a young priest it was a privilege and a delight. But with more years behind him, more life experience, he had a greater and increasingly more uncomfortable awareness of the reality of how difficult it is to be a faithful follower of Christ. The words we say, the thoughts we think, the actions we take....if we are going to participate in this sacramental act with integrity, it is so much more than just going through the motions.
              What does our baptism mean? ... being welcomed into the body of Christ and the Kingdom of God. What does it mean for parents? How come we see so many excited young parents here for a Baptism service and then, too often, never see them again?
              What does engaging in the service of Holy Communion mean? Have you really listened to the words of institution which I say at the beginning of every communion service? Henri Nouwen writes, “Holding the cup of life means looking critically at what we are living. This requires great courage, because when we start looking, we might be terrified by what we see. Questions may arise that we don't know how to answer. Doubt or fear might emerge.....holding the cup of life is a hard discipline.”
              Jesus asked his followers, “Can you drink the cup that I drink?”   They answered yes but they had no idea what they were saying yes to.
              Among other things, Jesus' call to those who professed their love for him was a call to servant hood. “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve. Whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”    
              So how does any of this apply to you and your life? When you reflect this into your daily living, what are your thoughts? Can you imagine a home, a place of work, a place of worship, relationships with friends, where servant hood is the order of the day? How is that already happening? What might it look like to nurture this kind of atmosphere and behavior?
              I want you to look at this image on the screen. We see a couple of men, some women, some children. They are gathered around a table with food and drink. We see a woman with her arms open, welcoming a stranger, a pilgrim of some sort off in the distance. This is a scene of sharing, of serving. We know the status of women and children in Biblical times, but here is a scene of equality….  of people taking care of one another and even a stranger.
              Ministry takes form in doing what is good for others and for the community as a whole. The greatness Jesus seeks in community comes in many ways. All of those ways connect to service. You and I, each and every moment of our day, are invited by Jesus to follow the example of his life. It is not always the easy way, but it is always the best way.
 
God's grace and peace to you
Amen
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