
Drum Majors in Training    Mark 10: 32-45 

 

One of the most joyous occasions each week as a pastor at SFPC was the 
weekly chapel time with 30-40 preschoolers . My task was to speak 
something about our faith in words and ways that could hopefully make 
sense to some bright and energetic 4-5 year olds. The children would 
march into the sanctuary holding on to a small rope to keep a bit of order 
and keep everyone together. They’d sit in the pews. We‘d sing a few ditties 
that always hand motions. Not being very coordinated this was challenging 
for me. Then my brief meditation was given and we had a closing prayer. 
Almost before the Amen was spoken, some child would perk up and shout 
out: “Line leader!”--he or she would want to be first in line to lead the 
entourage back to their preschool 
classrooms.                                                                                       
  
Line leader” was a new expression for me, and yet it reminded me of what 
my two brothers and I used to do when we got into the car with my Dad.  
“Shotgun” one of us would say to claim the front seat opposite the driver. 
There are many other occasions when we all might want to be first in line 
for say a meal in a large gathering or haven’t many of us made a beeline to 
get ahead of  several people in a grocery store checkout line? 

 

And sometimes our quest to be outfront can be downright irritating to 
others. Several years ago, Carolyn,my wife, and I were at an event at 
Huntingdon College in Montgomery when her uncle was to be honored for 
making a significant gift to the college. We thought there were going to be a 
small group of honorees, but it turned into one of those evenings when it 
seemed as though anyone who had ever offered prayer for that college 
was honored. The evening got very long and the line for getting our coats 
on one of those bone chilling nights in February seemed even longer. We 
waited and waited. Finally a fairly well known political figure in the city of 
Montgomery politics proceeded to jump ahead of everyone and one could 
almost see the hairs bristling on the backs of people’s necks. 
 

Someone wrote a number of years ago that many of us have what’s called 
a drum major instinct. We want the to be the drum major; we want to be out 
front of others; we want to be the leader; we want to be first in all things. 
We even hear alot about this, probably too much, nationally these days. 
 

 



Our gospel reading this morning is what we might call a Christianized 
version of the drum major instinct. Jesus, as Mark presents him, is steadily 
moving towards Jerusalem. As one reads the gospel, there is a growing 
crescendo of anticipation.  Some of our Lord’s followers are afraid. They 
knew that going to Jerusalem was foreboding. Things were going to 
happen there that no one wanted to happen. Jesus tells his disciples for the 
third time that he is going to Jerusalem to suffer and die and then on 
the  third day rise again. 
 

And then the reading moves from that serious note to James and John 
having the following dialogue with Jesus: “Teacher, we want you to do for 
us whatever we ask of you.” And he said to them, “What is that 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 hand in your glory.” 

 

In Mark’s gospel the disciples seem to get denser and denser. They never 
seem to get what it is to be a follower of Jesus. The first time that Jesus 
talked about his going to to Jerusalem to suffer, it was Peter who rebuked 
Jesus and basically said: “NO WAY.  I didn’t sign up for that kind of 
following of you.” The second time that Mark records Jesus’ pointing toward  
his ultimate journey to the city of David, several of the disciples argue about 
who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And now this third  time, we 
have James and John asking that one be the Secretary of State and one 
be the Secretary of Defense in this much anticipated kingdom in which they 
thought Jesus would be overthrowing the despicable Romans and ushering 
in the long sought return of prosperity for the Palestinians. 
 

One person recently wrote that the early disciples of Jesus Christ thought 
that the kingdom of God was going to be a pyramid-shaped hierarchy. 
There would be the leaders at the top, the spiritual middle class in the 
middle and the insignificant people at the bottom. And James and John 
wanted to be at the top, ahead of all others. What they failed to realize is 
that Jesus talked over and over again that being in his kingdom would be 
like an inverse- pyramid. He said those words that nudge you and me every 
time we hear them: “the last are going to be first and the first are going to 
be last;” “the little children will lead us into the kingdom;”  
 

 

“whoever seeks to save his life will lose it and whoever loses his life for  my 
sake will save it;” and in today’s reading: “whoever wishes to become great 



among you must be your servant and whoever wishes to be first must be 
servant of all.” 
 

Oftentimes when we see others trying to be first in almost any occasion, we 
resent their actions. The folks standing in that line that cold night in 
Montgomery are reminders of this. Yet notice that Jesus’ reaction James 
and John was not to rebuke them or say that they were wrong in expecting 
that their faith would be beneficial to them. Rather he urged upon them a 
much more important or equally important question: “Are you willing or are 
you able to drink the cup that I drink or be baptized with the baptism of 
which I am baptized?” 

 

Jesus accepted James and John as they were. Through this question he 
pointed them in a new direction in their faith journey. When he was asking 
them about their willingness to drink the cup as he was doing, he was using 
a figure of speech. For in his day to refer to the cup of something that 
someone was doing was a common expression for talking about one’s 
experience whether it was an experience of joy or an experience of 
struggle. Some of us remember Jesus used this expression about the cup 
referring to his pending sacrifice of his life in his famous prayer in the 
Garden of Gethsemane: “Father, if it be thy will, let this cup be removed 
from me, nevertheless not my will but thine be done.” 

 

Jesus was asking James and John and all his disciples then and now are 
we willing to share in the pouring out of our lives in the way of Jesus? Are 
we willing to walk in this world forgiving others, seeking out the lost sheep, 
giving up the focus on ourselves and becoming other directed? 

 

Reflecting on this gospel scene, we hear that Jesus wasn’t bothered that 
James and John had a glimpse of his coming kingdom and wanted a place 
of honor. Jesus appreciated their intentions and their passion that 
something is to happen in following Jesus Christ. Jesus wasn’t calling for 
passivity or playing it safe. Rather what he was doing was to take their raw 
ambition for glory and transform it for his purposes. He realized that for 
James and John and for all who say Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior that it 
often takes a long time for Jesus’ followers to realize what is  true honor in  
 

 

 



the Christian life. We grow into the words such as “whoever wishes to be 
great among you, must be your servant and whoever wishes to be firs,t 
must be servant of all.” It takes all the grace that our Lord offers to us for 
these words to not be simply words on a page but words written in the 
fabric of our lives and lived out in purposeful ways. 
 

A good example of this work of the Risen Christ is what we remember 
about John. John wrote in one of the short epistles attributed to him the 
following: “By this we know love that Christ laid down his life for us and we 
ought to lay down our lives for the brothers and sisters.” John did lay down 
his life. He was martyred for holding on to the Christian faith. His faith 
demanded something of him; his community demanded something of him. 
And he moved from seeking a place in glory or what’s in for me to drinking 
the cup that Christ had drunk--pouring out his life for others. 
 

All of this movement from seeking glory to drinking the cup is a contrast to 
something told to me several years ago. A person left one of the 
congregations that I previously served. In a conversation with a good friend 
of that individual, I was told that this person had offered up this reason for 
his leaving: “Well he said that we were always asking him to do something 
and he simply wanted to come to church and enjoy being here.” 

 

There is a place for enjoying coming to church; enjoying the inspiring music 
as you have here, connecting with others who are apart of this community, 
having a time to meditate and pray and so forth. And we often do over ask 
some people in the life of the church. We can easily wear some people out. 
Yet if your church isn’t challenging you to do something for the sake of 
Jesus Christ---to give your talents, to give your time, to give your financial 
resources--then you’re being cheated out of a life of following Jesus Christ. 
For the Jesus of the gospels, not the Jesus of popular culture, when we 
follow him, we leave something, we give up something, or we endure 
something for his sake. 
  
The Jesus of the gospels poured out his life for others and those who follow 
him through his grace follow suit. Pouring out one’s life for one’s children or 
grandchildren; for a difficult spouse; for some important cause in the larger 
community; going against the grain when there is an injustice; and on and  
 

on. True honor in Jesus’ eyes is an inverse- pyramid in which we don’t 
approach the world asking what is in it for me, but rather how can I give, 



how can I serve, where am I most needed in serving the ways of Christ in 
our time. 
 

This question is asked on a personal level, and it is also asked of your 
church, too, in this time of transition. What is our Lord and even the 
community of Mobile asking this fine church to do in the future of this city 
and the future of this congregation--sit on either the right or left side in glory 
or drink the cup of pouring out your life in service to Christ? Surely the 
Spirit of the Lord will empower you in responding to this important question. 
 

There was a famous 15th Century Italian painter named Bartolomea who 
lived in Florence. He became very discouraged with his work. A fellow artist 
suggested to him: “Why don’t you change your approach and paint your 
paintings to the glory of God?” So this Florentine painter started painting in 
a different way depicting the lives of the early Christian martyrs. Throngs of 
people came to see his paintings that were absolute stunning works of art. 
Bartolomea commented about what happened: “ No, I have not done this 
for my own glory but to show forth Christ to people.” And he scratched the 
following message on every painting that he painted: “Pray for the painter 
that he may do his work better and that the picture may more clearly show 
the Lord and let the artist’s name be forgotten.” 

 

Jesus takes our raw ambition to be the line leader, to be the drum major 
and transforms our intentions to be his servants--to be ones who pour our 
lives out for Christ’s sake for others as Christ did for us. May it be so for 
you and me. Amen 
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