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20
th
 Sunday in Pentecost (year B) 

October 22, 2006 

Steve Bolduc 

 

Isaiah 53:4-12 

Psalm 91:9-16 

Hebrews 5:1-10 

Mark 10:35-45 

 
Text: “For the Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as ransom for 

many” (Mark 10:45) 

Theme: love and salvation are the proverbial “rest of the story,” 

Subject: Sacrifice, not sovereignty (Synthesis) 

Title: Follow the message, not the messenger.  
 

I grew up in a Roman Catholic Church and recall very clearly the elaborate frescoes on the 

ceiling of the nave and behind the altar. The paintings left an impression on my young mind in 

part because I would be so bored by the sermons that I would gaze in fascination at those 

heavenly figures. On the ceiling was a larger-than-life image of God as a dignified, stately, 

elderly man with flowing white beard. He looked, in my childish imagination, like a man who 

would smoke a pipe when he was “off-camera.” 

 

This man-like God was seated on a throne of clouds with Jesus at his right; the two radiant 

figures were surrounded by angels. From this heavenly throne, God and Jesus, I imagined, 

watched over earthly creation. 

 

Above the altar was another larger-than-life image, this one of the resurrected Christ held aloft 

on the wings of doves. Surrounding Jesus were portraits of the twelve apostles, each with a halo 

above their cherub-like faces. These are the same apostles we read about in today’s Gospel—

these twelve men who struggle in very human ways to understand what is happening in their 

lives. 

 

These painted images had a subtle but lasting, and not especially helpful, influence on my 

thinking about the nature of God, the function of worship, and the meaning of a spiritual life. My 

confusion was deepened by the images in my childhood book of Greek and Roman mythology. 

The man-like God figure in the Church of my youth looked uncannily like Zeus, the Greek god 

of the heavens. 

 

In the lessons today, we hear of transgressions, iniquities, and punishment, yet, also of honor, 

love, and salvation. When I was younger, I would have described religion and the spiritual life 

with words like transgression and punishment. I have since come to understand that love and 

salvation are the proverbial “rest of the story,” that the risen Christ—the literal embodiment of 

love—lives among and works through us. 

 

In an earlier sermon, I explored the familial image of God—a Father, a Son, a Holy Spirit of pure 

and profound love. God was able to reconcile the world to himself in perfect harmony through 

Christ because of this Spirit of love. We experience the love and compassion of God not 

individually but together, not because of anything we have or could have done but because of the 

love of God towards us.  
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God’s love precedes all. 

 

God’s love is offered as part of a covenant relationship and today, I want to explore our response 

to that call into relationship.  

 

Part of my dilemma as a young person was thinking that Jesus, the Son of God, calls us to gather 

in church to worship him—and in the Roman Catholic church of my youth—Mary, the Mother 

of God. (Add the images of the Apostles in the fresco above the altar of that church and we have 

what seemed to my young imagination a pantheon of gods very similar to that in my mythology 

book.) 

 

I thought we were called to weekly attendance and devote expression of praise through song and 

prayer to fulfill our covenant responsibilities. However worship did not seem to me to be 

sufficient response and I was confused about to whom we were to direct our worship and praise. 

We profess a belief in a Trinitarian God each time we say the Nicene Creed. But what do 

esoteric theological statements on the nature of the Trinity mean to us as we struggle—like the 

Apostles in today’s Gospel—in very human ways to understand what is happening in our lives? 

 

A clear theme runs through the lessons today: 

• From Isaiah: The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous, and he shall bear 

their iniquities. 

• From the Psalm: Because he is bound to me in love, therefore will I deliver him. 

• From Hebrews: “…having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation 

for all who obey him, having been designated by God a high priest [according to the 

order of Melchizedek].” 

• And from Mark’s Gospel: For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to 

give his life as ransom for many. 

 

Verna Dozier captures this theme when she notes: Jesus was the fullness of the godhead 

bodily—he was not the whole of God, only that part of God which could be contained in a body. 

That is where the church has gone astray [she says]—equating Jesus with the fullness of God, 

making Jesus an object of worship, rather than an expression of God to be followed. (p. 72) 

 

And here is where I am able to resolve my dilemma. We are not called to worship Jesus, but to 

follow him, to follow his example. The risen Christ is the literal embodiment of God’s great love 

and as Christians, we are called to follow Jesus, to practice love, to do justice. We are Christians 

not because of what we do on Sunday, but because of what we do the other days of the week. 

That means we do not follow Jesus into church, but out of church into the community. Our 

worship is not the response to God’s grace but the preparation for that response.  

 

We gather to worship here at St. Stephen’s between the baptismal font and the altar. When we 

gather at the font for a baptism:  

• we ask that we may go into the world as witnesses to God’s love; 

• we promise to seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbors as ourselves; 

• We promise to strive for justice and peace among all peoples, and respect the dignity of 

every human being. 
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At the altar, we share bread and wine to “celebrate the memorial of our redemption” and to ask 

to be sanctified that we may “serve [God] in unity, constancy, and peace.” Our worship 

nourishes us to carry out our baptismal covenant, ever mindful of Jesus’ ministry of 

reconciliation and liberation. 

 

Today’s Gospel shows James and John asking for positions of prestige in the coming world and 

their fellow Apostles getting angry that James and John would seek out special honors. However 

as post-Resurrection people, we know what they do not, even though today’s account is the third 

time in Mark’s Gospel that Jesus has alluded to his coming Passion and death on the cross. 

Although memorialized in many church frescoes for their witness to God’s work in the world, 

the Apostles were perfectly human, just as we are. 

 

Our call to servant ministry does not mean we are called to be martyrs like James and John. We 

are called to take up our own cross, to challenge earthly notions of honor and dishonor, power 

and weakness, status and privilege. The example of the Apostles points to how difficult this is 

and why our worshiping together is necessary preparation to practice love and do justice. 

  

So, what would be a better image of God than the frescoes? Asking what God looks like is a very 

limiting question. 

 

I have found it much more helpful to think of images of God at work in the world. Such images 

are ever-present if we are able to see the Christ in everyone we meet. Some of the images are 

small, but not insignificant, and some are overwhelming images of the spirit of pure and 

profound at work. 

 

Where do I see these images of God at work?  

• I see it when we put the names of our loved ones on the prayer list so that we may 

together pray for intercession and thanksgiving. 

• I see it here at St. Stephen’s when we gather for coffee to share the joys and brokenness 

of our lives.  

• I see it in our community at a building site of Habitat for Humanity or at a meal at the 

Salvation Army or Churches United.  

• I see it in the people of a Pennsylvania Amish community who are grieving for their lost 

loved ones yet reach out to the family of the man who murdered them. 

 

We are called not to worship each Sunday between the baptismal font and the altar, but to live 

our lives between the font and the altar, to strive to bring about God’s Kingdom. 

 

In God’s Kingdom, we respond to God’s great gift of grace by trying to “…to be God’s 

instrument[s] to restore a fallen world to the dream of a good creation of love and peace and 

justice” (Dozier 37) 

 

In God’s paradoxical Kingdom, leaders are those who follow Christ’s example, freedom comes 

from observing God’s commandments. 
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And so uphold us by your Spirit that we may serve you in newness of life, to the honor and glory 

of your name. Amen. 


