
 
 
 

October 17, 2021              Twenty-Ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus connects service with suffering. Suffering and service go hand in hand.  First, service 
always involves suffering because one can’t help another without some personal sacrifice.  Second, God always 
invites those who suffer to put their suffering at the service of others by uniting it with the salvation suffering of 
Jesus.  Third, we must learn to be sensitive to the suffering of those around us.  One way to cultivate this 
sensitivity is to focus on the needs of others rather than on our own needs. 

Our Gospel reading for today is another classic text on the question of ambition.  For the third time, Jesus predicts 
swiftly approaching sufferings ending in death, but followed by resurrection on the third day.  In spite of Jesus’ two 
previous predictions, James and John are still thinking of Jesus as a revolutionary freedom-fighter. They share 
their contemporaries’ Jewish belief that the Messiah will be a political king, sitting on David’s throne and ruling 
over a re-united Israel.  They are sure that the purpose of Jesus’ final trip to Jerusalem is to overthrow the Roman 
rulers.  Hence, they want an assurance from Jesus that they will be the first- and second-in-command in the 
coming Messianic Kingdom of God.  According to Middle Eastern custom, the seats on the right and left sides of 
the host were the places of honor, granted to the host’s closest friends and associates, or those the host wished 
particularly to recognize. 
 
The request of James and John reveals their lack of understanding of true leadership.  They are looking for 
positions of power and prestige.  They think that leadership comes from where one sits rather than from how one 
serves.  Jesus gives them a sharp rebuke, saying, “You do not know what you are asking.  Are you able to drink 
the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” They answer Jesus’ question with a 
very quick, “You bet we can!” That’s the kind of answer  you give when you envision the ‘cup’ in question to be a 
bejeweled golden goblet filled with good wine at the feast of Jesus’ inauguration as the replacement for the 
Caesar.”  
 
We are challenged to give our lives in loving service to others. To become an authentic disciple of Jesus means    
to put ourselves in the humble, demanding role of servant to others, to seek intentionally the happiness and 
fulfillment of those we love regardless of the cost to ourselves.  The best place to begin the process of “self-
giving” service is in our own homes and in the workplace.  We have to look upon our education, training, and 
experience as preparation for service to others.  Whatever may be our place in society — whether important or 
unimportant — we can serve.  We should learn to serve with a smile.   

This is possible whether we are in military service, social service, law, medical service, government, or 
business. We get chances to serve others every day.  Nurses serve their patients, teachers serve their students, 
parents serve the needs of their children, and spouses serve each another and their children as well as their own 
parents in old age.   In our parishes, we are also called to serve not to be served. To be attentive to the building of 
community not to hoard over with positions of authority, but to belong to the community in service of one another. 
What Jesus calls discipleship. 
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