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James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, 

‘Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.’ And he said to them, 
‘What is it 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, in your glory.’ But Jesus said to them, ‘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 replied, ‘We are able.’ 
Then Jesus said to them, ‘The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism 
with which I am baptized, you will be baptized; but to sit at my right hand or at my 
left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.’ 

 When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. So Jesus 
called them and said to them, ‘You know that among the Gentiles those whom they 
recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over 
them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of 
all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a 
ransom for many.’  

 
 If you’re a grandparent, you know that your first grandchild gave you 

your final name. When my beloved grandson Jesse came into my life, I 

knew I didn’t want to be forever after addressed as “Grandpa,” “Gramps,” 

or “Grumpy,” so I followed the example of my three oldest kids’ maternal 

grandfather. He chose his own name. He chose “Big Sir.” I admired his 

assertiveness, and it was, in fact, as Big Sir that my children addressed 

him and how they remember him. Being a literate fellow (or at least semi-

literate), I chose a similar title from Mark Twain’s, “A Connecticut 

Yankee in King Arthur’s Court:” Sir Boss. But even though Jesse does 

address me as “Sir Boss,” as in “Sir Boss, will you buy that for me?” or, 
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“Sir Boss, I can’t eat that,” or “Sir Boss, my stomach hurts,” or “Sir Boss, 

Emma is being mean to me,” I know that in reality, I’m not his boss. Nor 

was I the boss of my own children. Like every parent, every grandparent, 

I’m really a servant. The 5th Commandment says, “Honor your father and 

your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your 

God is giving you.” It’s the only Commandment with a promise (or a 

threat) attached. In modern American middle-class culture, it could easily 

be paraphrased, “Honor those who wait on you.” 

*** 
 When Jorge Mario Bergoglio was a priest in Buenos Aires, 

Argentina, he used to wade through mud in the city’s worst slums to reach 

the people. One resident said, “He was always part of our slum.” But 

Bergoglio did more than visit. When he became a bishop, and later a 

cardinal, he established drug rehabilitation programs and founded schools 

to teach vocational skills like carpentry and cosmetology. He supported 

those who had harder life challenges than most—single mothers, the 

homeless, AIDS victims and drug addicts. Most of all, Bergoglio 

exemplified Christian servanthood, as Jesus did with his disciples the 

night before his crucifixion, by washing feet, especially the feet of the 

most afflicted and poor. Cristian Marcelo Reynoso, a garbage collector 

and recovering drug addict, once said, “Years ago I was at my worst and I 

needed help. When the Mass started he [Bergoglio] knelt down and 

washed my feet. It hit me hard. It was such a beautiful experience.” Now, 
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the slum dwellers of Buenos Aires call Bergoglio Papa vilero—“the slum 

pope.” Before he was elected pontiff, and became the first one to take the 

name of Francis—after the very humble Francis of Assisi—he told the 

assembled cardinals who would soon elect him, “We have to avoid the 

spiritual sickness of a self-referential church. It’s true that when you get 

out into the street—as happens to every man and woman—there can be 

accidents. However, if the church remains closed in on itself, self-

referential, it gets old. Between a church that suffers accidents in the 

street, and a church that’s sick because it’s self-referential, I have no 

doubts about preferring the former.” As a church, we are called to be 

more, much more, than self-referential. Even if there are accidents, we are 

called by Christ to serve the people of God. 

 The Christian model of a servant, of course, is Jesus. On the night 

before his crucifixion, he gathered his disciples in the Upper Room, took a 

towel and washed their feet. It was astonishing, and disconcerting. Peter, 

at first, refused to let Jesus wash his. After all, Jesus was the leader of all 

of the disciples and he was kneeling down to do a job that was usually left 

to the lowest of house servants. But he did it to set an example to them, so 

that they would do what he had done. He told them, “I give you a new 

commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 

also should love one another.” So how do we love like Jesus? We serve. 

As he told his disciples in our scripture reading, “You know that among 

the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, 
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and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but 

whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant…For 

the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.’ 

 The idea of a servant who leads is counter-intuitive. Outside of the 

Judeo-Christian tradition, it is practically unheard of. In ancient Greece, 

the word diakonos—“servant”—could refer to a slave, and the whole idea 

of “service” lacked dignity, unless it was service to the state or empire. 

Greek thought emphasized personal development and the role of great 

rulers. One could sacrifice oneself on the field of battle for the sake of 

glory, but daily self-sacrifice in order to serve others—others who might 

be inferior? That was unthinkable. That was demeaning. 

 In the Bible, service for others is not considered demeaning. In the 

Old Testament, the word “servant” was used to describe various religious 

leaders. But the concept of leading by serving was most fully developed 

by Jesus, who taught us, by word and example, that we best fulfill the 

greatest commandment—to love God with all of our heart, soul and 

mind—when we strive to fulfill the second greatest commandment, which 

is to love our neighbors as ourselves. A call to be Jesus’ disciple is a call 

to be a Christian servant. Unlike slavery, which is horrific in ways beyond 

recounting—not least because it is coerced—Christian servanthood must 

always be freely offered. 
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 I recently read an article by an author who said that there is a cultural 

turning away from the whole idea of servanthood and self-sacrifice. That 

came out of the Great Depression and World War II, she said (actually, the 

idea of “self-sacrifice” is a lot older than that). Now, she said, there is an 

emphasis on “self-fulfillment.” The author saw that as a positive good, 

even though her definition of self-fulfillment seemed to be a euphemism 

for self-indulgence. But in terms of facts on the ground, she 

unquestionably had a point. Membership in churches is declining, but not 

only in churches. It is also declining in service organizations, in volunteer 

aid societies, and even in recreational sports—more and more we are 

“bowling alone.” It seems that the more of us there are in the world, the 

less we want to be with each other. And while it may very well be true that 

more people prefer communing with their screens than with their 

neighbors, that does not mean that that it is a value the church can or 

should adopt. Why? Because we follow Jesus Christ, who exalted 

servanthood as the ultimate form of love, and gave his life to save those 

whom he loved, whose numbers include us. 

*** 

 As you know, this is our church’s 125th anniversary year. I hope you 

have seen the banner and the cards with the words, “125 Years of 

Service.” It is fitting that “Service” be emphasized. This is a servant 

church; it is in our congregation’s DNA. When First Christian Church of 

Wichita Falls was founded in 1890, it had a ministry to insure that 
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everyone in Wichita County who wanted a Bible got one, including 

inmates in the county jail. When people were hungering during the 

Depression, the church helped feed them, with a special emphasis on 

providing meals to an impoverished Hispanic elementary school. When 

the United States entered World War II, meat, wheat, sugar and gasoline 

were rationed. Our community was flooded with homesick young 

servicemen and women. First Christian Church provided hospitality and 

special meals to them, meals that were made possible because church 

members sacrificed their own rations of meat, wheat and sugar. When 

missionaries in Mexico and China needed support, this church funded 

them. When this town was demolished by the terrible tornado of 1979, this 

church—under the inspiration of the great John Muir—founded Interfaith 

Disaster Recovery Services in order to help people get back on their feet. 

When that mission was accomplished, the agency became Interfaith 

Ministries, which for nearly 35 years has been helping families and 

individuals in crisis. When it became clear that some school kids in our 

community were cold in the winter, this church provided warm coats to 

them, and still does, every year, through Coats for Kids. Last year, over 

600 were given. Our youth don’t take vacations, they go on mission trips. I 

could go on and on about the ways, in the last 125 years, that this church 

has fed the hungry, given drink to the thirsty, clothed the naked, welcomed 

the stranger, cared for the sick, and visited the imprisoned. I could go on 
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and on, but that would be self-referential, and it’s not about us, it’s about 

the ways Christ calls us to serve. 

  So what does a Christian servant leader sound like? Well, for one 

thing, there is the spirit of humility. If a mission fails, a Christian servant 

leader says, “I.” If a mission succeeds, a Christian servant leader says, 

“We.” It’s different for those whose idea of leadership is other than 

servanthood. In those cases, if the mission succeeds, the non-servant 

leader says, “I.” If the mission fails, he says, “You.” To be a true 

Christian leader, we have to confess our own sins before we confess 

someone else’s. To be a true Christian leader, we have to say to those who 

would follow, “You go first.” To be a leader like Christ, we may even 

need to be willing to die for those whom we are called to serve. But if we 

are faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ, even if we mess up; if we are true to 

our calling as Christ’s servants, even if our best efforts still don’t get the 

job done; if we strive to be true disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ and go 

out into the street and the first thing that happens is that we have an 

accident; remember, God doesn’t demand success, only faithfulness. If we 

strive to do our best in Christ, as God gives us the grace and the strength, 

we should not be surprised, at the end of our days, if we find ourselves 

walking into the light and hear that most blessed of benedictions, “Well 

done, good and faithful servant; enter into the joy of your Master.” 

           Amen. 
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