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 My son and his bride were married in both May and June; in May, because Galina’s 

Hmong family put on a Hmong blessing ceremony for her and Andrew over Memorial Day 

weekend in May, and in June, because Andrew and Galina also chose to do a traditional 

American wedding the following first weekend of June. For Phil and me, both occasions 

involved sitting in special places of honor.  At the Hmong blessing, there was a table filled with 

gifts and food at which the blessing would take place.  Traditionally, the male elders of the 

community sit behind this table and give the gifts and blessings to the couple, who stand in front 

of the table.  As a special concession to the fact that the groom’s parents, as in me and Phil, 

weren’t familiar with the ceremony and didn’t speak Hmong, we were seated at this table with 

the elders and provided an interpreter, to get a firsthand view and a translation of what was 

happening.  This was a great honor, especially for me, as a woman, who would normally not be 

seated at such a table within this tradition.  Then the following week, in the traditional American 

wedding,  at the dinner and dance afterwards,  there was a  head table, at which the bride and 

groom and their enormous wedding party sat, and there were two tables where immediate family 

were seated; Phil and I sat at one of those.  Quite often, we don’t give a great deal of thought to 

where we sit or what it signifies.  But at special formal occasions like those I mentioned, it 

matters where you’re seated.  All of you have likely had any number of similar occasions where 

you sat in a significant and designated place.  You experience and appreciate that sense of being 

honored or singled out in some way.  Within the 1st C. culture of ancient Palestine, there was 

very much a clear social structure and an intentional sorting out of people into their proper 

places, that included etiquette about table seating, especially for important occasions.  This 
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provides the backdrop setting for our text this morning, from which we might draw the question

—who will be sitting where at the table in the kingdom of God?   

 When I read this lesson, I feel a sense of embarrassment for James and John, marveling at 

how clueless they are. Just prior to these verses, Jesus has told his disciples for the third time, 

that as Messiah, he will suffer and be crucified. Each of the three times, the disciples go into a 

kind of denial mode and respond poorly.  The first time, Peter took Jesus aside and actually told 

Him that He must be mistaken.  The second time, the disciples immediately began to argue 

amongst themselves about who was the greatest.  And now this time, James and John respond by 

asking to have the best seats at the victory feast table.  Why are they so obtuse? All of them 

expect Jesus as Messiah to lead Palestine in a successful revolt against their Roman occupiers.  

They can’t accept talk of suffering and servanthood, because their agenda is fixed:  political 

independence won for Palestine, followed by a glorious victory celebration.  Their inability to 

adjust their agenda to God’s plans causes them to reject what Jesus says and instead position 

themselves well for all the power and glory they expect to come.  So when we read this lesson, 

we are embarrassed for James and John, yet I think we can also feel a sense of kinship with them

—we want our fair share of recognition, our place of honor at the table, too.   Their request of 

Jesus is rather childish, and accordingly, they approach it like a child.   I can remember my kids 

saying, “Mom, promise me you’ll say Yes to what I’m about to ask you if I can do.”  You’ll be 

glad to hear that I was always way too shrewd to fall for that.  Likewise, James and John say to 

Jesus, “Teacher, we want you to say Yes to what we’re about to ask you.”  Jesus is also too 

shrewd to fall for that and says, “First of all, what is it you want?”  Well, they want to make an 

end run around the rest of the disciples to make sure they get the best seats at the table for the 
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victory feast.   “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory,” they 

plead.  And here’s a great irony.  Within about a week of this conversation, Jesus will be hanging 

on a cross, with a crown of thorns rather than the crown of gold they anticipate.  And there will 

be someone at his left and at his right, but who?  The two thieves who are likewise being 

executed through crucifixion at the same time as Jesus.  Asking to be at the right and left hand of 

Jesus, is that really such a good idea?  James and John just don’t get it. And Jesus knows they 

don’t get it.  I have a feeling he looked at them long and steadily before he said, “You don’t 

know what you’re asking.  Can you drink the cup I drink?  Can you endure the baptism I 

endure?”    He knows the cup of sorrow and pain he must drink and the baptism into new life he 

will experience through his death and resurrection.  He recognizes that James and John don’t 

have a clue.  Which they prove by assuring him, “Yes, we’re able, we can do whatever needs to 

be done, we’re on your team, Lord.”  I can imagine Jesus gently and seriously responding, “You 

will drink from my cup and you will be baptized as I am.”  Because he can foresee the suffering 

and death that they will both experience in their genuine discipleship, which primarily occurs 

after Jesus’ ascension.  James, in fact, is the first disciple to be executed, probably in about 44 

AD by Herod Agrippa.  John’s fate is uncertain, but it is likely he was martyred as well.  Through 

the process of Jesus’ death and resurrection, James and John grow up in their understanding of 

discipleship.  They become humble servants, willingly suffering for the sake of others, even to 

their deaths.  Jesus knows that will be their fate; but they can’t know that at the time of their 

question.  In today’s text, they’re still looking for what’s in this for them.  And I guess we can 

hardly blame them; don’t power and prosperity sound more inviting than humble service to 

others to us, as well?  But, as always, God’s agenda differs from ours, and God looks for his 
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followers to have the hearts of servants rather than the hearts of worldly success.  Jesus looks for 

disciples willing to serve at the table, rather than to claim the best seats of prestige and honor at 

the table.   Honestly, if I picture a great feast table in God’s kingdom, I don’t see Jesus sitting 

enthroned at the head end;  I see Jesus bringing over the basket of bread and serving those 

seated.  That’s how God in Christ operates.  God’s table isn’t just one more way for us to assert 

our self-importance; it’s a place for the diverse community of the church to come together in 

humble equality to both eat and to serve.   

 We see that in our table of Holy Communion, don’t we?  Every week we acknowledge 

that it’s not our table, it’s the Lord’s table, and all are welcome.  We welcomed three new 

children to our family table of Holy Communion two weeks ago now, as they received their First 

Communion.  In essence, we just expanded our table, added another leaf, to make room for more 

family members.  To further expand this table metaphor, we might even say that on this Sunday, 

when we are attempting to start up some of our programming for children and youth after 

struggling through a global pandemic, that we are all about setting up and expanding tables.  We 

are trying to find creative ways to set up tables of welcome; we are seeking to include old and 

new, young and old participants in the Kingdom of God; we look to extend the table of our 

ministry in ways that will invite people into a community of faith and a relationship with God.  

This is not easy work.  It wasn’t easy even before the pandemic, because we live in a post-

Christian culture that doesn’t necessarily value what we consider such a great treasure—the 

grace of God’s Gospel for all.  Add in the pandemic which eroded our ability to be together for 

over a year and a half now,  and it’s not an easy thing to find ways to expand our congregational 

table, to set it in an inviting way, and to make sure there is a seat for anyone who wants one.  We 
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have to work hard, we have to think outside the box, and it makes our congregational head hurt 

sometimes.  Like every other congregation right now, we are trying to be faithful to our calling 

from God against some significant odds.  Accordingly, this morning, we have begun our 

programs, in person once again, but with social distance and masking in place, for our Children’s 

Church students---K through 2nd grade, for our Kid’s Connect students—3rd-6th grade, and for 

our confirmation students—7-9th grade. It is absolutely critical that we pass our faith along to the 

next generation, even if it is challenging. You can be a part of that.  You can encourage children, 

grandchildren, neighborhood children, to attend; maybe even offering a ride sometimes.  You can 

be a teacher, directly interacting with students, usually once every 4 -6 weeks in our current set 

up.  You can pray for our young people and their families, because these are not easy times to be 

children or to be raising a family, are they?  We want both our table of Holy Communion and that 

broader metaphorical table of congregational ministry to be welcoming, inviting, and sturdy.  

This is on us!  It is no one else’s job to do this.  We are the Body of Christ.  We are the grateful 

recipients of grace at the Table of the Lord.  We are the servers at the congregational table of 

welcome to others.  So to reprise the question I asked at the beginning:  Who will be sitting 

where at the table of God?, the answer is---it doesn’t matter!  It’s not about sitting at the table on 

the right or the left, in the places of honor and prestige; it’s about expanding our table and 

providing the warmest welcome and most genuine and faithful service that we can for others.  

This we do in Christ’s name. Amen.  
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