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The Progress

In all our lives, there are situations where we encounter unique questions and requests. 
Often enough, the questions provide surprising answers and the requests yield unique 
challenges. We can find some of the most interesting questions and requests in the 
Gospel stories of Jesus' ministry. The questions and requests are usually unexpected, but 
they provide an opportunity for Jesus to challenge us to be his disciples in today's world. !

This week, we find ourselves caught between two stories from the Sunday Gospels that 
give us an insight into what God asks of us. Last weekend, Mark introduced us to an 
unnamed individual who asked Jesus a question: "What must I do to share in everlasting 
life?" This coming weekend, we watch the scramble among Jesus' disciples wondering 
who will be first when James and John ask to sit at the side of Jesus when Jesus comes 
into his kingdom. In both situations, Jesus' response offers amazing insights.!

What must I do to share in everlasting life?!

It's worth going back to reflect on last Sunday's Gospel as an individual approaches Jesus 
and wants to know what needs to be done to gain eternal life. Jesus tells the anonymous 
stranger that he should keep the commandments. The man replies that he has done so 
since his youth. Then Jesus offers the questioner a moment of grace and asks him to give 
up all his possessions and to walk with Jesus as his disciple. The answer was more than 
what was expected and we are told that the "man's face fell ... and he went away sad for 
he had many possessions." !

The Gospel dynamic in this story is interesting and challenging. We don't even know the 
person's name who asked the question. We can only surmise what might have been if he 
had not walked away. What kept the individual from taking the challenge? It would seem 
that his possessions were more important than the invitation. Yet, the poverty to which 
Jesus invited this person was far more radical. It was the poverty of giving up control, the 
willingness to be faithful to God, the radical risk of living up to God's agenda and not one's 
own. !

‘We want you to grant our request’!

There is a sharp contrast between the question of the anonymous stranger and the 
request of James and John to sit at the side of Jesus when he comes into his glory. On 
hearing the request, our first reaction could well be that James and John were definitely 
not the bashful type. Rather, in front of the other disciples, they would dare to ask for 
special favors. Jesus' response was most likely unexpected when he told them that places 
of authority and leadership are not issues of honor and prestige, but rather an invitation to 
share in the passion and death of Jesus and to be of service to others. !

The Gospel does not record the reaction of James and John to Jesus' response. Rather, 
the fact that nothing more is said would seem to indicate that James and John began to 
understand the cost of discipleship. They would remain with him as his disciples. 
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Questions and requests today!

In many ways, the question and request in the Gospel of Mark become our spoken or 
unspoken question and request in the world today. At different times in our lives, we also 
ask, "What must I do to gain eternal life?" And each one of us would like to request the 
place next to Jesus in eternity. But the challenge for us is whether we are willing to hear 
the response that Jesus gives. !

The Gospel does call us to a radical poverty that asks us to recognize that it is God's 
agenda and not our own that offers eternal life. It is a poverty that offers richness beyond 
our wildest imagination. Likewise, as we live out our vocation as disciples of Jesus today, 
what should characterize our lives is a willingness to be of service to others. Ministry in the 
church today is more than power or authority rooted in the positions we hold, but rather in 
our willingness to share in the passion and death of Jesus and to serve the needs of all. !

The challenge to serve!

These two Gospel passages provide the parameters for this year's celebration of 
Vocations Awareness Week. What should characterize our vocational choice in marriage, 
as a single person, as a religious, deacon or priest is the willingness to embrace the 
poverty of giving up control and to trust in a good and gracious God. In turn, our ministry 
must be rooted in service to others. Such service will only enrich us in turn. It's amazing 
what happens when you take time to ask questions and make requests. The answers we 
get could change our lives. May God's grace and peace be yours. !
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