Week Two: Relationships in the Church 

Matthew 20:20-28

Although this week’s gospel reading makes it clear that relationships in the church have never been ‘perfect’, Jesus challenges us to pattern the church’s life on his own sacrificial ministry. 

As a mother myself, this particular passage in Matthew’s Gospel amuses and exasperates me in about equal measure.

The same story is told in Mark’s Gospel – Mark 10.35-45 – only there it is James and John who do the asking for the best seats in heaven on their own account. Mark was prepared to be ruthlessly honest about the failings of Jesus’ disciples, even those (such as James and John), who were among those closest to Jesus. But by the time Matthew wrote his gospel (perhaps 15-20 years after Mark had written), the ‘twelve’, Jesus’ close companions, were tending to be viewed through reverential spectacles, and Matthew was not willing to criticise them – at least not as strongly as Mark’s Gospel does. 

So he slightly ‘touches up’ the incident in which the two brothers had put their collective feet in it, by suggesting that it was not James’ and John’s bright idea to make the request for preferential treatment – but their mum’s who, as mothers have been inclined to do since time immemorial, want only the best for their children. 

I wrote the reflection below, ‘Blame it all on Mum’, one day when I had been ‘ticked off’ by my own son for some maternal failing, which, in his eyes, had led to him making a mistake. I had a distinct sense of fellow feeling with the mum of James and John, who seems to have ‘copped it’ in Matthew’s Gospel for what I suspect were originally blunders made by her two sons. 

Blame it all on Mum

That’s right – blame it all on Mum! Mothers have a lot to answer for

(Or at least their children tell them so).

James and John must have been quite a handful: 

‘Sons of thunder’ no less, but she loved them still.

She didn’t know what she was asking – 

Else she would have sealed her lips tight shut. 

For top places in an upside-down kingdom, 

Require us to sit at the bottom of the table, 

Waiting til everyone else has been fed.

Ah well, at least they can still drink from the cup –

Yes, that one which Jesus himself quaffed,

One night when they waited with him in dark Gethsemane

And found it difficult to stay awake. 

The story – and its aftermath, when the other disciples angrily take James and John to task – is a salutary reminder that relationships in the church have never come easy. We continually need to work at them – and need to keep on doing so, even when we think that we have got them right. We go wrong if we think that there was an ‘ideal’ time in the church’s life when church leaders effortlessly agreed with each other or when ambition was totally absent from the picture. And Matthew’s version of the story in which ‘mum’ gets the blame is itself an example of what can be an unhealthy and unhelpful tendency in some quarters to ‘idealise’ religious leaders and not to realise that they, and we, all have feet of clay. 

But we cannot use this as an excuse for not holding a vision of what might-and-should be before our eyes. We are called to seek to make the church ‘a pattern for a new world’, rather than ‘a pale reflection of this one’ (see Closing Prayer). There is a well known children’s song (good for adults too) by Patrick Appleford that begins, ‘O Lord, all the world belongs to you’. Each verse ends with the phrase ‘turning the world upside down’. These words link to an incident referred to in Acts 17:6 when Paul and Silas in Thessalonica are accused by a hostile crowd: ‘These people who have been turning the world upside down have come here also.’ It is a wonderful description of Christians, picked up by the Mennonite writer Donald Kraybill in his influential book, ‘The Upside Down Kingdom’. But we can only preach such a topsy-turvy vision if we, as members of the church, are prepared also to seek to model it in our common life. My reflection above is echoing such an ideal: that ‘top seats’ in the economy of God may be located in a place that is rather different to our expectations. (It is interesting that the seats known as ‘the gods’ in a theatre tend to be some of the worst seats in the building.) Another spatial metaphor which offers a similar challenge for the church as regards its inner life is offered by Fred Kaan’s hymn:

‘The church is like a table,

a table that is round.

It has no sides or corners…’ 

Matthew’s passage continues by offering us guidance about the impetus that can begin to enable this radical vision of church life. It is Jesus himself, the God-with-us who is prepared to minister as a servant or slave. As so often in his gospel, it is Matthew’s understanding of our relationship with God that underpins our relationships with each other. Patrick Appleford’s song has a verse which echoes Jesus’ response to his disciples at this point and goes:

‘The world wants the wealth to live in state,

But you show a new way to be great:

Like a servant you came,

And if we do the same,

We’ll be turning the world upside down.’

Jesus becomes our model and our impetus for our relationships in the life of the church. Yet ‘model’ and ‘impetus’ are in reality words that are too weak to describe how our relationship with Jesus affects the life of the church. The words that Matthew draws to our attention in this passage are ‘baptism’ and ‘cup’, both included within Jesus’ response to James and John (Matthew 20:22). They and we can – and must – share in Jesus’ baptism, that ‘solidarity dip’, when Jesus chose to go down – rather than be raised up – to identify himself with suffering humanity. Through his identifying with us, we in turn are called to identify with him. In being ‘baptised into Christ’, all Christians are summoned to participate in his ministry of servanthood. But just as ‘baptism’ resonates with the beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry, so the ‘cup’ also mentioned here resonates with its end. Specifically it reminds us of Jesus’ time of Gethsemane and the ‘cup of suffering’ (Matthew 26.39) which he was then prepared to drink in obedience to his Father’s will. This is something that Jesus’ first disciples were able to share with him, and that we can also share. And in case we forget we are reminded of it week by week in our sharing in the cup of communion. The words ‘Do this in memory of me’ are not simply a reminder of the life and death of Jesus himself, but also a reminder that in drinking ‘the cup of blessing’ we are offering ourselves to participate in Christ’s sacrificial ministry. 

 The promise of Emmanuel, of God-with-us, offers us, through sharing in the self-giving of Jesus Christ, the glory and the challenge of being at-one-with-God. 

