
Covenant Word

Baptist ChurCh of the Covenant

2117 University Boulevard, Birmingham, AL 35233  |  www.bcoc.net  |  205-328-0644

Way back at the beginning of the summer, 
a bunch of us went to Camp BCOC: 
bright eyed Kindergarteners who shake 
their bushy tails until bedtime; children 
who would play by the lake and on the 
playground only by the light of the moon if 
we would let them. We have some campers 
who make the Peanuts’ character, Pig Pen, 
look pristine because at every free moment 
they are playing Gaga ball in a 14 x 14 
octagon of filth and feet. And they LOVE it.

Camp is a special place for our kids. They 
mostly go to different schools and live in 
different communities, so these two nights 
and three days that we have almost our 
entire population of elementary children in 
one place is precious and extraordinary. 

In a rare, quiet moment during that 
weekend, we asked them to write 
out a prayer to God. They took it 
very seriously. They were thoughtful. 
Some wrote short prayers. Some 
wrote longer ones. Some of them 
folded them up tightly when they 
were done. But one Kindergartener 
began her prayer with a question, 
“Dear God, (backwards G) Am I special? I 
ask this because I made many mistakes… 
like, getting homework wrong and bumping 
into people. Love, Helen.” Helen, many 
adults wonder if we’re special for those 
same reasons… many mistakes and 
bumping into people.

This year’s theme seemed to speak 
powerfully into their young lives. The theme 
was Jesus Rescues. Each Bible story helped 
them identify with people who were lonely, 
afraid, in trouble, or worried, and then to 
remember that Jesus is with us in all those 
times. In our Saturday night worship time, 
I reminded them that Jesus is the one 
always knocking on the door of their hearts 
asking, What do you need? What can I do 

for you? Just like he does in these back to 
back scenes we read in Mark 10.

When James and John come to Jesus with 
their request, I want to ask them where 
they’ve been the past few chapters? 
Three times since chapter eight, Jesus 
has tried to explain to the disciples what 
it will mean for him to be the Messiah. I 
understand the word, Messiah, comes with 
some expectations, but fellows, open your 
eyes. 

Expectations. Like tonsils, can sometimes 
be swollen and inflamed. Much like those 
of the disciples in Mark’s Gospel. I won’t 
subject you to that metaphor any longer. 
How about this? The disciples’ expectations 

are like tumors in their ear canals and on 
their optic nerve causing them to be deaf 
and blind to Jesus’ call and mission, to the 
people Jesus came to save, to the role 
they, themselves, are playing in all of it. 

In the central chapters of Mark, the 
disciples are only partially seeing what 
Jesus is teaching them. They are only 
partially hearing what Jesus is saying. 
Jesus is revealing more and more of himself 
to them. Peeling back the curtain so they 
can begin to see where destiny is leading 
him… and them. 

Mark makes no effort to conceal or 
apologize for James and John’s misguided 
ambition, the sons of Zebedee approached 
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Jesus is the one always 
knocking on the door of 

their hearts asking, What 
do you need? What can I do 

for you? 



Jesus saying, “We want you to do for us whatever 
we ask.” Matthew’s Gospel, puts these words in the 
mouth of their mother. A plausible scene for sure. 
Regardless, Jesus’ response is the same in both cases, 
“What do you want me to do for you?” O Jesus, we just 
want to be seated on your right and your left when 
you come into your glory. 
Perhaps they think it will be 
like a splendid banquet, a 
throne room. “You don’t know 
what you’re asking,” he tells 
them. “You don’t know what 
you’re asking.” 

The central chapters of Mark’s gospel, 8, 9, and 10 
have a rhythm, a pattern framed by the healings of 
two blind men! Here’s a quick review: 

A blind man receives his sight.
Peter proclaims Jesus to be Messiah.
Jesus interprets the mission of the Messiah as it 
will unfold.
Peter rebukes Jesus – open mouth, insert foot.
Jesus reminds them all that the Way of the Cross 
is a servants road. And he predicts a second time 
what that road is going to entail for him and 
those who follow him.
So, the disciples argue about who is the greatest 
among them.
Jesus sends a reminder: Those welcomed into a 
place of honor in Jesus’ Kingdom are children.

So, when the disciples want to send the children 
away, Peter and his friends find themselves 
gnawing on their foot, again.
Jesus predicts his mission as Messiah a third time.
James and John ask him for a favor to sit in the 
place of honor in his Kingdom.
And a blind man is healed.

This is poetic irony. A literary function of irony is that 
it inverts our expectations. 
Despite the inappropriateness of their question, Jesus 
doesn’t rebuke or condemn them. When they affirm 
that they are able to drink his cup and be baptized 
with his baptism, he accepts their words, but turns 

them right side out. You will 
drink the cup. You will know 
the suffering associated with 
this baptism. He accepts 
James and John as they are, 
but firmly points them in a 
new direction, in the way that 
he himself is going (Williamson, 

193). He attempts to invert their expectations. 

In chapter 10, the blind man’s name is Bartimaeus. He 
calls out to Jesus, “Jesus! Have mercy on me!” It’s the 
same as saying, I want you to do something for me. 
This time, when Jesus responds, “What do you want 
me to do for you?”
The man simply answers, “I want to see.”
Poetic Irony. 
It causes me to rethink what my answer would be to 
Jesus’ question… I wonder if it would sound more like 
James and John.

Save me a seat maybe just a little on the left, Jesus. 
I write letters to Congress about hungry children. We 
welcome everybody. We don’t just say it, we mean it. 
Vindicate us before our enemies, Lord. When all this 
is sorted out, everyone will see that we have been 
righteous all along because there I’ll be, right by your 
side.

It sounds a bit arrogant, assuming, prideful. 

Perhaps I could learn to answer more like Bartimaeus.

Several years ago, I was preparing to take a group of 
women to Argentina with Habitat for Humanity. Part 
of the preparation was to attend a training event at 
the Habitat International headquarters in Americus, 
Georgia. One of the take aways that has stuck with 
me for all these years was this. One of the facilitators 
talked with us honestly about group dynamics, 
leading a group to travel outside the United States, 
things that can happen or come up while you are 
abroad and how to deal with them. People get sick. 
They get tired. They don’t listen. They forget to be 
global citizens and just want their creature comforts. 
He used this familiar little rhyme to make his point. 

 “Jesus! Have mercy on 
me!” It’s the same as 

saying, I want you to do 
something for me.

When all this is sorted out, 
everyone will see that we 

have been righteous all along 
because there I’ll be, right by 

your side.
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Here is the church. Here is the steeple.
Open the doors. See all the people.

He looked into our eyes, wiggling his fingers intently. 
“These are the people,” he said. 

The faces of those going on the trip began to flash 
before me like the Tributes at the end of the day in 
the Hunger Games. Friends, family, strangers, some 
of them fragile; using this trip as a space to clear 
their hearts and minds. These are the people. Who 
would be with me. For 10 days. In Argentina. 

When I presented to a group of pastors at the Mercer 
Preaching Consultation a couple of weeks ago. I 
told them that story. And then I said, “Those words 
plus that image have been so instructive to me as a 
congregational minister. They invite me, they compel 
me to leave my judgment behind, give up grudges, to 
base my expectations of people 
and myself in reality that is 
dipped in hope.”

That conference centered 
around Brian McLaren’s book, 
The Great Spiritual Migration, 
subtitled: The World’s Largest 
Religion is Seeking a Better 
Way to be Christian. So, then I 
said, to these Baptist preachers, 
“I believe a better way to be 
Christian is to release my 
expectations of who God can 
save and call. Who am I to decide who is in and who 
is out? After all, according to Jesus it’s the ones I 
would least expect anyway. My quirky, eccentric, 
born out of conflict ‘so ain’t nobody telling us what 
to do’ congregation has been my greatest teacher of 
this truth.” 

These are the people. 
broken
mended
reconciling
advocating
suffering
grieving
perplexed
anxious

diseased
prideful
arrogant
certain
careful
conscientious
risk-takers
pot-stirrers
questioners

Jesus, will you do this thing for me?

We know how Jesus will answer… The same way 
he answered James and John. The same way he 
answered the blind man. What do you want me to 
do for you?

The question is… how will we answer Jesus? 

Save me a seat right beside 
you in your Glory! (I don’t think 
so. Not after hearing how that 
sounds coming out of James’ 
and John’s mouths.) 

The way we answer Jesus might 
reveal a better way to follow 
him. 

Reconcile my family. 
I don’t want to feel alone, Jesus. 

Could life be a little easier? 
I just want to be normal. 
Just need something to go our way.
Just want to know things are going to be okay.
I just want to trust again.
I just want to see.

It’s not the simplicity of Bartimaeus’ answer that 
makes it right. It’s the vulnerability to admit what 
we really need. It’s the recognition of what’s blinding 
you. It’s allowing your expectations of what God 
should be doing in your life to be inverted. You know 
all that telling God what you’re going to do; and what 
you need to do it; and exactly when you would like 
to have this or that sounds a lot like those myopic 
disciples. Instead, a better way of following Jesus is 
allowing God to bring healing and wholeness to the 

Instead, a better way 
of following Jesus is 
allowing God to bring 
healing and wholeness 

to the hurt at your 
core, the brokenness at 

your center. 
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hurt at your core, the brokenness at your center. 

Otherwise, reality gets skewed and priorities get 
lost. And unrealistic expectations get all our energy. 
Do you remember what was at the centerpiece of 
those central chapters of Mark? Or maybe I should 
say, “Who?” The children. The ones who willingly 
admit they make a lot of mistakes and they need 
help not bumping into people. Jesus placed a little 
child right in the middle of all of them and then took 
him in his arms and said, “Whoever welcomes one of 
these little children in my name, welcomes me and 
not only that, but the One who sent me.” (Mark 9:36-

37). Jesus wants the disciples to dismiss all ideas of 
grandeur, of a calculated takeover and a Kingdom in 
which they are the new royals. He wants them to see 
a better way… a more vulnerable way, a way that is 
less ambitious and more oriented for service. He had 
just said, “Anyone who wants to be first must be the 
very last, and the servant of all.” (Mark 9:35)

On our last morning at Camp BCOC, I would say 
that most of us adults felt a lot 
like the disciples in Mark 9. Our 
expectations were that we were 
in charge and we were guiding 
the children to find the meaning 
we wanted them to glean from 
the weekend. We’ve set them 
up to respond with excellent 
bible lessons and reflections 
throughout the weekend. It 
started as a typical time of sharing what they learned 
from this year’s camp and where they had seen God. 
But the children’s responses were not typical. They 
were especially genuine and meaningful. They had 
seen God, not only in the beauty of the lake or the 
mountain, or the hike to the cross. They had seen 
God in one another… in how they treated each other 
in the Gaga ball pit, of all things, and on the volleyball 
court; and they had heard God in sincere ways from 
their Bible stories. Finally, one young man stood up 
and shared that He didn’t think he and his brothers 
were going to get to come to camp this year because 
their parents had to buy all new tires for the car, so 
his Mom told them there just wouldn’t be enough 
money to send them this year. But then she found out 
that there was scholarship money – enough to send 
all three boys to camp – and so hooray, they got to 
go and they were so thankful for the people who had 
given the money. As you can probably imagine I could 
not say one word after he shared this, so openly, so 
vulnerably. I didn’t know this child even knew about 

the conversation I had with his Mom. I didn’t know 
he knew about the scholarships or the fact that the 
brothers’ coming to camp was ever in jeopardy. And 
you folks who generously gave the money, needed to 
hear what it meant to this child. His tender way of 
expressing his gratitude seemed to flow right off of 
his tongue. Nothing like arrogance, or embarrassment 
or pride got in the way of this child’s joy and sharing! 

I could have re-enlisted every adult for another year 
at that very moment. They all “had something in their 
eye” or their mouths were hanging open. That kind of 
sharing is not typical.

That’s the kind of following, the kind of witness, the 
type of pouring out of oneself that Jesus is looking 
for in those who want to follow him, in those who 
want to be his disciples. So, next time he says, What 
do you want me to do for you? Don’t think too long 
and hard before you answer. 

I mean, look, I know there’s a lot at stake for most of 
us. And sharing from our hearts 
that openly and honestly, well, it 
usually costs us something. Yeah, 
Jesus knows that, too. There’s a 
cup to drink, he says. Can you 
drink it? There’s a baptism that 
involves sharing in my suffering. 
Can you take it? Although the 
disciples are depicted as slow 
learners, overly ambitious, and 

self-absorbed, they nevertheless continue to follow 
Jesus. You can too. They are faulty but faithful. We 
are too. These are the people, O Lord. These are the 
people. Amen. 
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Nothing like arrogance, 
or embarrassment or 
pride got in the way 
of this child’s joy and 

sharing! 


