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The governor of Minnesota, Mark Dayton, is a man who can often be outspoken, sometimes controversial, 
occasionally even polarizing.  For that reason there are many critics who believe that he’s doing a great job in his 
office, and many others who believe that he is doing a very bad job.  It just depends on what people want and 
expect of their governor.  But I think just about everybody would agree that his Lieutenant Governor is doing an 
outstanding job.  How many people here could tell me that person’s name?  I rest my case.  Her name is Tina 
Smith and she is so obscure that if you do a Google search with the keywords “Lieutenant Governor Minnesota” 
her name does not pop up first on the list of results.  Instead, she appears after the name of her predecessor in 
that job, an equally successful person named Yvonne Prettner Solon, who was in office for four years prior to 
this past winter when she retired.  And I had no idea about any of that information until this week.  None of this 
is to deny the importance of that job.  A Lieutenant Governor needs to be highly capable and the office 
automatically involves appointments to a few very influential boards and committees.  The actual 
responsibilities are greater than one might first think.   But to be honest, from a political point of view her role is 
to not be the governor, and not to distinguish herself in any important way from the agenda and the priorities of 
Mark Dayton.  And if that means that nobody knows or cares who she is, then there’s nothing wrong with that.  
And that must be a truly difficult task to carry out sometimes because a Lieutenant Governor is almost always a 
career politician, who is very accustomed to having his/her name out in front of crowds and in headlines and 
who takes great satisfaction in pursuing one’s own agenda and vision.  Nobody goes into politics with the goal of 
being obscure or being subservient to somebody else.  And surely there must be occasions when Tina Smith has 
to take the heat for the decisions of the Governor even when she strongly disagrees with them.  There’s a 
certain denying of self that the office demands.  Tina Smith gets to share in all the work and very little of the 
glory.   

Sort of the opposite of what James and John had in mind in today’s gospel of Mark.  Their aspirations were big 
on glory when they approached Jesus with their request, but not much on work.  And, in fact, as Jesus tried to 
tell them, they didn’t even understand what the work was.  To put today’s gospel story in context, it helps to 
know that in the verses immediately before these Jesus had just predicted his own suffering, torture, betrayal 
and cruel death—for the third time in the presence of his disciples.  And he wasn’t being subtle about the 
prediction.  To understand it didn’t require much cleverness on the part of his audience.  Here’s what he said: 

“We are going up to Jerusalem.  The Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the 
scribes and they will condemn him to death.  The will taunt him and spit at him and flog him and 
kill him—and after three days he will rise again.” 

That all seems pretty clear.  And it makes the next sentence almost comical in its cluelessness—it’s the sentence 
that began today’s selection of Sacred Scripture: 

“James and John came up to him.  ‘Teacher,’ they said, ‘We want you to grant us whatever we 
ask.” 

This is the moment when Jesus could have been forgiven for despairing of his followers and going off in search 
of new ones—disciples who could at least have a modicum of understanding or courage.  These were the very 
people to whom Jesus planned to entrust the future of his cause and his church after he left this world.  It’s 
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astonishing how much faith he put in such weaklings.  And it’s more astonishing that after all these centuries 
since then, he still does.   

The other detail that Mark added to the context in this reading is that his followers that day were afraid. They 
knew just exactly the deadly risk that was involved in being associated with Jesus of Nazareth as they all made 
their way to Jerusalem.  So they weren’t so stupid after all: They were merely terrified by what the mission of 
the Master might mean for them.  And as it all played out, they were absolutely right to be worried.  James and 
John and all the rest of them died martyrs’ deaths after the pattern of Jesus. So what these two followers were 
really trying to do was to change the subject, to skip ahead to the life of heaven without having to confront the 
threats that were immediately standing in the way before them.   

But the requirement of faithful discipleship is like the requirement of an excellent Lieutenant Governor:  You 
don’t get to set the agenda, and you don’t get to change the topic when you don’t happen to like it.  Only the 
leader gets to do that:  It’s his mission, not yours.  So the question for James and John is the same one for us 
still, i.e. not whether to create a new plan, but whether to stay faithful to this one or to go away.  The real choice 
for these first disciples with the Lord that day was not whether to find a way to keep everybody safe from 
danger.  That was simply not possible with Jesus.  The choice was rather whether to stay with Jesus on the road 
toward certain suffering, or to turn around and go back home to Galilee, where the risks were few and the life 
was easy and they could be their own boss.  They were all free to do that.   

There’s an undeniable death to self that is required by true faith in Jesus Christ and the decision necessary is one 
that is forced upon us every day that we live out our baptismal mission; it is not only at the end of our earthly 
life.  We can walk with Jesus into danger, or we can walk with somebody else.  There is not third way. And we 
Christians have always hated that and sometimes tried to deny that.   

It’s not that we have to go around actively seeking out ways to be miserable or opportunities to suffer.  Jesus 
never did that.  He didn’t intentionally pick fights or solicit trouble.  He merely pointed out unpleasant truths 
about how God wills people to live together in this world, including the fact that there is only one supreme 
Governor who gets to determine that “how.”  And any time that God’s intentions run up against selfishness or 
greed or envy or other agendas that cast aside the welfare of unpopular or weak or defenseless people, there 
will be danger and there will be suffering.  It will find us soon enough if we are faithful.  And then the choice will 
be ours yet again:  Whether to be a servant to a master who sometimes asks hard things of us on the road to 
victory, or whether to be our own boss.  We are always free to choose.  Tina Smith was free not to be Lieutenant 
Governor, but she was not and is not free to be in that role and to make her own vision, or even make herself 
very important in public life.  That brings its own kind of suffering and its own kind of demands, but in the end it 
is what makes for a successful servant. 

Here at this Eucharist is our school, our practice time for how to do that better and better, and to redirect and 
repent when we realize that we have failed.  God still has astonishing confidence in us and God’s spirit can truly 
enable us to remain with him both when it is easy and especially when it is not.  May we rededicate ourselves in 
this sacred gathering to serve the vision of our Master. 


