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October 18, 2015 

Hebrews 5:1-10 

Mark 10:32-45   Are you Able? 

 

Sometimes we think we are able, when we really aren’t. Sometimes we 

think we are able to do something, no problem; when we have no idea 

what we are getting into. We are ready and willing. And it sounds good 

in theory. But in reality it’s a lot more than we bargained for. Here’s an 

example: in theory, it sounded great to go on a hike the day after 

Christmas. Several of my friends and I were going to go from Belfast, 

Northern Ireland where we were doing a year of volunteer work, and we 

would travel an hour south to a little mountain range by the sea called 

the Mourne mountains. We were going to walk up the highest peak in 

Northern Ireland. It would be easy, they said. It would be fun, they said. 

It would be a simple, little adventure. No problem!, they said. And I 

believed them. I believed that it would be an easy, fun adventure to hike 

up the 2700 feet to the top of the mountain on the day after Christmas. 

Until I realized it was the day after Christmas and ¾ of the way up we 

were walking through snow and there were 35 mph wind gusts. And I 

was wearing a windbreaker and tennis shoes. Oh yes, it was December 
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and oh yes, this was a mountain. And oh my, this was not at all the fun, 

easy adventure I thought it would be. 

Sometimes we think we are able. We believe it’ll be no problem to do 

something, when we don’t have any idea what we are getting into. In 

today’s scripture, we get the feeling that that’s true of James and John. 

They have no idea what they are signing up for with Jesus. They tell him 

that they will be able to do what he does. They will be able to follow 

him to Jerusalem. They will be able to drink from the same cup of 

suffering. They will be able to be baptized with the same baptism of 

crucifixion. Jesus has told them that this is no easy, fun adventure. There 

will be betrayal and condemnation, suffering and humiliation, and death 

in its worst form; then three dark days later, resurrection. Jesus wonders 

if James and John will be able to handle this. They say, “We are able, 

Jesus. No problem. And by the way, when you come into your glory, 

could you save us the good seats?”  

James and John have no idea what they are getting themselves into. 

They seem to think that this trip to Jerusalem with Jesus will be a fun, 

easy adventure. That it will be a glorious march into battle. Victory is all 
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but assured; they’ve got Jesus, God’s messiah on their side. And they 

will ride into Jerusalem and defeat the Romans. Jesus will overthrow the 

politicians and religious leaders. And he will establish his kingdom. And 

all the power and glory and honor to follow will be there for the 

disciples for the taking. James and John think they are able to go to 

Jerusalem with Jesus. But they have no idea what they are getting into. 

Jesus has tried to tell them. He has tried to explain to his disciples that 

that’s not the plan. He has tried to show them with his actions that that’s 

not what God’s kingdom is about. Jesus is not going to Jerusalem to 

exalt himself over others. He is going to be humbled. He is not going to 

force others to their knees to serve him. He is going to get on his knees 

and serve others. He is not going to extinguish the lives of his enemies. 

He is going to give his life as a ransom for many. 

Jesus has told his disciples this again and again. And again and again 

they misunderstand. The first time Jesus told them about his mission to 

Jerusalem, Peter tried to talk him out of it. When Jesus told the disciples 

a second time, that this was the plan they immediately started arguing 

about who among them was the greatest. Then he tells his disciples a 
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third time in today’s scripture, that he will to Jerusalem to suffer and die 

and rise again on the third day. And James and John ask if they can sit 

on his right and left in the seats of privilege when he comes into his 

glory. The disciples do not understand. Over and over, we see that they 

have no idea what they are getting themselves into. 

As we hear this story, we might shake our heads at James and John. We 

might roll our eyes at them and tsk-tsk their silliness. They should know 

better. They should know what’s about to happen. Because we KNOW 

what will happen. We know how this will go. They SAY they will be 

able to follow Jesus. They say they will be able to drink from the same 

cup and be baptized with the same baptism. They say they will be able, 

but they won’t be able. They won’t be able to do any of it. They won’t 

be able to stay awake with him as he prays. They won’t be able to stand 

with him when he is arrested. They won’t be condemned with him. They 

won’t be flogged with him. They won’t suffer and die with him. They 

think they will be able, but they won’t. They have no idea what they are 

about to get into. 
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Last week, there was a big race in town. You probably noticed if you 

were anywhere near Midway. It was a half-marathon, a race of over 13 

miles. I went down to the finish line before church and I was visiting 

with some of the runners and the fans. Some of them had done this race 

many times. And they shared some marathon wisdom with me. The first 

time you do the race, you are super excited and you start really fast. And 

you run those first few miles really hard. But you don’t know how long 

the race really is. You don’t realize how difficult those middle miles are. 

And how even more difficult the last miles are. You don’t realize any of 

that when you start out. You are just so full of excitement and energy. 

You think you can do it, no problem, but you have no idea what it will 

require of you. And you burn out. Or you get injured. And you can’t 

finish the race. 

Life can be a lot like that. We are eager and excited and we think we can 

handle it all, and ooh, me, me, I am able! I am can do it all. I can have it 

all. I am able to be successful. I am able to be admired by everyone. I am 

able to serve on every committee. I am able to fix every problem. I am 

able to conquer the world. I am able to save everyone and be a 
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superhero. But then, you hit the wall. Things get difficult. It’s not what 

you thought it would be. Has that ever happened to you? Have you ever 

thought you were totally able, only to find out you had no idea what you 

were yourself getting into? 

Maybe you have been there. I know I have. Maybe you had complete 

confidence in your abilities. And then reality sets in. Your career goals 

implode. Your education gets off track. Your family starts to fall apart. 

Every day of marriage is not as exciting as your wedding day. And your 

kids are not the perfect angels you thought they would be. And that new 

puppy you got is a holy terror. Your youth, your middle age, your 

retirement, your golden years, they aren’t what you thought they would 

be. What you thought you would be able to do, you cannot. Have you 

ever been there? Have you ever been disappointed because this life is 

not the life you signed up for? 

I imagined the same thing happened to James and John. They signed up 

to follow Jesus, eager and full of excitement. They were inspired by his 

message of a new Kingdom of justice and mercy. They were stirred by 

his words of the least become the greatest and the last becoming first. 
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They were hopeful that that Kingdom would be theirs. Just like we hope 

it will be ours. Not really understanding that Jesus is going to Jerusalem. 

That his way will lead to sacrifice and self-denial. It will take him 

through betrayal. And condemnation. And there will be mocking and 

rejection. There will be suffering. And there will be death. All of this 

will happen to Jesus. And as disciples will not be able to go with him. 

Jesus will be there in front of everyone, arms stretched out, exposed and 

vulnerable. Embracing the world even as it rejects him. Loving his 

enemies even as they hate him. The darkness of Golgotha, where the our 

very worst of ourselves is revealed. This is the place that Jesus must go.  

And it is where his glory will be revealed. And where his kingdom will 

be established. At the cross, the place where we are so unable to have 

mercy and love. This will be Jesus’ royal throne and those who sit on his 

right and his left will be criminals. 

Henri Nouwen was a noted Christian scholar and writer. As a priest he 

became well known for his work on pastoral care. He taught at Notre 

Dame, and at Yale and at Harvard. He spent time at the Vatican in 

Rome. He authored dozens and dozens of books and was a highly sought 
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after speaker. But for all of this fame and recognition and all he was able 

to do, Henri Nouwen felt alone. He felt disconnected from life and from 

God. Then, he spent time at the L’Arche Community in Toronto Canada, 

a residential home for adults with profound developmental disabilities. 

He quickly decided that he needed to stay in this community 

permanently. He found that in those relationship with those who were 

disabled, who were NOT able to do things, he had his deepest 

encounters with God. He writes that in the world, we tell ourselves, that 

we are able, we are able. Efficiency and control are what we strive for. 

But loneliness and emptiness and fear fill our hearts in the pursuit of 

success. He says; “it seems easier to be God than to love God, easier to 

control people than to love people, easier to own life than to love life.”1 

What Henri learned was that we can only enter into the Kingdom of God 

when we know that we are not able by ourselves to have life. We are not 

able to control or fix. We are not able to restore or save. By ourselves, 

we are not able to be ourselves. It is only when we know the selfless 

                                                           
1 Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, 1989. 
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love of Christ, in his death and his resurrection. We see we are not able 

to do this on our own. So, in all that you are facing in your life right 

now, what are you able to do? What are you not able to do? And what is 

God alone able to do? 

The good news is that this is not about our abilities, it’s about God’s 

ability. And we might misunderstand that, like James and John. We 

might think that we are able to be great. That we are able to do 

everything ourselves. That we are able to save the world for Jesus. But at 

the cross, we see that this is something more than we can do ourselves. 

It’s something God is able to do. Though the least and last and lost, God 

is able. Not by our fullness, but our emptiness. Not through our 

superiority, but our vulnerability. Not when we lord things over others, 

but when we serve others. By the mercy of God, we are able. By the 

grace of Christ, we are able. By the power of the Holy Spirit, we are able 

to be part of the Kingdom. 


