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LAST PLACE 

 

I have to admit that I checked out of the major league baseball season a few weeks ago when it 

became obvious that my team, the Baltimore Orioles would not be making any appearance in the 

postseason play-offs. Disappointing, but at least they didn’t finish in last place of American League 

East, like the poor Boston Red Sox. And I know the Nationals fans in the room were disappointed, 

but when you feel down about how the season ended, just think of those poor Philadelphia Phillies, 

way down in last place. 

 

We live in a world where it seems that everything is ranked.  The sports’ seasons end with first place, 

and last place, and a bunch in the middle. We know where we want our teams to be, not last place, 

for sure. Please, anything but!  

 

US News and World Report ranks everything; universities, hospitals, high schools, best locations to 

raise a family, best states for the retired. Think of a topic and they rank it.  “Fortune” magazine ranks 

companies around the world and their CEOs. Symphony orchestras and ballet companies get ranked. 

Local magazines have advertising issues called “Best Docs,” or “Best Lawyers,” or “Best Gyms.” 

Our children go to sports tournaments, and music festivals, and they are ranked. Every weekend there 

are marathons, or walk a thons or ride a thons, and someone will cross that finish line first, and yes, 

someone will be in last place. We hope it’s not us. We are surrounded by rankings that establish 

hierarchies- who is the best, number one, who is sitting in the seat of honor, and who is that poor soul 

in last place?   Even in the PCUSA, National Capital is in the top ten out of all presbyteries in the US 

for Mission Giving. Hooray!! I feel good about that. Who’s in last place for Mission Giving? I don’t 

know. No one is flying that banner. 

 

The point is not that these standards are bad. They can be a little too much at times, but they might 

also affirm hard work, diligence, and passion, which are rewarded by getting ranked “up there,” or 

they might give us some needed information. We don’t necessarily want to receive care at a hospital 

that’s ranked in last place. This paradigm of ranking, this standard of assessment is what we have at 

almost every turn. It is what it is! 

 

So, we should be able to identify with these Zebedee brothers, James and John who are walking with 

Jesus on the road to Jerusalem, and thinking that it’s high time that they vie for their cabinet posts in 

the Jesus administration.  “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  That’s bold 

of these disciples, but they were bold men. They had left professions, homes, and all that was 

familiar to them to follow Jesus. 
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Barbara Brown Taylor praises James and John for their boldness in this passage. “Their request to sit 

at the right and the left with Jesus in glory was not just self-serving. They had great confidence in 

Jesus. They looked to him, wanted him to reign, and believed that he could!!”1 

 

And now, it was time for James and John to have this conversation with Jesus about where they 

would fit in, and yes, perhaps they were a little too ambitious. That’s human! We like to receive the 

place, the ranking we think we deserve, and Jesus and the disciples had been doing hard and good 

work. It deserved glory, and James and John wanted to be right there with him. 

 

John Calvin’s comment on this text was “This text gives us a bright mirror of humanity’s desire for 

glory and honor.” 2 Acclamations feel good to us; first place, honorary degree, gold medal, 

scholarship recipient, special appointment, sitting on the right and the left of someone renowned.  

 

But Jesus has a different message for these disciples, one that does not seem to make a lot of sense 

according to the world, and the way the world ranks what is of value. The Gospel of Mark gives us 

narratives and parables time and time again where Jesus tries to reverse the human thinking about 

honor, power and status. It was a difficult task for Jesus then. It still is!3 

 

 Just prior to this conversation on the road to Jerusalem, Jesus told his disciples for the third time that 

the Son of Man would be handed over to the chief priests, rejected, and condemned to death. There 

would be no messianic coup upon arrival in Jerusalem. Did the disciples not hear Jesus?  Three times 

Jesus tells them what is going to happen. Three times the twelve misunderstand, and reject what he is 

saying to them. Three times Jesus tries to offer a corrective.4 

 

Put yourself in the shoes of these disciples. What do you think? If you were walking along the road 

to Jerusalem, and Jesus told you that he would be mocked, spat upon, flogged, and killed, what 

would you say?  “Oh all right, sure, Jesus.”   

 

Or would you think, “That’s no way all this can go. We’ve done well, and it’s been tough. Jesus 

should reign. Death? Everything we have done would end.  Jesus must be dehydrated, exhausted and 

fatigued.”  There had to be something to help these disciples not believe what Jesus was actually 

saying.  Death???? No!! It can’t be. That’s like….last place…..very last place. 

 

Jesus asks James and John if they can come up from the waters of baptism, and drink the cup from 

which Jesus drinks. “Yea, we can do that! We are able,” they said. Jesus says to them “ I do not know 

who is going to sit where at the table, who is going to be at the right, and who is going to be at the 

left is not mine to call. But yes, my disciples, you will……. you WILL drink from my cup.”  The 

disciples still had no idea. 

 

The other disciples come on the scene, and are upset that James and John got to Jesus ahead of them 

because they were probably going to have the same conversation about their place in the Jesus’ 

cabinet. 

                                                        
1 Barbara Brown Taylor sermon, “The Trickle Up Effect.” 
2 John Calvin referenced in “Feasting on The Word,” James Thompson Theological Perspective on Mark 10:35-
45, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville: 2009, p. 188. 
3 Pheme Perkins, “The New Interpreters Bible Commentary.” Abingdon Press, Nashville: 1995, pp. 652-654.  
4 C. Clifton Black, Exegetical Perspective in “Feasting On the Word,” p 191. 



 3 

 

But Jesus calls them together, once again, and teaches that glory is not about lording it over people. It 

is not about rank, and prestigious positions. Glory is serving, being servant to all.  Greatness is 

found in serving. Being first is about being last. 

 

When we go to these last places, we often learn that in this last place according to the world, there is 

also hard work, diligence, passion, determination, and wisdom.  All the affirmations that we may 

have received in our lives are wonderful, but we learn about our true selves only we serve one 

another, and raise that last place into first, as Jesus does. 

 

I can’t attest to the truth of this story, but it helps make the point. During the American Revolution, a 

man dressed in civilian clothes was out for a leisurely ride on his horse. He rode past some soldiers 

repairing a defensive barrier that had been severely damaged.  Their leader rode around among them 

on a horse examining their work, quite impatient with the speed at which they were working, and 

what they were able to accomplish. The sun was setting, the temperature was dropping, and the men 

still had quite a lot of work to finish. Their own exhaustion was setting in. The man asked their leader 

if he thought the two of them could help get this project complete before dark.  “I am a corporal, sir,” 

replied the leader. “Soldiers of my rank do not do this kind of labor. It’s for those of lower rank” 

“Oh, I see,” said the man, and asked the corporal permission to help the soldiers. “Well, I guess that’s 

all right, but don’t mess up anything” So, the man dismounted his horse, and went, and worked 

among the tired and cold soldiers until the job was finished. As the soldiers were walking back to 

camp, the man turned to the corporal and said, “Corporal, sir, the next time you have a job such as 

this one, and not enough men to do the work, please go directly to your commanding officer…….. 

and I will come again right away, and help you. With that said, General George Washington mounted 

his horse, and rode away.  

 

The Rev. Jill Duffield writes from South Carolina where flood clean-up has been the focus these past 

weeks. 

 

“There is a spirit of servanthood, of shared humanity, of caring connection that pervades in the midst 

of this disaster and, I suspect, in the midst of most disasters. No one cares what stripe of election sign 

was in the yard of their neighbor's flooded yard. A Republican governor praises a Democrat 

president. Religious affiliation is irrelevant when everyone is dealing with water, too much in our 

homes and not enough coming from our taps. Who can tell the CEO from the janitor when all of us 

are clothed in jeans and soaking wet?”5 

 

We pray for their recovery and restoration, and we certainly do not want disasters to take place. But 

it’s often in these “last places where we would ever want to be” where we are reminded to serve on 

another because all of God’s children are valued as treasures, loved, and worthy not because of what 

has been earned, not because of a high ranking, but because together, we breathe, together, our hearts 

beat. It’s often in these last places where we realize that God has no last place.  

 

 We know that within a short time, these wet people in South Carolina will return to a world of 

rankings, distinctions, first place and last place, and that some will receive insurance for their 

damaged homes easily, and some, who were on the verge of poverty before the floods, will be 

thrown over into those trying circumstances.  

                                                        
5 Jill Duffield. “Outlook Reflections on Mark 10:35-45 for 29th Sunday in Ordinary Time, October 12, 2015.  
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But perhaps, these wet South Carolinians, and all of us can return from last place changed; with a 

desire to bring sisters and brothers along with us, with a deeper knowledge of what greatness means, 

with a baptismal identity that follows the Lord who came not to be served, but to serve, and to finally 

understand the meaning of “glory” in God’s dictionary. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


