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Sermon Text – “Not so among you” (Mark 10.43) 

Sunday, 21 October 2018 (Trinity 21) 

by Nicholas Henshall  

 

Today’s Gospel is deeply challenging. During a dispute about who is 

more important, Jesus says:  

 

‘You know that among the Gentiles those whom they 

recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones 

are tyrants over them. 43But it is not so among you; but 

whoever wishes to become great among you must be your 

servant,44and whoever wishes to be first among you must be 

slave of all. 45For the Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.’ 

 

Here Jesus uses all the words for “leader”, “lord” and “power”. He 

then rejects them absolutely as models for the Christian community: 

IT IS NOT SO AMONG YOU.  

 

Jesus then goes on to map out a wholly different pattern of authority 

based around love, sacrifice and humble service - the one who kneels 

to wash servants’ feet before they feast. 

 

How do we measure up. The word “leader” is never used of a 

Christian minister in the New Testament or through Christian 

history. But today we use it all the time. This word that Jesus 

explicitly singles out as the wrong word has for us become common 

currency.  

 

Churches have adopted the contemporary language of leadership 

absolutely uncritically with profound effects on our self-

understanding that we have largely failed to notice. 

 

By contrast when the apostolic church chose titles for ordained 

ministers, they avoided all the Old Testament words and the 

alternatives in wider culture.  
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Instead they chose three normal, ordinary words: "supervisor", 

"elder" and "servant". And then over the centuries we turned them 

into grand religious titles – bishop, priest and deacon – which then 

acquired a wide range of largely secular clothing and headgear.  

 

As the titles have increasingly failed to impress, the church has 

quietly but resolutely adopted the language of leadership.  

 

The measure of how much this subverts the church is easily glimpsed 

in ceremonial arrangements.  Recently I was present at a great 

service for an international charity. The clergy procession was a 

remarkable exercise in power dressing. The seating plan made it 

clear to everyone just where they stood in the pecking order. By 

contrast the representatives of the charity were dressed in normal 

clothes sitting on normal seats.  

 

More extraordinary still, as a guest at a new bishop’s consecration 

some years ago I noticed that one of the assisting bishops wearing a 

jewelled crown.  

 

All this is deeply ironic for New Testament communities. Jesus may 

have failed completely to make his views plain on such controversial 

issues as gay marriage. But he was absolutely explicit about seating 

plans and power dressing in church. He knew that their purpose was 

quite contrary to the values of the kingdom. I was delighted when I 

moved to be priest of a large middle class community in Harrogate 

to find that they intentionally received communion backwards - the 

last coming up first and the first coming up last. Certainly any such 

practice can become routine, but a refreshing subversion of 

hierarchy none the less. 

 

Bishop Stephen Croft has encouraged the church to be a bit more 

proud of its biblical understanding of "leadership". Jacob, Moses and 

David frankly don't look qualified at all, and Simon Peter, prince of 

the Apostles, possesses none of the basic characteristics for senior 

leadership in the Church of England. And yet - with all the irony of 

his renaming ceremony at the hands of Jesus - he is, warts and all, the 
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rock on which the church is built. Deeply encouraging for us if we 

have ears to hear, certainly, but a salutary lesson in inverted 

hierarchies.  

 

Nick King in his book The Helplessness of God gives a telling critique 

of what happens when the church ignores this. Unsurprisingly he 

suggests that our massive departure from biblical understandings of 

leadership has led directly to some of the big abuses of power that 

stain Christian history so deeply and continue to undermine the 

credibility of the church's mission. 

 

To go back to that Gospel reading, when James and John first pop 

their question to Jesus - ‘Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and 

one at your left, in your glory’ – Jesus says enigmatically to sit at my 

right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for 

whom it has been prepared.’ 

 

His point is not immediately obvious to James and John, or to the 

others. But it is painfully and directly obvious to us, because we 

know the end of the story – that on the cross, the place where the 

upside down glory of the kingdom is revealed – it is two thieves who 

sit who sit on Jesus’ right and left. 

 

We are an upside down people, citizens of an upside down kingdom. 

That is not always obvious in the way we organise the life of the 

church. I did once work for a bishop who intentionally lived on an 

incumbent's stipend; and Bishop Johnson Gakumba of Northern 

Uganda says that in the church "every step up is a step down". If we 

are to be both credible and faithful, the Bible suggests strongly that 

this is how we need to live. There are no hierarchies here except the 

upside down hierarchies of holiness where the first are last and the 

last are first, the greatest is a servant and the mother of God is a 14 

year old virgin. 

 

Nicholas Henshall 
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