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29th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
Our Rash and Foolish Words
“I swear to give you whatever you ask for!”  (Matt 14:7)  King Herod spoke those rash words to his step-daughter in the Gospel of St. Matthew.  She asked him to murder St. John the Baptist.  To avoid breaking his oath in front of his guests, he had John beheaded.  “Lord, if you grant me victory, whatever first meets me at my house I swear to sacrifice to you!”  (paraphrased from Judges 11:30-31).  Jephthah spoke those rash words to the Lord in the book of Judges.  After he won the victory in battle, his own daughter first met him at his house.  To avoid breaking his vow, he offered her up in sacrifice.  
Now the apostles James and John speak similar words to Jesus: “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you” (Mark 10:35).  This seems like a good move.  After all, Jesus told them elsewhere “Whatever you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive” (Matt 21:22).  But because Jesus knows the rashness of human words and the foolishness of human actions, he does not agree to their request.  He must first ask them “What do you wish me to do for you?”  “What do you really want?”
What James and John want is the glory.  They want the end result of following Jesus.  They want the reward that Isaiah prophesied for the suffering servant of God in our first reading: to “see the light in fullness of days.”  Everlasting life with God.  And they want special recognition apart from everybody else.  

Jesus must remind them how rash and foolish are their words.  They want the end result, but they have ignored the only means to get there.  James and John have ignored the path of suffering about which Isaiah also prophesied: to be crushed in infirmity, to be afflicted, and to give their lives as an offering for sin (see Isaiah 53:10-11).  They have ignored the baptism of martyrdom and the cup of suffering about which Jesus reminds them.  They have failed to realize that greatness means service, and that the first place goes to the slave of all.  
Whenever we Christians forget the role of service and suffering and the real greatness we must seek, we speak all sorts of rash and foolish words.  We begin to praise and admire people simply because they have wealth or fame or physical strength, regardless of their moral character.  We talk about relying on ourselves and on our hard work in life, rather than relying on Christ, without Whom we accomplish nothing.  We talk badly about people whose lives we consider worse than our own, rather than talking about how to help them.  

Then like King Herod and Jephthah, our actions lead us into sin.  We dedicate most of our time to money, popularity, entertainment, or physical fitness rather than to virtue and strong character.  We cut our prayer time short for more time to run errands or to do chores.  We slowly shut out those people we know who could use some extra care and attention.  Like James and John, we forget the role of service and suffering and the real greatness we must seek.  We want the results of being a Christian without using the means to get there.  We want all the benefits without the responsibilities.  
We have been rash and foolish.  Jesus knows this, and he wants us to realize it as well.  He wants us to re-examine ourselves and to determine whether we have made the same errors as James and John.  And so this week he is asking us the same question he asked them: “What do you wish me to do for you?”  “What do you really want?”
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