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James and John are a bold pair, aren’t they? “We have an offer you can’t refuse,” they tell Jesus.

Jesus says, “What do you want?”

“We want to be top dogs,” they answer. “We want to sit beside you in glory.”

“Sure,” Jesus tells them. “But there’s a catch…”

The catch is that the throne of glory doesn’t happen to be on this side of life; you have to die first. And, the death isn’t the close-your-eyes-and-you’re-there kind of death. It involves some suffering. Jesus tried to explain that, but they didn’t understand. Do we ever understand until we actually go through it?

When you got married, did you understand those vows—for richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health, till death do we part? These days it’s a major hassle to keep a cell phone contract for two years, let alone promise to love someone for a lifetime. We never quite get the full picture until we’re right in the middle of the frame.

Jesus never promised his followers an easy life. He did promise them suffering, but none of them got the message until they went through it. My mother would ask me why she was sick, why she had to suffer. She thought that because she had followed all the rules—went to Mass on Sunday, followed the Ten Commandments, was generous and loving to family, friends, and even strangers, didn’t smoke, didn’t drink—that she was immune to the bad things in life.

I would tell her about the life of the Mother of God—you think she would be immune, right? She certainly did all the right things, starting with no original sin. She was pregnant and unmarried as a teenager which was punishable by death. Was ordered by law to go to Bethlehem days before giving birth. Was a refugee in Egypt within days of the birth. Lost her only child in the Temple for three days. Probably was a widow at a young age. Watched her son died a horrible death. Mary didn’t have an easy life, and if God was going to give anyone a break, it would have been his own mother.

James and John gave up a lot to follow Jesus, and they felt they deserved to be rewarded. Sometimes, when I get that feeling, when I’m mad at God for some prayer he didn’t answer to my satisfaction, I think, “Hey, I’ve been good! I deserve better!” Then, I quickly back down and hope he didn’t hear me. The last thing I want God to give me is what I deserve—because if he’s keeping score, it isn’t going to be much. I quickly pray to be worthy of the gifts he has given me and thank him for all I have, especially my family. Phew, that was close!

