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“An Upside-Down Kingdom:  

Where the Least are Greatest” 
A SERMON on Mark 10:32-45 for the 29th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B 
Preached 17 October 2021 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 
 

Last weekend, for my first celebration of Thanksgiving since taking up residence here in 
Canada, Adam and I got invited over for a Thanksgiving dinner on Sunday afternoon to the 
apartment of our friends Daniel and Ayden.  A good number of you met our friend Daniel back on 
the last Sunday of August when he served as our guest preacher.  Daniel’s partner Ayden, he’s a 
Court Clerk and Provincial Instructor at the law courts there next to Robson Square, downtown.  
Ayden also, as it turns out, was our sole token Canadian citizen that day since—like Adam and 
myself—Daniel, too, is a transplant from south of the 49th parallel. 

As you might imagine, in such a circle conversation can all too easily turn to those typical 
comparisons and contrasts around things here in Canada and things down in the US.  With Daniel 
and myself also both being relative newcomers to life in and around The United Church of Canada, 
though, our observations and questions around how things here in The United Church of Canada 
compare with our previous church experiences often come up as well.  Sometimes what we notice 
are about The United Church of Canada specifically, and sometimes they’re differences in church 
life between Canada and the US more generally.  And yet still other things get noticed by Daniel 
that seem perfectly normal to me, since most of his prior church experience was in evangelical 
circles whereas I’ve been a life-long “mainliner”.  Anyway, I admittedly often feel a little bit bad for 
Ayden if these conversations go on for too long, since he’s not only the token Canadian in the 
group, but also the lone secular-world worker. 

The intersection between church and the secular world was right at the forefront of one of 
Daniel’s observations at dinner, as it turns out.  “Did you know,” he asked, “that, up until fairly 
recently, each new incoming Moderator of The United Church would automatically get an 
audience with the Prime Minister?”  I did know that… or if I didn’t explicitly know it, I wasn’t at all 
surprised by it.  After all, The United Church of Canada has from its very founding had a strong 
sense of its being a foundational part of the fabric of Canadian society and institutional life.  In our 
founding documents as a denomination from nearly 100 years ago, we explicitly stated that we 
aim toward “a Church which may fittingly be described as national”1.  We have taken pride in 
ourselves for the ways that we have, in various ways across various eras, been able to exert some 
sort of influence in chambers of government and halls of commerce all across this nation.  And the 
recognition of our having some sort of designated, or even privileged, place gets returned to us 
from the other side, too.  Although our Moderator no longer gets those automatic audiences with 
the Prime Minister, even now in the year 2021, the official order of precedence that dictates 
ceremonial protocol here in Canada for things like official state events still grants the Moderator of 

 
 

1 The Basis of Union of The United Church of Canada, section 1.2; emphasis added (originally adopted 1925; quoted as appears in 
the 2021 edition of The Manual).  The complete statement reads “It shall be the policy of the United Church to foster the spirit of 
unity in the hope that this sentiment of unity may in due time, so far as Canada is concerned, take shape in a Church which may 
fittingly be described as national.”  It is my position that this language can be interpreted as expressing a hope of becoming a truly 
“national” church either by coming to occupy such a position ourselves or (more likely) by way of our promoting further unions 
with other denominations—especially, and most importantly in the eyes of the founding generations, the Anglican Church of 
Canada, a union that was nearly achieved in the early 1970 only to fail in the proverbial ‘eleventh hour.’ 
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The United Church—together with counterparts from the Anglican, Roman Catholic, 
Presbyterian, Baptist, and Jewish traditions—a rank of precedence ahead of Senators, 
backbenchers in the House of Commons, and even ahead of all the justices of the Supreme Court 
save the chief one.2   

 
“Grant us to sit,” they said, “one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.”  

Sure sounds like James and John were jockeying for their own prime spots in the order of 
precedence for what they imagined things would be like in Jesus’ future reign.  For us who have 
been walking along with the disciples and with Jesus through this whole section of the gospel’s 
story, this moment disappoints and yet does not surprise.  Jesus, you see, had been offering quite 
the course of instruction to his followers as they travelled along the way.  And if James and John 
had been taking good notes, paying attention, really internalizing things, then they’d at least be 
beginning to think of themselves: 

— denying self for Jesus’ sake; 
— risking worldly shame; 
— remaining dependent on God’s power alone; 
— giving up the need to control who does what, so long as it’s God’s work being done; 
— keeping those of lowest status at the centre of their work; and 
— unburdening themselves from possessions or anything else that would compete for 

their allegiance.3 
But no, of course, James and John just don’t get it… still.  And yet, disappointing as that is, it isn’t 
all that surprising.  After all, that has been the story with the disciples all through this journey.  We 
heard them a few weeks ago, arguing with one another about who was the greatest.  And then 
they were upset because there were other people out there doing things in Jesus’ name, people 
who weren’t part of their group.  And, and, and… on and on… over and over again, they just don’t 
seem to get it.   

It can be easy to look at the disciples and get a bit judgey and dismissive.  When will those 
guys stop being so boneheaded?  Will they ever understand?  But let’s be honest… it wasn’t only 
Jesus’ disciples back then.  We’ve been led by the storyteller to identify on some level with those 
disciples, and for good reason:  “We [all] have Zebedee DNA in our genes.”4  At least that’s how one 
wise preacher put it.  ‘They’, it turns out, are ‘us’.   

We all get caught in our aspirational daydreams: the ones of power and prestige, of leisure 
and liberty, of excellence for excellence’s sake and all the rest.  Confronted by a story like this one, 
though, we’re invited to take a pause, if only for a moment, and ask whether God has invited us to 
aspire to something else entirely. 

 
I’m reminded of a story told by a guy named Tony Campolo, a sociologist and a bit of a 

 
 

2 For reference on the Order of Precedence in Canada, see sources such as https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/operational-bulletins-manuals/canadian-citizenship/ceremony/order-
precedence.html or https://www.canada.ca/en/services/defence/caf/military-identity-system/heritage-manual/chapter-1/annex-
a.html.  Note that the list from the Department of Canadian Heritage (the second link provided) is not as specific about which faith 
traditions are represented as is the one from IRCC (the first link); nevertheless, the place given within the order to “senior Canadian 
representatives of faith communities having a significant presence in a relevant jurisdiction” remains the same. 

3 This list excerpted and adapted (stylistically, not materially) from André Resner Jr., commentary on Mark 10:35-45, in Roger 
Van Harn, ed., The Lectionary Commentary: Theological Exegesis for Sunday’s Texts, vol. 3, The Third Readings: The Gospels (Grand 
Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans, 2001), 258-259.  The quotations in the sentences preceding the list come from the same. 

4 Attributed to Jana Childers in David B. Howell, pastoral commentary on Mark 10:35-45, in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the 
Revised Common Lectionary, ed. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, Year B, vol. 4 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2013), 190. 
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leader in certain Evangelical Christian circles.  A good number of years ago, Campolo found 
himself in a greasy spoon diner in Honolulu at 3 am, because he’d just flown in from the East 
Coast and his body was telling him it was morning—and so he was wide awake and was hungry.5  
Just a short walk up the side street from his hotel, he perched himself on a stool at the counter in 
the otherwise empty diner.  So he’s sitting there at 3:30 in the morning, with his coffee and donut, 
when in walks in a group of some 10 or 11 prostitutes.  The place being quite small—only the 
counter and the stools, no booths—Campolo was soon surrounded on both sides.   

The woman next to him was ‘especially boisterous’ and she said to her friend “tomorrow’s 
my birthday, and I’m going to be, I’m going to be 39.”   

And her friend said, “so what… whaddaya want me to do… sing ‘Happy Birthday’?   So 
you’re gonna be 39, you wanna cake, you wanna party?”   

“Look, I don’t want anything,” the first woman said, “I’m just tellin’ you it’s my birthday.  
Why do you have to hurt my feelings?”  And then, she added, “I’ve never had a birthday party in 
my whole life.  I don’t expect to have one now.” 

“That did it,” Campolo said.  He waited until the group left and then called the cook over to 
ask whether that group came in every night.  They did.  “And the one right next to me?” “Agnes,” 
the cook replied.  “It’s her birthday tomorrow,” Campolo informed him.  “Whaddaya say we 
decorate this place, and when she comes in tomorrow night, we have a little party for her.  She’s 
never had a party in her whole life.”   

The cook grabbed Campolo’s hand and squeezed it, and said “Mister… that’s beautiful… 
Beautiful!  Jan, come out here, this guy wants to throw a birthday party for Agnes, it’s her birthday 
tomorrow.”   

The woman came out and said, “Ohh, mister, that’s brilliant.  Nobody ever does anything 
for Agnes, and she’s one of the good people in this town.  I know, I know what she does to make 
money, but she’s a good person.” 

So Campolo goes to the diner the next morning at about 2:30, decorates up the place, big 
sign saying “Happy Birthday, Agnes” perched up behind the counter—he had the place spruced 
up nicely.  Jan—the woman who worked there in the diner—had gotten the word out on the 
street, and by 3:15 a.m., every single prostitute in Honolulu was squeezed into that diner.   

At 3:30, as expected, the door opens and in came Agnes and her friends.  Everybody yells 
“Happy Birthday, Agnes” and then starts cheering like mad.  Campolo says he’s never seen anyone 
so stunned in his life.  Her knees buckled a bit, and they got her over to the stool, and started 
singing “Happy Birthday” to her.  “When they brought out the cake with the candles,” he says, 
“that was it.  She lost it and started to cry.”   

When she was given the knife and told, ‘now cut the cake,’ Agnes sat for a long moment 
and then turned to Campolo and said “Mister, I really don’t want to cut the cake.  Is it ok if I don’t 
cut the cake? … I want to take it home.  I want to show it to my mother.  Is that ok?”   

She stood up, to which Campolo asked, “Do you have to do it now?”   
“I live only two doors down.  Let me take the cake to her, and then I promise I’ll bring it 

right back.  I promise.”  She picked up the cake “like it was the Holy Grail,” and pushed her way 
through the crowd and out the door.   

As the door swung shut, there was dead silence.  “You talk about an awkward silence,” he 
says, “all of us were just standing there stunned.  I didn’t know what to say, and so I finally said 
‘Whaddaya, whaddaya say we … pray.”   

He admits that “it’s weird looking back on …  A sociologist leading a prayer meeting with a 
 

 
5 The following story and quotes are transcribed and/or adapted from a story Tony Campolo tells as a part of a sermon “The 

Kingdom of God is a Party”.  Accessed on YouTube on 12 September 2013 at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWlMV-UmueM   
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bunch of prostitutes at a diner at 3:30 in the morning…?”  And then he adds, “It was the right thing 
to do.”   

He prayed that God would deliver her from what filthy men had done to her, probably 
starting when she was too young to even know what was going on.  “That’s how these things 
start, you know” he says, “some kid 11 or 12 years old gets messed over by some filthy slob, and her 
self image gets destroyed and she’s ruined… and we blame her when we aught-a be blaming him.”  
Campolo prayed there with the prostitutes “that God would make her new, because we are here to 
declare the good news that no matter where you’ve been or what you’ve done, Jesus can make you 
new.”  

When he finished the prayer, Harry, the diner owner leaned across the counter and said, 
“Hey, Campolo, you told us you were a sociologist.  You’re a preacher!  What kind-of church you 
preach in?” 

“I preach in a church…” he replied in a moment of divine inspiration… “I preach in a church 
that throws birthday parties for whores at 3:30 in the morning.”   

 
 
That, my friends, might not be the sort of church whose leader gets regular audiences with 

the Prime Minister.   But it may very well be exactly the sort of church Jesus Christ gave his life for. 
 
 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER.  AMEN. 


