
Meathead Takes a Seat 

Read: Job 38:1-7; Mark 10:35-45 

 Those too young to remember this are probably at Johnsonburg on our 

congregational retreat, so let me talk to the rest of you.  Do you remember the TV 

series, “All in the Family?”  The producer was Norman Lear who prided himself in 

pushing the limits of what was acceptable to put on television and poking a stick 

in the eye of the cultural ethos of that day.  His character named Archie Bunker 

epitomized the worldview of bigoted, narrow minded, head-of-the household, 

working class American fathers.  So long Ozzie Nelson.  No more “Father Knows 

Best.”  The image of husbands personified by Jackie Gleason in “The 

Honeymooners” was the one that had all the forward momentum.  Hello Archie 

Bunker, who would soon be followed by George Jefferson and Homer Simpson 

and the Family Guy, and so on and so on.  It’s hard to know just how much all this 

parody and satire merely reflected our culture and how much it has shaped our 

attitudes toward husbands and fathers and men in general. 

 In any event, one vignette that showed up more than once in “All in the 

Family” occurred when Rob, Archie’s beleaguered, live in son-in-law made the 

cavalier mistake of sitting down in Archie’s chair.  Archie would enter the room, 

see him seated there, and with great indignation would say, “That’s my chair 

there meathead.  Get out of my chair.”  For Archie, his chair was like his throne, 

from which he would make all kinds of pronouncements that all of we more 

educated, sophisticated viewers would laugh at derisively, not realizing perhaps 

that Norman Lear was using Archie’s ignorance to poke fun at all the rest of us 

with our own prejudices and the conventional values so prevalent in our culture. 

  Laughter can be subversive.  Some change is good, but not all change is.  It 

seems fair to me to say that our culture is both better and worse for the changes 

we’ve been through in our life and times. Most of us know that racism is evil by 

now.  Most of us know that women are to be respected, not badgered and bossed 

as was Edith Bunker by Archie.  And no one should be called a meathead just for 

sitting in someone else’s chair.  Those are good changes.  That’s a sermon for 

another day perhaps. 



 To become a disciple of Christ is to sign on for a life of change.  The word 

disciple simply means learner.  To learn is to grow.  To grow is to change.  What’s 

the use of learning if it doesn’t make us smarter and hopefully wiser?  We 

become disciples because we want Christ to change our lives, to change us, and to 

transfer us from one kind of life, one kind of existence, to another kind of life, 

richer, more effective, more satisfying, more significant, and freer.   

The thing about change is that something has to die in order that what is 

new might replace it.  Change is seldom easy unless the change is something we 

truly want.  We tend to cling to what we know even if we know it’s not good 

enough.  We all tend to seek peace with our brand of woundedness rather than 

seek to be healed.  Real healing can be scary. 

 The original disciples definitely needed a change.  But as is common, the 

change they thought they wanted was not the one they could get.  They thought 

they were advanced enough to choose the right place to sit.  Jesus knew that they 

weren’t.  And here’s how he knew. 

Amidst the story of Jesus, walking along and foretelling his own upcoming 

suffering and death, we find the disciples walking along, jockeying for position, 

arguing over who was the greatest disciple. In spite of Jesus’ repeated attempts to 

set them straight about how the Kingdom of God operates, with the least being 

the greatest and the greatest being a servant of everyone else, they still don’t get 

it. 

 Back in chapter one where we read of the call of James and John, we see 

these two fishermen, no strangers to hard work and life’s adversity, leaving all to 

follow Jesus in response to his call.  The Greek word for leaving there is aphentes, 

which literally means deserting.  It is the same word used of the disciples’ flight 

from the authorities in Gethsemane when the soldiers came to arrest Jesus.  Like 

all the rest of us in our Christian life, there are calls upon us toward which we will 

run and adversities that confront us from which we will run.  

 The first desertion is a flight toward hope, toward an adventure, toward 

what is new and exciting.  To be personally singled out by Jesus to become his 



follower makes us feel important and significant.  “Follow me and I will make you 

fishers of human beings,” said Jesus when he called them.  The danger is in how 

short a step it is from there to a sense of self-importance.  Just like them, when 

we are called to follow, often our pride kicks in and we begin to think of ourselves 

as a cut above the rest, even those who share our faith. Like James and John and 

the rest of the twelve we begin to become obsessed with our position, our 

standing in the order of things spiritual. 

The second desertion is the flight from adversity.  The U.S. Army used to 

have a recruiting commercial which touted military service with the slogan, 

“When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”  Sometimes in the Christian 

life, when the going gets tough, when the teachings are difficult, when the 

demands of discipleship become stringent, those of us who looked tough during 

the good times get going in the other direction when our devotion takes us to 

places deeper and more expensive than we bargained for. 

The truth is that between the first desertion to follow and the second 

desertion to fall away, there are many lessons, many chances to practice living in 

the dynamic interplay between dying and rising. It normally takes considerable 

life experience before we begin to recognize that dying to old things in life that 

hold us back and keep us down serve as the prelude to the new thing that is trying 

to be born through the power of the Holy Spirit.  We make mistakes, we stumble 

and fall, we wander away, but God forgives us, picks us up, corrects our course 

and leads us on.  We can fight the process and resist the Spirit, but dying and 

rising is the God appointed pattern for our growth and change.  We might as well 

get used to it! 

James and John ask to be seated at the right and left hand of Christ when 

he comes in his glory.  I’m guessing they imagined Christ’s throne, situated in an 

opulent heavenly palace, surrounded by servants and supplicants, all showing 

deference and honor to Christ the King.  They wanted to sit close to it all so the 

kingly radiance would shine down on them.  It’s not wrong to want to be close to 

Christ, but it is really easy to be wrong about what that entails.  Jesus said, “You 

don’t know what you are asking.” 



Then as Jesus always seems to do, he pulled them down under the deep 

water.  “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the 

baptism that I am baptized with?”  They replied, most likely having no clue to 

what they were agreeing to, “We are able.”  They weren’t the first people to 

overestimate their spiritual commitments and their strength and courage to carry 

them through.  It happens to all of us many times.  We think more highly of 

ourselves than we ought to think.  It’s the recipe for a wreck.  “Pride goeth before 

a fall,” is how the old language put it. 

But the even more serious error they were making was that they thought 

they could imagine the glory beyond the suffering.  They thought glory was 

disconnected from Jesus’ earthly agony about to break forth in full measure. But 

the glory of Christ is not disconnected from the cross.  Christ’s glory has an 

unbreakable bond with Christ’s suffering.  In all honestly, Jesus asks them about 

their willingness to participate in his suffering, for which the cup is a metaphor, 

and his death, for which baptism is a metaphor. 

Prior to Easter, only the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit saw the cross as a 

throne.  Only they saw Christ’s crucifixion as his coronation service.  To everyone 

else, it was only gory, not revealed glory.  Those on his right hand and his left 

were not seated; they were two thieves hanging, two criminals being executed for 

their crimes.  One derided him and one called upon him for salvation: “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  I’m pretty sure this was not 

what James and John had in mind when they asked to sit in the seats of honor. 

It’s as though the glory of Jesus Christ is two sides of the same coin.  We 

love the Easter side of the coin, where death will be no more and every tear is 

wiped from every eye, when all things have become new and all the old sin and 

death has been defeated forever.  Let’s get to it!  But the desire to skip over the 

suffering and dying Jesus called satanic.  Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our 

faith was made perfect through what he suffered. 

On the Cross we see the glory of his love.  No greater love has anyone than 

to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  There we see the glory of his commitment 

to his Father and to us.  There we see true courage and deep determination to 



obey God’s will even when every other human being sees only scandal, shame, 

and utter defeat.  Jesus’ death reveals his glory.  Jesus’ resurrected life glorifies 

him in his death, putting on public display in heaven and on earth that death is 

not the ultimate reality, life is.  It was impossible for death to hold him!  Jesus’ 

death and resurrection form an indissoluble union between suffering and glory 

and together they transform defeat into victory.   

The front row seats on his right and his left are not chairs for human pride; 

they are not welcoming to un-crucified spiritual meatheads.  The two thieves 

depict all of us human beings and the choice we are confronted by in Christ.  Will 

we cry out for mercy or will our cries be ones of faithless derision?  Will we be 

people who, like thieves of God’s sovereignty rule our own lives however we see 

fit, or will we cry out as sinners who hope to be saved by that which is beyond our 

ability to steal, by the grace of God? 

I guess it was predictable that as a result of the request of James and John, 

jealousy broke out in the fellowship.  The other disciples were angry.  They saw it 

as a bald-faced attempt to usurp the positions of favor with Jesus.  They too did 

not yet understand the linkage between suffering and glory, between servant 

hood and spiritual authority.  Jesus set them straight: “Whoever wishes to 

become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first 

among you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be served but to 

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

Before I was called to ministry I held various jobs.  I did farm labor, helping 

my neighbor butcher hogs and grind sausage.  I changed tires for awhile for $1.25 

an hour.  I shoveled horse manure from a rich man’s barn.  I rode the back of a 

garbage truck for a year.  I did a few other jobs as well.  In not one of them was 

anyone to my knowledge ever jealous of me.  No one was jockeying behind my 

back for my position.  I lived totally unchallenged in what I did.  No one resented 

me.  No one was angry with me. 

I’ve been thinking a lot about the church, about what makes it healthy, 

strong, and unified.  It seems to me that the healthiest, strongest, most together 

churches are the ones filled with servants, with those not afraid to sacrifice, yes, 



maybe even to suffer, so that God’s glory will be recognizable among us, so that 

people who are looking for God might come across us, and in amazement be 

compelled to exclaim, “See how they love one another!” 


