
Good Timing, Bad Timing 
A sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on March 4, 2018 
Based on Matthew 20: 17-28 
 
It’s been 17 years but I’m pretty sure you remember where you were when you 
heard about the planes hitting New York’s Twin Towers, It was about 8:00am that 
morning when I called a friend named, Sue who was home on leave from her work 
as a teacher of English in the Republic of Congo.  The night before, I had finished 
restoring a classical guitar; something I had picked up at a local Goodwill.  I thought 
that it might be put to good use in the church that she and her husband attended 
there in Africa.   
 
I had seen a video of one of their worship services and noted that the guitar, used by 
their worship leader there, was a positive disaster; I mean, it was mostly air.  I was 
full of enthusiasm about offering mine to my friend to take along with her, but I 
could tell that she was rather preoccupied as I spoke with enthusiasm about my 
offer.   
 
Out of the blue, it seemed, she asked me if I was watching television.  I wasn’t.  Then 
she told me about the airplanes and the buildings coming down.  It was just one of 
those moments when your blood runs cold.  In no time I just felt horror.  The idea of 
sending my skimpy little guitar to Africa shrank to insignificance.  
 
I look back now and think it was just a case of very bad timing.  But, you know, some 
people are actual geniuses when it comes to bad timing.   
 
The mother of the disciples, James and John, in this morning’s gospel story is such a 
person.  Taken in isolation, what she asks for in this story is perfectly 
understandable.  If we cut her a little slack, it may almost be admirable.  She is a 
mother living in difficult times, doing her best for her children.  In the context of the 
whole story, however, she is like an entrepreneur trying to bring back the 8 Track 
tape.  She is the living embodiment of bad timing.   
 
She’s concerned about the possibility of career advancement for her two sons.  What 
loving parent isn’t concerned about that?  Yes, and when it comes to the vocational 
moves these boys have made recently, it’s doubly concerning.  I mean, they are 
known as “the sons of Zebedee.”  They left the Zebedee family fishing business in 
order to follow an itinerant preacher -- not a great career move, right?  Religion is 
seldom considered a growth business.   
 
To be fair, the fishing business in 1st century Palestine was not considered a solid 
vocation either.  Fishing in Roman Palestine was not the modest capitalist 
enterprise it is today, where people are able to control their means of production, 
and acquire small business loans at reasonable rates.   
 



No, in Jesus’s day every business was heavily taxed and regulated and just breaking- 
even as a fisherman was a trick.  So let’s not think these young men had given up a 
cushy living.  They hadn’t. But the field of discipleship was not particularly 
rewarding either.   
 
So, the mother of James and John who, let’s note, isn’t even named in this story, has a 
legitimate question – How high up the career ladder can her boys hope to climb?  
Can they at least reach management positions when Jesus’s ship comes in?  “Would 
it be possible,” she asks, “for them to sit next to him, on either side, when his 
$31,000 board of director’s table is purchased and they get into an office building in 
downtown Jerusalem?”   
 
Well, had it been just a normal day of teaching and preaching, we wouldn’t have 
even heard about her request.  The story wouldn’t be in the gospel, but it was a 
matter of supremely bad luck, or bad timing, that the mother of these two ambitious 
boys brought this particular subject of advancement up on the same day that Jesus 
had spoken to his disciples about his coming humiliation.   
 
Jesus had just told his friends that he was heading down a road toward supreme 
shame – he was going to die soon and his death would be tinged with disgrace.  He 
will be mocked and flogged, and crucified.   
 
The mother of James and John could hardly have picked a worse time to pump Jesus 
for information about her son’s benefits program.   
 
Well, it’s long been said, “timing is everything.”  Actually, I like the way Willie 
Nelson said it even better:  He said,  “The early bird gets the worm, but the 
second mouse gets the cheese.”  Think about it.   
 

Now, again, to be fair to James and John’s mother -- she had not been present to hear 
Jesus’s speech.  There was no way she could have known how flat this was going to 
land.  She’s the victim of very bad luck.  But then, this whole story might also just be 
an example of literary irony created by the gospel writer for maximum effect. 
 
Taking the story in its own merits, I’m guessing that she and her boys aren’t the only 
ones in attendance who have been wondering about those choice seats to Jesus’s 
right and left when he comes into his kingdom.  The rest of the disciples may pretend 
to be offended by her remarks, but I imagine they, too, were looking out for 
themselves when it came to the possibility of promotion.   
 
Well, the purpose of the story is not to make a bad example of her.  Not at all.  
No, it is instead, meant to hold up a mirror to us, the readers of this story, and ask us 
if we have similar drives, ambitions, and to ask ourselves if these are appropriate or 
merely self-serving.   
 



I mean, we all want recognition, correct?  We may not want supreme recognition – 
we might shy away from being in the public spotlight, but no one wants to be 
ignored.  Even the most humble introvert wants those he or she is around at work or 
home to recognize their merit or sacrifice.   
 
A 19th century lighthouse keeper is remember for writing the following prayer in his 
lighthouse log:  O Lord, do not let any ship wreck upon the sea this night.  But if it be 
thy will for such to happen Lord, I beg thee, let it happen here.   
 
He didn’t wish tragedy to come upon anyone, but should it come, why shouldn’t he 
get credit in a newspaper for doing his best to limit the damage. 
 
The second image of ourselves available to us in this story, is the image of ourselves 
as human beings who are equally liable to exhibit bad timing.   
 
Mrs. Zebedee can surely be excused for making such an untimely entrance into 
Matthew’s gospel. I mean, she had no idea what the gospel story was really about.   
She didn’t know Jesus’s heart and his prejudice against egoism.  But we, ourselves, 
sitting here in 2018, we have a pretty good idea of what Jesus’s ethics amount to.   
 
So, for a person to buy into his way of looking at the world, and to still put personal 
ambition at the top of one’s priority list is not his idea of living a meaningful life.  
Which leads me to say this … 
 
Thinking of the life of Jesus as glimpsed through the gospels, I mean, when would 
have been a better time? 
 
If she had chosen to interrupt him when he was preaching the Sermon on the Mount, 
would it have been any better?  That’s when he said, “Blessed are the meek, for they 
shall inherit the earth.” She would have shown equally bad timing had she come up 
on him just after he had told one gentleman, “Foxes have holes and birds have nests, 
but the son of man has nowhere to lay his head.”  
 
She could also have picked the moment he was giving instructions to the twelve 
about how when they were to go out two-by-two to spread the gospel, they were to 
take no money and no luggage, either.   
 
There is probably no moment in his ministry that her request would have been 
particularly welcome.  She isn’t just a moment or two out of sync.  She and her 
agenda are eternally at a remove from what he and his kingdom are about.   
 
In fact, think for a moment about her request to have her sons placed at his right and 
left when he comes into his glory. We know the story of Jesus from beginning to end 
– we know when that moment comes, and friends, it’s not pretty.   



His “glory” was not something that came down on him from on high in a Cinderella 
kind of moment.  No, he came into his glory at the moment of his death – death on a 
cross.  And who was at his right and left hands at that moment? 
 
Exactly!  Two thieves were in those prominent places – and they were strung up on 
crosses, too.  Do you see the cosmic irony we’re playing with here?  Can you imagine 
what was in Jesus’s mind when the woman asked him for special privileges and her 
sons made plain they wanted them, too? 
 
Now, with that in mind, you can see how kind Jesus was to them.  He could easily 
have excoriated them for their temerity.  But he doesn’t. Without going into any 
detail about the consequences of what they are asking for, he simply tells them 
those places of “prominence” are not his to give away.  Wow!  Powerful stuff.   
 
In fact, he simply asks them, politely, if they are able to drink the cup he will drink?  
Hearing that, they probably wonder if the cup he is talking about is a vintage 
cabernet meant only for the best palates.  
 
As I said last week, we’re right there.  As with everything in the gospel, we’re 
overhearing the story as it unfolds.  And we’re picking up the irony big-time and it’s 
hard not to admire the restraint Jesus is showing around these rubes from northern 
Palestine who have no idea in the world what they are asking for.   
 
No idea.   
 
Okay.  We’re close to the end here.  Let me attempt to bring the strands of this 
gospel text together with a final story I believe is true …  
 
Many years ago in India, a group of men traveling through desolate country 
found a seriously wounded man lying beside the road. They carried him to a 
Christian Missionary hospital and asked the physician who met them at the door 
if a bed was available. The physician looked at the injured man and immediately 
saw that he was an Afghan, a member of the warring Patau tribe. “Bring him in,” 
he said, “For him we have a bed.”  
 
When the physician examined the man, he found that an attacker had seriously 
injured his eyes and the man’s sight was imperiled. The man was desperate with 
fear and rage, pleading with the doctor to restore his sight so that he could find 
his attacker and extract retribution. “I want revenge,” he screamed. “I want to kill 
him. After that I don’t care whether I am blind for the rest of my life.”  

The doctor told the man that he was in a Christian hospital; that Jesus had come 
to show us how to love and forgive even our enemies. The man listened 
unmoved. He told the doctor that Jesus’s words about love and forgiveness were 
nice, but meaningless. Revenge was his only goal, vengeance the only reality. 



The doctor rose, saying that he needed to attend to other patients. He promised 
to return to tell the man a story, a story about a person who took revenge.  

When he returned that evening, the doctor began his story.  Long ago the British 
government had sent a man to serve as envoy to Afghanistan, but as he traveled 
to his new post, he was attacked on the road by a hostile tribe, and thrown into a 
shabby make-shift prison.  

There was only one other prisoner, and the two suffered through their ordeal 
together, poorly clothed, badly fed, and mistreated cruelly by the guards. Their 
only comfort was a copy of the “Book of Common Prayer,” which had been given 
to the envoy by his sister in England.  

She had inscribed her name along with a message of good will on the first page. 
The book served not only as a source for their prayers, but also as a diary, as a 
place to record their daily experiences. The margins of the prayer book became a 
journal of their anguish and their faith.  

The two prisoners were never heard from again. Their families and friends waited 
for news that never came. Over twenty years later, a man browsing through a 
second-hand shop, found the prayer book. How it got there, no one can say. But, 
after reading some of the journal entries in the margin, he recognized its value. 
He went to great trouble of locating the sister whose name was in the front of the 
book, and sent it to her.  

With deep heartache she read each entry. When she came to the last one, she 
noted that it was in a different hand. It said simply that the two had been taken 
from their cell, publicly flogged and then forced to dig their own graves before 
being executed.  

At that moment she knew what she must do. Her brother had died a cruel death 
at the hand of torturers in a run-down Afghan jail, and she believed his injustice 
must be answered. She must exact revenge, but it must be Christian revenge.   

She was not wealthy, the doctor continued, but she marshaled all the money she 
could and sent it to this mission hospital in India. Her instructions were that the 
money was to be used to keep a bed free at all times for a sick or wounded 
Afghan. She was clear about the beneficiary of the mercy.  It had to be an 
Afghan.   

This was to be her revenge for her brother’s torture at the hands of Afghans and 
his death in their country. 



The wounded man was quiet, silenced by the story of such a strange act of 
revenge.  “My friend,” said the doctor, “you are now lying in that bed. Your care is 
her revenge. (Tom Long, Whispering the Lyrics p. 41). 

The business of the Christian gospel is always one of finding yourself blind and 
gaining new sight. It’s written on every page.  It’s why it never goes out of date. 

Nothing in life is nailed down.  Like Mrs. Zebedee, we’re always a day late and a 
dollar short, but that’s okay, because the deal with the gospel is this – it’s not 
about whether or not we measure up. It’s about whether we learn how puny our 
ideas about the meaning of life are, and that however bad our timing is, in God’s 
time, everything will eventually be … okay.  

Amen 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


