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We heard a lot about lottery jackpots this week.  Every time the jackpot goes 

over $100 million or so, I think about buying a ticket.  Most of the time I don’t, of 

course, but I think about it.  It is fun to imagine winning that kind of a jackpot.  

Think of the travel, think of the restaurants, think of being out of debt.  Imagine 

what you could buy – the extra large flat screen television, the leather easy chair, 

the luxury car, the World Series tickets.  And, of course, think about the good that 

you could do – the homeless you could find shelter for, the hungry you could feed, 

the sick you could provide health care for.  Reality will eventually bring us back 

down to earth, but it is great fun to fantasize about being rich. 
 

In our gospel today, James and John seem to fantasize a bit about growing 

closer to God.  They want to sit at his right and at his left in the kingdom.  

Undoubtedly they imagine good conversation, the free interchange of abundant 

love in their close proximity to Jesus for eternity.  In a sense, they have grasped 

what it’s all about – our goal is to grow closer to the Lord, to experience eternal 

joy in his presence.  But they missed the point, as well.  They were looking for the 

shortcut to eternal happiness – just as in buying lottery tickets we’re looking for 

the shortcut to few million dollars.  Jesus reminds us that there is no shortcut to 

heaven, that we will not encounter God in our fantasy – only in the flesh and blood 

reality of our brothers and sisters.  He tells us that he did not come into the world 

to be served but to serve.  Too often, the people of our time close their ears to this 

message.  They come to church for what they can get – not for what they can give, 

how they can help.  They come not to serve, but to be served, to be entertained – 

and they’ll leave if that entertainment isn’t delivered in precisely the way they 

want it delivered.   
 

Yet it is service – rolling up our sleeves and helping those in need – it is 

service that is at the heart of what it means to be a Christian.  As a way of 

expressing this reality, when our young people are preparing for the sacrament of 

confirmation, we require that they engage in a number of service-related activities 

– that they put in a number of service hours.  Frequently, our confirmands will 

complain a bit or they will mistakenly believe that we are requiring them to earn 

the sacrament.  Rather, we are attempting to bring them precisely to the message of 

this gospel passage – that we will encounter Christ most perfectly not in books or 

in videos or in music, but in the spark of God’s Spirit, in the image of God found 

in our brothers and sisters.  Quite simply, when we help others – though a smile or 

a kind word or with a paintbrush or a grocery sack – when we minister to others we 

are ministering to Christ Himself. 



 

This weekend, our Church celebrates the importance of Christian service in 

a vibrant way.  As always, this third Sunday of October is Mission Sunday – a 

reminder to all of us that many people in other parts of the world cannot begin to 

hear the Christian message – to grow in faith – when their very survival is 

threatened by famine or violence or disease.  The Society for the Propagation of 

the Faith ministers not just to spiritual needs, but frequently to the basic human 

needs of food, clothing and shelter.  Some years ago in Nicaragua, I saw the 

Society’s work first hand.  Throughout the country, seven, eight and nine year olds 

are sent out on their own because their families can no longer afford to feed them.  

They start out selling small things – handmade trinkets or fruit or coca-cola poured 

into a baggie and sipped with a straw.  Unfortunately, they usually can’t make a 

living this way and they quickly become addicted to sniffing glue as a way to dull 

the pangs of hunger.  The Society operates a program – Cristo Sana de los Niños – 

that seeks to break this terrible cycle.  Providing them with a place to stay and a 

little food and a bit of education, the Cristo Sana program saw Christ in those little 

boys and girls who would have otherwise continued to wander the streets.  These 

children were not taught the fantasy of sitting at the right and left of God in 

heaven, their basic human needs were met – they encountered Christ in the persons 

of the volunteers. 
 

The history of the Church is filled with the stories of those who spent less 

time reading about God and more time seeking his face in the faces of the poor, the 

hungry, the sick and the dying.  Almost thirty years ago, the foundress of the 

Missionaries of Charity – now St. Teresa of Calcutta – came to Memphis.  Mother 

Teresa embodied Christian service for our generation.  She saw the overwhelming 

needs that confronted her on every street and dirt road of Kolkata and she resolved 

to do what little she could – helping one person at a time and encouraging others to 

do the same.  She founded her order not with an eye toward winning a Nobel peace 

prize, but with an eye toward meeting Christ precisely where he tells us we will 

find him – in the needs of our brothers and sisters.  St. Teresa was fond of 

reminding us that we are not called to do extraordinary things, but to do simple 

things with great love.  We are invited not to save the world – Jesus has done that 

for us.  We are instead asked to help that work by offering comfort and support, a 

bit of bread and a sip of water to the impoverished at our door.  Such simple love 

does not require a million dollars – merely a bit of our time, a sharing of our 

treasure.  The Sacred Heart of Jesus is the heart of a servant – will we allow our 

heart to become like his?  


