
  

 
Sermon for Sunday, October 21, 2018 

To do or to be? 
Job 38:1-7 / Mark 10:35-40 

 
Shortly before he died in March 2018, the late great British astro-phycisist Stephen Hawking predicted that 
humankind would not survive the next 100 years. The reasons for his dire prognosis have to do with the 
warming of the earth’s atmosphere, the rapid growth of our planet’s population, the extinction of species, 
global deforestation at an unprecedented rate, and the pollution of the world’s oceans. Hawking’s remedy for 
our dilemma?  Populate other planets. What may sound like science fiction and Hollywood fantasy to us was 
real science to him. 

Arguing with Hawking’s brilliant scientific mind is certainly above my pay grade, especially since I almost 
failed high school on account of my superb math and physics skills. But in a way, I think he is like Job’s wife 
and friends. When all explanations fail—for personal tragedy and suffering in Job’s case, for the earth’s 
suffering in Hawking’s case—the remedy is the same: bailing out. “Curse God and die,” Job’s wife 
recommends. “Why don’t you call it a day?” his friends say. “Hop on a spaceship and get the heck off this 
planet,” Hawking advises. 

According to the Book of Job, however, I am not the only one who is in over his head. As a matter of fact, we 
all are. We humans like to pretend to know everything, to know even “the mind of God,” which was Stephen 
Hawking’s goal. And who can blame us? We spliced the atom, discovered the Higgs boson (a.k.a. the “God 
particle,)” and decoded the human genome. We travel to the stars and dream about colonizing them. We 
build huge cities, harness nuclear power, perform surgeries with cyber knives, and create artificial 
intelligence. In a way, we have become like gods. Don’t get me wrong. I am grateful for these many 
miraculous scientific achievements. I truly am. But ultimately, we really don’t have a clue what we are 
doing. “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” the writer has God ask Job. “Suit up 
because I have a few questions for you. Here’s the first one: ‘Where were you when I created the foundations 
of the world?’”  

We can imagine the lump in Job’s throat at this point. Maybe we are gulping, too. And then God goes on for 
four long-winded chapters, hitting Job with one fact after another. As a reader, I wonder whether God will 
ever be done making God’s case. It’s exhausting. We get it after a while, and I am sure Job got it, too. God is 
all-powerful, all-wise, all-knowing … yadah yadah yadah … we get it. But do we really? 

The disciples didn’t get it, and they should have known better. They should have known the Hebrew 
Scriptures their Rabbi, Jesus, taught. They should have been familiar with the Job story and be a little more 
on, shall we say, the humble side of things. Instead, they speak to Jesus as Job’s friends spoke, relying on 
dark counsel, using words without knowledge. “Rabbi, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you!” 

That’s a rather bold demand, I think. It’s like saying, “Hey Jesus, over here. Listen up, this is what we want 
you to do.” As if Jesus were an errand boy whose job it is to tend to their, and by extension our, every wish 
and command. And then I remembered taking a friend’s daughter out to see a movie a few years ago. She 
might have been about five years old at the time. Afterward, my wife and I put her into the car seat and as I 
was driving away I looked at her in the rear view mirror and asked, “What would you like to do now, 
sweetie?” She didn’t think twice: “I want you to do whatever it is I want you to do.”  

Like the disciples, she really did not know what she was asking. None of us really know what it is we are 
asking when we petition God. “So, what is it exactly that you want me to do for you?” Jesus asks his 



 
 

 

disciples. As they make some silly demands about sitting on God’s right or left, whichever, and babble 
something about God’s glory, Jesus dryly remarks, “You don’t have a clue what you are asking.” Then he 
proceeds to remind them of his baptism, and of theirs, and of their calling. They must be slaves of God, he 
says, meaning they really have no business demanding anything from God. All they are called to be is 
servants of this God who laid the foundations of the world when they were not even close to existing. 

I think Job, the disciples, our friend’s daughter, any of us don’t really know what we want God to do for us 
because we keep forgetting who we are. Shakespeare got it right. The question we need to ask of ourselves is 
not what to do. To be or not to be, that is the real question. It is a question with which so many of us struggle 
today, hence identity politics has become one of the defining issues of our age. We are longing to be … we 
want to be-long but we are often confused as to where that might be. 

Today we were once again privileged to be reminded who we are and whose we are. When we just 
welcomed Rosemary and John through the sacrament of baptism into God’s household, we heard echoes of 
Jesus challenging the disciples in Mark’s gospel with sorting out the meaning of his baptism, and theirs. We 
heard Jesus reminding them, and us, of our servant role. And we heard God reiterate what we keep forgetting 
over and over again: God is God, and we are not. 

We are in the midst of stewardship season and in a few weeks we will celebrate our 75th anniversary as the 
community of God’s people in this place we call Ladue Chapel. It is therefore good for us, it is necessary for 
us to ponder once again, not what we want God to do for us, but in which way we are called by God to be 
servants of all people—in our own community, our nation, in the world. In order to figure out how to be 
good servants, we need to remember who we are, which is not an easy thing to do. 

When the German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer sat in a prison cell waiting to be executed 
during World War II, he wrote his famous poem “Who Am I.” This is what it says: 

“Who am I? They often tell me I would step from my cell's confinement calmly, cheerfully, firmly, like a 
squire from his country-house. 
 

Who am I? They often tell me I would talk to my warden freely and friendly and clearly, as though it were 
mine to command. 
 

Who am I? They also tell me I would bear the days of misfortune equably, smilingly, proudly, like one 
accustomed to win. 
 

Am I then really all that which other people tell of, or am I only what I know of myself—restless and longing 
and sick, like a bird in a cage, struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat, yearning 
for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds, thirsting for words of kindness, for neighborliness, trembling 
with anger at despotisms and petty humiliation, tossing in expectation of great events, powerlessly trembling 
for friends at an infinite distance, weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making, faint and ready to say 
farewell to it all. 
 
Who am I? This or the other? Am I one person today, and tomorrow another? Am I both at once? A 
hypocrite before others, and before myself a contemptibly woebegone weakling? Or is something within me 
still like a beaten army, fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved? 
 

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine. 
Whoever I am, You know, O God, I am yours.” (D.B. Letters and Papers from Prison) 
 
We don’t have to ask God to do anything for us. Because whoever we are, we have been and always will be 
… God’s. That is to whom we all be-long. 
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