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 We’ve all heard we should be careful what we wish for because sometimes we just might 

get it. Job learned that when he asked over and over for an audience with God. He finally gets it, 

but maybe not the answers he’s looking for. James and John may also have been surprised at the 

answer they received from Jesus. They had delusions of grandeur, a vision of some victorious 

future. Instead Jesus offers them the exact opposite. 

 

 When he asks them if they can drink the cup he drinks, they’re eager to agree but really 

have no idea what he’s talking about. They don’t know what they’re asking anymore than Job 

does. But what does it mean to drink the cup Jesus drinks? I’ve always thought of this as an 

invitation to sacrifice, that it’s all about selflessness. But recently I’ve read a book by Henri 

Nouwen, the last book he wrote before his untimely death in 1996, and I’ve found depths to that 

image I’ve never considered before. 

 

 Nouwen wrote that drinking the cup is more than it seems. Before we can drink from it 

we must first hold the cup. Holding the cup means taking hold of our lives as fully as possible. 

There are so many dimensions of our lives we want to let go: our shortcomings, our 

disappointments, our sorrows. But if we want to truly drink from the cup, we must be willing to 

take hold of all these dimensions and claim them. When we hold the cup, we look closely at our 

lives; we examine ourselves and discover our deepest needs and desires.  

 

 One way of thinking about Job’s condition is to imagine his hardships as a sort of 

deconstruction. He’s forced to examine his life by losing it piece by piece. As the layers are 

stripped away he is brought to the center, or essence, of things. For Job, holding the cup of his 

life brings him into communion with God. But James and John aren’t reflective enough. They 

are too frenzied and ambitious to examine themselves. We can see that in the other disciples, too, 

who grumble over the brothers’ request. They’re all vying for position, trying to outdo one 

another, instead of looking deeply at where and who they are. 

 

 That’s how it is for us a lot of the time, I think. We’re so caught up in the race to get 

ahead and prove ourselves that we fail to take time to know ourselves and look deeply at our 

lives. How can we drink the cup if we can’t even pause a moment to hold it?  

 

 Nouwen goes on to explore a second aspect of drinking which is lifting the cup. He uses a 

wonderful story of a man he knew through the Daybreak community in Toronto where Nouwen 

was living before he died. Daybreak is a community of developmentally delayed adults and their 

caregivers. Nouwen learned the greatest lessons of his life living and working with people who 

had profound disabilities. One of the friends he made there was an in-patient in a Toronto 

hospital. Before going to visit him, Henri contacted the hospital chaplain who was eager to 

organize a lunch with area clergy. Nouwen agreed but insisted his main purpose was to visit his 

friend. When he arrived at the hospital he was ushered into a dining room but was told his friend 

wouldn’t be able to join them because patients weren’t allowed in that part of the facility. When 

Nouwen told them he would have to skip the lunch in that case, they were suddenly able to 

accommodate his friend. At the lunch Nouwen’s friend stood and raised his glass and proposed a 



toast. He began singing “If you’re happy and you know it.” Before long everyone in the room 

was singing with him. 

 

 Lifting the cup is a way of exposing ourselves to the world. Letting the world see us as 

we truly are. The other day Beth and I attended a concert at Kleinhans celebrating the music of 

Jerry Herman who wrote “Hello, Dolly” and “Mame” among other things. One of the songs was 

from the wonderful musical “La Cage aux Folles” titled “I Am What I Am” which has become a 

sort of anthem for the LGBTQ community. It celebrates a willingness to accept ourselves as we 

are and allow the world to know us with all our joys and sorrows. Lifting the cup of life is a 

celebration of all that life offers, the good and the bad, the triumphs and the hardships. If we’re 

going to drink from the cup we must be willing to accept the world and embrace it as fully as 

God does in Christ.  

 

 Finally, after holding and lifting the cup, there’s the act of drinking. Drinking the cup of 

life means entering fully into the world’s joy and sorrow. It means allowing ourselves to identify 

with the poor and outcast, the rejected and discarded. Today it might mean standing in the place 

of a Honduran mother bringing her children north to escape violence and instability. It can mean 

standing with a woman who has endured abuse or assault as she regains her confidence and 

strength. It may mean walking with a young black man as he navigates his way in a system 

where he’s a target of suspicion and fear. 

 

 Drinking the cup also means celebrating the joy of family and friends, of communities 

where acceptance and compassion are shared. It means seeing the beauty of creation and 

standing in awe of the wonder of nature. Drinking the cup is holding a child in your arms and 

seeing the future in her eyes.  

 

 When Jesus asks James and John if they can drink the cup he drinks, he’s asking them if 

they can enter fully, without reservation, with their whole lives as they are, into the life of the 

world. And do you notice, Jesus doesn’t tell them he will drink for them so they won’t have to? 

He wants them to drink with him…and he wants the same from us. 

 

 All who follow Jesus are invited to drink the cup he drinks. All who follow him are 

invited to enter fully into the world, just as we are, and share its joy and sorrow, to make it our 

own. In the end, drinking the cup is about transformation and compassion. As Nouwen writes, 

“Drinking the cup is not a heroic act with a nice reward! It is not part of a tit-for-tat agreement. 

Drinking the cup is an act of selfless love, an act of immense trust, an act of surrender to a God 

who will give what we need when we need it.”  

 

 Love, trust, surrender: that’s what Jesus asks of his disciples. And when we say yes, we 

are transformed; we become the cup of God’s blessing in the world. We are held by God’s love, 

lifted through our trust, and drunk through our surrender to God’s claim on our lives. Jesus 

invites us to be in communion with him by drinking the cup he drinks and becoming his presence 

in the world through acts of justice and compassion, generosity and peace.  

 

Can you drink the cup?   

 

Amen 


