
“The cup that I must drink you shall drink, and with the baptism  
with which I must be baptised you shall be baptised.”
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Illustration
An old folk tale, found in many languages, tells the story of a poor woodman who 
was poised to chop down a tree when he heard the voice of a woodland spirit 
calling to him. “Please do not destroy this tree, for it is my home,” said the spirit. 
“If you spare the tree, I will grant you three wishes.” The woodman lowered his 
axe and the tree was saved.

That night, back in their humble cottage, the woodman told his wife what had 
happened. The wife was excited to hear of the three wishes. “So what will you 
wish for?” she asked. The woodman was hungry. “I wish that there was a sausage 
on my plate,” he declared. And in a flash there appeared on his empty plate a 
delicious-looking sausage. 

His wife, however, was furious. “You fool!” she said. “You could have used your 
precious wish to ask for riches or treasure, instead of this stupid sausage. I wish 
the sausage was on your nose!” Immediately there was a flash of light, and the 
sausage was no longer on the plate but stuck fast to the woodman’s nose. And 
of course they had to use their third and final wish to have the sausage removed. 

This of course is just a story, but the point is a good one. We should be careful what 
we wish for. Sometimes in getting what we want we can hurt others, disappoint 
ourselves and realise that we wanted something else all along. 

Gospel Teaching
In today’s Gospel, James and John are unwise in what they wish for. Jesus 
gives them every chance to get themselves out of trouble and tells them directly, 
“You do not know what you are asking.” James and John imagine a kingdom of 
earthly power where they will be rulers. Even when Jesus asks them if they can 
drink his cup and share his baptism they rashly claim that they can. We might 
be reminded of St Peter declaring absolutely that he will never desert Jesus, not 
long before he denies him three times. 

Here James and John reveal their ambition. But it seems they want “the bonus 
without the onus”, as the saying goes. Jesus grants them their wish, but not in the 
way they expect. They will share the cup, the cup of his sufferings. They will share 
in his baptism, the baptism of his death, and no earthly reward will be theirs.


