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“Lord of Pots & Pans”

Matthew 20:20-28
October 5, 2008

When I counsel couples in preparation for their wedding, (I just performed a wedding yesterday and have two more before Christmas), we cover a lot of different topic. We talk about the past experiences they will bring into this new relationship, the way they were raised, their home life. We talk about their past loves and disappointments and how those might affect this new relationship. We talk about their plans for children and parental styles. We talk about the financial side of married life, legal issues, theological issues. We talk about their expectations of this marriage. We talk about the ways we protect ourselves in arguments and how we assert ourselves. But one of the most important things I tell every couple I counsel is this, “The marriage that succeeds is the marriage that is build around mutual sacrifice, mutual sacrifice. Marriages that fail are almost always because of a lack of mutual sacrifice, not in every case, but most often. This story shows us that we have not changed much in these past two thousand years. The Sons of Thunder were thinking about themselves when they let mom approach Jesus on their behalf.


This story appears in some form in all three Synoptic Gospels. Matthew and Mark tell it pretty much the same, Luke simply notes that “a dispute also arose among them, which of them was to be regarded as the greatest”. It is easy for us to understand what was going on with the disciples. We all want to get ahead, we all want to excel, to be the best. And admit it or not we all want to be recognized, honored, elevated to a position of authority. (I guarantee you this is a strong part of what is driving our presidential candidates.)


Like a lot of things the desire to be recognized as the best has a good side and a bad side. We just witnessed the Olympics in China. We have never seen so impressive an opening ceremony! China spared no expense to make sure we were impressed, and they succeeded didn’t they. And then in every event we watched the world’s finest athletes set new world records, because they wanted to win the gold, be the world’s best. The desire to be the best takes us to new heights of achievement and that is very good. But the desire to be number one can also have a dark side. What is the saying? “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.” There are degrees of that too. Power in general can corrupt the one who gains power. Power is a slippery thing!

We don’t know what was in the minds of the disciples as they bid for the power seats beside Jesus. They may have had perfectly good intentions. We are just suspicious of the motivations of those who go for the gold because we too often experience abuse of the power that comes with authority. Its just a human thing! When we find ourselves in positions of authority we have to be so careful because it is really easy to abuse that power. The disciples were just being human like us.

The Lord chose this opportunity to teach them a new way to look at leadership. Several times in the past Jesus has warned His disciples that he was going to die. He now has them on the road to Jerusalem and His crucifixion. His time is short and He wants to be sure that when they have to assume leadership of His ministry they will be able to lead with His grace. In the Synoptic Gospels Jesus describes for them servant leadership. In the Gospel of John He shows them servant leadership as He washes their feet. In the Synoptic Gospels he tells them, “whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave”. “Not to be served but to serve.” That is a hard lesion to absorb. It goes against everything our society teaches us.

 
In the seventeenth century there was a Carmelite monk who was called Brother Lawrence. His name, before he gave his life to the church, was Nicholas Herman, a soldier in the French army when God called him. In the Carmelite monastery where he was assigned, Brother Lawrence served in the kitchen, washing pots and pans. (Does that sound like God’s call to ministry to you? Probably not, it didn’t to him either.) At first he hated the mundane job, but in time he decided that if this was where God wanted him to be then he would wash dishes like he was washing dishes for the Lord’s table. He came to the conclusion that since God created everything and every work, washing dishes was as holy a work as leading worship or being a missionary. He had discovered that God was God even in the kitchen and prayed, “Lord of the pots and pans and things, make me a saint by getting meals and washing up the dishes.” Brother Lawrence eventually wrote a tiny little devotional book titled “The Practice of the Presence of God” in which he said nothing is too mundane to be considered a gift for God. Every tiny thing we do God considers worthy and is in every tiny little thing. Washing dishes for God is a holy gift. If there is something you do that seems insignificant to your faith you are probably mistaken. God loves tiny insignificant efforts, considers them a worthy gift to the King. Do everything you do as if God Himself assigned you the job. That attitude will make everything you do holy.

There are many occasions in the Gospels when Jesus teaches his disciples something that they can’t understand at the time of the teaching, but later will build their lives around. The gospels give us no indication the disciples understood what Jesus was teaching them, it was so counter to what they had experienced. But later, as the church began to grow, and the original disciples assumed leadership rolls they would remember what Jesus said and how He modeled servant leadership and would follow His example. They would stumble, they would take on the world’s values instead of Jesus’ way, but they would find their way back to His example of servant leadership.

Today we elect the men and women who will join our session and diaconate to help lead our church for the next three years. These are the people who will make the critical decisions that will help St. Timothy continue to be the church God wants us to be. Each one of these people was singled out because their lives have shown us that they are dedicated to the Lord and His church and have a record of giving of themselves to His service. Not one of these people would tell you they “should” be in leadership even though each of them has shown a godly willingness, even sacrificial willingness, to take on responsibilities. They will be no better or worse than the first disciples who served the church. They will make mistakes, they will occasionally wander into the world’s way of doing things, but the Lord will constantly remind them that His way is much better.

The elders and deacons of our church have a great deal of authority and responsibility but they learn to carry that authority with a servant’s grace. If they who have been chosen by God to lead can stoop to serve, and they are from you and like you, surely you who are being served can learn to serve like Jesus too. If you listen to Him and give whatever you are doing to Him He will elevate that work to a holy status. Amen.
