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The Heart of a Servant


I know this may come as a shock to you, but I hope that none of you were like me as a student.  Believe it or not, I used to get in trouble when I was in school because I liked to talk, more than my teachers wanted me to do.  As I got older, I would still get in trouble for whispering or writing notes in class.  The big difference was that by the time I got to junior high or high school, teachers would merely try to shame us in front of the class to correct our inappropriate behavior.  As I have thought on it, the times when that approach was most effective were those times when I was being scolded by a teacher whom I liked and respected.  In those instances, the teacher might not even have to say anything.  A simple look or a question like, “Excuse me?”  Or “Did you have something to contribute to the discussion, Chuck?” would be enough to put me under my desk.  You might never have experienced anything like that, but I was the poster child.  


In the text which we just shared, we see a similar situation when Jesus and his disciples were traveling to Capernaum.  Along the way, Jesus had been talking to his disciples about his impending death, in an attempt to prepare them for what lay ahead.  In true disciple form, rather than listening to the important things which Jesus was trying to teach them, the disciples were whispering among themselves trying to determine which of them was the greatest of the twelve.  Can’t you just almost hear their pathetic attempts as they each tried to prove what made them the greatest of the disciples?  Here were grown men playing that same silly game which my sister used to try to play in our family.  She would try to figure out which child was loved the most by each of our parents.  I don’t know what she hoped to accomplish in this useless endeavor, but it almost always ended up in an argument with someone in tears.  Here we see this same little band of disciples vying for the most honored position in their little group.  They wanted to figure out the pecking order, just in case they ever needed to know.


Then look at their embarrassment when Jesus asked them what they had been talking about along the road.  That simple question filled them with such shame that they could not even answer him.  They knew that their discussion would not have made Jesus happy and they were ashamed to admit to him what they had been talking about.  Mark says that they fell silent; you know they had to because they knew how disappointed Jesus would have been by their discussions.  Think of the irony of them squabbling over which of them was the greatest, when Jesus, who was the greatest person they had ever known, was saying that he was about to be betrayed and killed.  He was trying to prepare them for his impending death, but he was offering them the hope and assurance of knowing that he would be raised from the dead.  Even if they had been listening, they might not have understood all that he was saying to them, because what he said seemed unrealistic.  But there was no way that they were going to show their ignorance by asking for further explanation.


Note that Mark never tells us that they finally broke their silence and confessed to the content of their argument, but somehow Jesus found out.  When he realized what they had been saying, Jesus knew that he had to set the record straight.  Perhaps this was the original “Come to Jesus” meeting.  He said, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  I don’t guess I have to tell you how flat that one fell with those guys, who had such high aspirations and such delusions of grandeur.  These were fellows who had just been arguing about what accomplishments would make them great, and I would be willing to bet that none of them listed servitude as a trait that would qualify them for greatness.  You would think that after spending so much time with Jesus, some of it might have soaked in, but I guess they were about as dense and thick headed as you and I can be.  


Can’t you just imagine the puzzled looks on their faces as they tilted their heads to the side, to see if they had heard correctly?  Don’t you know that they were looking at one another wondering which one would be the courageous one to step up to the plate and tell Jesus that he was off his nut by way more than a mile?  These were men of the world.  They knew what made people successful in their world.  They knew fully well that those people like Caesar and all of his cronies, who were the real power brokers of their day had not gotten to their positions of power through service to others.  The leaders of their world were focused on self service and from all appearances, it seemed to be working out for them, so why would it not have worked for Jesus and his disciples?


For years, Jesus had been trying to get his point across to his disciples that life in the Kingdom of God in not like life in this world.  He had tried to make it as plain and clear as possible that the kingdom of God is radically different from the world in which we live, but they could not seem to get that.  Jesus understood this world and he understood that his disciples had a difficulty understanding the reality of the Kingdom of God, as opposed to the world in which they lived.  Jesus was not trying to discourage ambition among the disciples, rather he wanted them to see ambition as God sees it.  With God, the ambitious do not need power and prestige, they need love, compassion and the desire to serve.  Jesus was turning their world upside down.  He understood that in their world ambitious people wanted to get to the point where others were serving them, but Jesus substituted the desire to do things for others as the ultimate ambition.


Those of us who have paid attention will recognize the truth in Jesus’ words.  The people in our world who are among the most respected are those who have given their lives in service to others.  Those persons who have made the greatest contribution to our world are those whose lives are lived out, asking not, “What can my society do for me and my goals?”, but “How can I use my gifts and talents to serve the larger society?”


According to history, there was a Spartan named Paedaretos, who was one among many men being considered to fill one of the 300 positions of leadership in Sparta.  When the final list of 300 leaders was presented, Paedaretos had not been chosen.  A friend, knowing how disappointed he would be, said, “I am so sorry that you were not elected.  The people should have known how well you would have served them.  Paedaretos replied, “I am glad that in Sparta there are 300 men better than I to serve the people.”  His story is told, because he was willing to give others the place of honor and not become embittered when he was not elected.


This story illustrates what I think our society has lost.  So many of our elected officials have taken the word and the role of servant out of the title, public servant.  Too many elected officials seem to be in it for personal gain or for power or prestige, not out of a sense of calling to public service.  The greatest leaders which our world has known were those persons who understood that aspect of their leadership.  Service is the key to effective leadership.


As Christians, we are all called into a life of service.  I truly believe that the downfall of virtually every church that has been struggling or is in decline is a loss in focus and direction.  No church was ever intended to be self-serving.  The church which forgets its servant role will soon lose its identity as the body of Christ in and for the world.  Yes, this world is a place where the survival of the fittest is a reality, but in the Kingdom of God, we are called to be a servant people.  When we focus all of our energy on finding ways to be of service to our community, everything else will fall in place.  In order for us to become the church that God is calling us to be, we need not focus on numbers, or ways of worship or anything other than finding out how we can be of service to this community and to the larger Kingdom of God.  When we determine our servant role and pursue that with all our energy, we will not have room for all the people who want to be a part of such a dynamic ministry.


To drive his point home, Jesus called a little child to come and sit on his knee.  Then he said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”   You probably know this, but children had no power or position in first Century Palestine.  Children were little more than a liability in that culture.  Children were seen as a burden until they reached an age when they could contribute to the workforce.  In essence, Jesus was saying that welcoming even the most needy persons is a sign of welcoming God.  Jesus knew human nature.  We tend to graciously welcome those who can do something for us, but tend not to be so welcoming of those who are needy and might not be able to reciprocate our efforts.  Jesus was saying that in order to be great in God’s kingdom, we must find a way to reach out to those who are most in need.  That means that if we can help to provide adequate housing for those who are homeless or who live in substandard housing, then we are welcoming God.  That means that when we help to provide food for those in our community who are hungry, we are welcoming God.  That means that when we share our clothing to help those who are naked or under dressed, we are welcoming God.  That means that when we extend care and compassion to those who are sick or to their families, we are welcoming God.   That means that when we take the time to show love and concern for any one of God’s children who might feel alone or neglected, we are welcoming God.


On this third Sunday of September, we are reminded that in order for us to become the people that God is calling us to be, we must reach beyond ourselves.  We must find out what we can do to be of service in this Mid-Cities area, so that we can advance the cause of Christ in our world.  When we serve others with the love of Christ, we are welcoming God and we are catching a glimpse of the kingdom.  Then when our journey is complete, we will be welcomed into the arms of our God with those words which we all long to hear, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant.  Enter the joy of your salvation.”


And to our God be all glory and honor and wisdom and blessing and power and might, both now and forever more.   Amen.

