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Purpose

Isaiah 55:1-3 and Mark 10:34-44

James and John come to Jesus and ask to sit at places of honor--his right hand and his left hand.  Why do you think they did this?

There were twelve disciples.  Why did these two seek out special attention from Jesus?  I suspect it was because they had some disagreements with the others and they wanted to be vindicated.  I suspect there were a lot of 10-2 divisions within the group prior to this conversation.

Who came out vindicated in all this?  I hope you see that none of them did.  Listen to this story.

There were four theologians who, as theologians are supposed to do, argued issues.  Just to make the story simple and to pick on my own gender, we will make all four male.  Each issue that they argued came down to a 3 to 1 split, with the same theologian always ending up the odd man out.

Convinced, however, that he was right and his three friends wrong, this odd man out went before God in prayer in the midst of his friends.  “Give me a sign, O God, that I am right and my friends are wrong.”  And immediately a storm cloud formed overhead and dropped rain on this gaggle of theologians.

And the three man majority dismissed it.  Storm clouds form all the time; it means nothing.

So the odd man out prays again, “Give me a sign that will convince my friends that they are wrong and I am right.”  And immediately a three more storm clouds appeared and joined with the existing cloud and from the foreboding ominous cloud, a bolt of lightening flashed and split a tree near where they were standing.”
And the three men majority dismissed it.  Thunder and lightening storms happen all the time; it means nothing.

So the odd man out prays again, “O Lord God, give me a sign that will convince my friends that they are wrong and I am right.”  And immediately the entire sky darkens with storm clouds; a wind gust comes and blows a hole in the clouds letting in a shaft of light and from the shaft of light booms a voice, “HE IS RIGHT!”
And the odd man out looks smugly justified and just a bit terrified.  And his three friends say, “Ok.  Ok.  But that just makes it three to two.”
That is a lesson of the gospel.  Neither the ones seeking justification and validation for their position nor the ones who fail to recognize and honor the contributions of those on the outside are worthy of honor.

But like most gospel stories, there is an even greater challenge laying just below the surface.  For Jesus did not just tell James and John “No, you can not sit at my left or right hand.”  And he didn’t simply rebuke the remaining ten.  Jesus used this situation to teach.

It was a lesson on serving.

Have you ever thirsted for something?  Wanted something so bad but you did not have the resources to obtain it?  That is the emotion Isaiah describes in the scripture we used to open our service.  And the prophet proclaims that if the burning desire is for faith--come, feast at the table without cost.

When James and John approach Jesus, he recognizes the teachable moment.  James and John want validation for themselves.  It is a selfish request.  And Jesus teaches them, and the remaining disciples who were not able to honor James and John while not agreeing with them, that faith is not about meeting our own needs.  Faith is about serving others.

Selfishness and concern for our own needs can become a tyrant that will suffocate life.  But those who want to live will be concerned first with the situation of others.  “Whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”
So we need a sense of purpose for our journey to hope and that purpose cannot be inwardly directed but must be outwardly directed toward the welfare of others.  We must serve.

But the fascinating point--and it can almost seem to be contradictory if we don’t maintain a proper balance--is that to ably serve others, we must be good stewards of ourselves and the gifts God has given us!  What does the commandment say but “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  

Being outwardly directed, being a slave to all, is not a total denial of self and it is not a total desire for martyrdom.  That is not the purpose.  But the purpose is to cultivate and maintain the blessing given us but not for our sole benefit but so that we can share them.

For our Lenten journey to hope, allow the issue that you have identified to be your passion for the coming days.  Allow it to be the that for which you hunger and thirst.  But also know that just resolving that issue during Lent is not a sufficient purpose for faith.  If the issue is personal and inwardly related--I need to repent of this to be a better person--your journey is not complete until you ask how this change will be used to serve others.  And if the issue you selected for Lent is outwardly directed--I need to repent of this action that adversely affects my neighbor, spouse, friend, etc.--your journey is not complete until you first ask how you will give thanks for the blessings God has given you in order to then share with others.

The sense of purpose on our Lenten journey is a balancing act of faith.  We must be thankful for the blessings in our lives and be good stewards of those blessings.  And part and parcel of that stewardship is sharing those blessings with others.

Do not let selfishness be a tyrant in your life, neither let a desire for martyrdom by a tyrant in your life.  Lenten faith is a balancing act that gratefully praises God for the blessings in life and entreats God for the wisdom to share them in service to others.

“Love your neighbor as yourself.”  That is an excellent purpose statement for our Lenten journey to hope.


