31st October 2006 

Isa.53.4-12,  Mark 10.35-45
   

When the worthy citizens of High Wycombe elect a new mayor, all the town councillors are weighed in public, following an ancient tradition. Those who have lost weight or stayed the same during their term of office are applauded by the onlookers - because it's taken as a sign that they haven't grown fat at the public's expense.  It's a sort of mark of good servanthood.
(And by the way, I weigh less now than I did when I came here). 

  

Both tonight's readings show how hard true servanthood is for us, but they also reveal a solution to that problem and how we might respond to that - and I'd like to look at those three things...  The problem, God's solution, and our response. 

  

The fact that King Solomon, for example, had so many servants is cited in the Old Testament as a sign of his greatness.  Being a servant of others isn't the height of many people's ambition - as far as the world is concerned, you've made it if you've got servants of your own, not the other way round.  As I've already stated, that's the problem - we just don't like serving.  The Old Testament passage from Isaiah is known as one of Isaiah's Servant Songs and it sets some pretty daunting ideals - who could possibly even want to follow that example of servanthood?  He was pierced and crushed, punished and wounded. 

  

All that's a bit too costly for most of us - so costly that you need to force people to be like that.  But then we wonder why they act like rather grumpy and graceless servants - or rather, slaves, which is what they've become.  The term 'whipping boy' comes from the days when princes were provided with a special servant as part of the standard 'back to school' package as they were growing up.  When they misbehaved or got something wrong, this poor unfortunate servant was beaten and punished in their place. 

  

It's been said that 'power tends to corrupt,' and we can see the beginnings of that in the New Testament reading from Mark.  James and John were known as 'Sons of Thunder,' but could easily have been renamed, 'Sons who Blunder,' after this incident.  Jesus had just told the disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and that he would be humiliated there, and yet these two pipe up with, "Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask. Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory."  It was an unbelievably crass thing to say, and yet they said it - because we all find that servanthood doesn't come naturally. 

  

We're part of a world that encourages us to try and scramble to the top, forgetting all the ideals of servanthood - and to one degree or another, we're all caught up in that.  Jesus said, "You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them," and he was right. 

  

To help us today, God's words through Isaiah tell us what the solution is.  The problem is so bad that only God can help us out, and in talking about God's servant, the prophet says, "He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all." 

  

The solution is the reversal of the whipping boy image - instead of the boy being beaten for the prince's misbehaviour, it's the Prince who was beaten for our wrongdoing.  God has come along and substituted Jesus for us.  All that should have happened to us for justice to be done, still happens, the price is paid - it's just that someone else pays it and we go free. 

  

We too easily forgot this part of the gospel because we're too at home in this world, we're too confortable with this world's way of looking at things.  A former Bishop in the church once pointed out, 'The house of God is not the church but the world. The church is the servant, and the first characteristic of a servant is that he lives in someone else's house, not his own.'  We don't really belong here, we're just passing through and instead of getting too attached, too worldly, we need to remember to look at things differently, to see things from God's side, not everyone else's. 

  

And then, when we can see properly, we might respond properly... 

  

Our response to what God has done comes at the end of the equation.  The common perception in the world is that Christianity is about being good.  In fact, it's got very little to do with being good - in the first instance.  We get into a muddle when we put the good deeds first, trying to be good enough servants to get the right response from God - earning our salvation.  Of course Christians should be good, but our goodness comes as a response to what God has done as his response to our weakness - which can make a huge difference. 

  

Without knowing what God has done it's very difficult to live as God directs, faith must come before action or the action will be misguided or greatly weakened.  Alone we are pretty feeble, with God, anything becomes possible - even true servanthood. 

  

And just two characteristics of a good servant that we can try, part of the response that we can make with God's help - silence and faithfulness. 

  

"He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth."  Peter wrote of Jesus in his first letter (1 Pet. 2:23), "When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly." 

  

Apparently sheep are one of the easiest animals to sacrifice because they don't make a fuss.  In contrast, we often bleat too easily.  Jesus came among us as one who served, and he did it without making half the song and dance of it that we often make.  We're too silent in our witness, but too vocal in our complaining. 

  

St Paul said that if we serve men, we're not serving God; if we're too preoccupied with how others are reacting, we'll miss what God wants us to do.  Jesus 'entrusted himself to him who judges justly,' and that was enough.  His concern was to serve God alone, and all our conversations with him can be done directly in prayer.  And, as Jesus said (Luke 17:10), "when you have done everything you were told to do, you should say, 'We have only done our duty.'"  There's no great noise needed. 

  

And finally, faithfulness. 

  

In the Hebrew law (Ex.21:2-6), "If you buy a servant, he is to serve you for six years. But in the seventh year, he shall go free, without paying anything. But if the servant declares, 'I love my master and do not want to go free,' then his master must take him before the judges. He shall take him to the door-post and pierce his ear with an awl. Then he will be his servant for life."  There is even a hymn, not in our book, that begins, 'Pierce my ear, O Lord.' 

  

We have a choice.  We can go 'free' (though it wouldn't be true freedom), we can walk away from God, we can ignore our call to serve, but if we love him and want his blessing then we must commit ourselves to him for life.  The good news is we're not into body-piercing anymore in church (though everyone else is), but we are into faithfulness. 

  

And through the loving faithfulness of God's own Son comes the really good news, "though the Lord makes his life a guilt offering, he will prolong his days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in his hand. After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied." 

  

Victory and honour in the end. 

  

When we look around and see all the vain ambitions of the world, remember that we know a better way.  Remember Jesus' words, "not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all, for even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."  So the next time you want to stand on your rights and expectations, the next time you think it only fair that someone else do the work, the next time you want things your way, the next time you want to stop and give up, say a prayer, and try the extra mile - because, with God's help, we can be a servant church, and that is good news for the world. 

