Are you ready to serve? Epiphany 5B, 2/8/09, by Wylie Miller P. 1

"Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer."

Some years ago, Bruce Barton
, a highly successful advertising man, wrote a book entitled, The Man Nobody Knows. The book, which became a bestseller, depicted Jesus as a successful salesman and publicist. It pictured Jesus as a role model for businessmen. In one sense, the book was true, because it suggested that businessmen could learn a great deal from Jesus. That is true! In another sense, the book was fiction, because it clothed Jesus in a Madison Avenue suit and had him endorse Madison Avenue values. That is clearly false! In a sense, Bruce Barton specialized in fiction. He created the fictional character, Betty Crocker, for General Mills. He created the fictional character, Jesus in a Gray Flannel Suit, for Madison Avenue.

In a sense, Bruce Barton was like all of us. We would all like to think that Jesus believed what we believe and valued what we value. But, "It ain't necessarily so!" Jesus did NOT come from heaven to rubber‑stamp the way we live. Jesus came to show us a new way. He did not come to give us lessons in being successful. Jesus did not come to show us how to make money ( or to acquire power. Jesus came to introduce us to a new world (( a world so different that we could not have imagined it on our own. That world is called the Kingdom of God.

The rules in that world ( in the Kingdom of God ( are upside down and backwards: The winners lose and the losers win. The first shall be last and the last shall be first. It is more blessed to give than to receive. The one who dies with the most toys loses. Preparing ourselves to live in the Kingdom of God is learning to live by a whole new set of rules. In this world, the rich person can walk through any door. But it is harder for a rich person to enter the kingdom of Heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. In this world, the winners are sports super heroes and the latest music idols.

We get a glimpse of servanthood in our Gospel text today. Jesus went to the home of Simon and Andrew. When he got there, Simon's mother-in-law was sick. Jesus took her by the hand and lifted her up. At his touch, she recovered from her illness. Then she began to serve Jesus and the others.

The men were doing interesting things, traveling about, healing people, teaching, driving out demons. The women, in this case Simon's mother-in-law, were serving the men. Jesus had taken this woman's hand and had lifted her up, with the result that she became a servant. Many of us today find that offensive. If you are going to lift a woman up, make her the CEO, not the housekeeper! It’s up to us to understand that(s not the agenda of Christ(s kingdom. His were backwards rules, upside down rules. 
Jesus did not just call us to live by upside down rules without living them himself ( rather he embodied them. He was not born in a palace but in a stable. He was not a citizen of Rome but of Israel. He did not ride about in a chariot. He walked. He moved not toward a crown but toward a cross. And just as an aside, Jesus did not have long hair, nor did he look like a pale northern European.

Jesus tried to teach his disciples about following that example. He tried to help them understand that God favors service rather than power. He tried to open their eyes to the fact that he would conquer the world, ( not by the power of the sword, ( but by the power of love. The disciples failed, time after time, to understand. They protested when he told them that he must suffer and die. They were anxious to have seats of honor when Jesus came into power. 
Women seemed to find the kingdom rules easier. Simon's mother-in-law was but the first of a series of women who seemed to "get it." Others include: The poor widow who dropped her last coin in the temple treasury (12:41‑44); and the woman who anointed Jesus with expensive ointment (14:3‑9); and the women at the cross (15:40‑41); and the woman at the tomb (16:1).

So we might say that Simon's mother-in-law "got it." When Jesus lifted her up and made her well, she used her restored health as an opportunity for service. Her example stands in dramatic contrast with that of the men, who time after time failed to "get it." It was only later, much later that the men began to understand the power of servant ministry. 
Bruce Barton would not have left the crowds behind. Madison Avenue never walks away from a customer. But Jesus wasn't interested in marketing. He was not interested in success as the world defines success. The amazing thing is that Jesus( kingdom rules work. Kingdom rules are not guaranteed to make us rich and famous. They are designed to draw people into the kingdom of God. Kingdom rules do not bring us glory ( they bring God glory. Kingdom rules are contagious (like the Pass it On phenomena, or the principals of Habitat for Humanity, or Our Saviour Community Garden). They spread from human heart to human heart until they affect the whole world. Ghandi and Martin Luther King Jr. began to grasp this power of the meek. We sometimes forget the power of these kingdom rules. Sometimes we buy into the worldly estimate of kingdom rules as weak or powerless.

Charles Colson (previously special counsel to Richard Nixon) tells of a two-day visit to a prison in Jessup, Maryland some years ago. The governor had issued a proclamation in honor of Colson's visit, so the press got into the act. As Colson and his entourage approached the prison, they saw the bright lights of television cameras focused on them. Colson had brought some great talent with him. He had brought Wintley Phipps, a gospel singer who had sung for President Reagan the day before. He brought Herman Heade, who had been converted while incarcerated in solitary confinement. As Phipps sang and Heade gave his testimony, the prisoners responded with great enthusiasm.

To close the visit, Colson met with a number of the prisoners. They talked about how much they appreciated Phipps' music and Heade's testimony. The whole visit had gone very well. But one of the prisoners talked about what had really affected him. He said, "When the celebrities and TV cameras left, the ladies among the volunteers went into the dining hall, with all the noise and confusion, and sat at the table to have a meal with us. That's what really got to me." Showmanship had its place, you see, but the real power of that prison visit took place at the level of one human heart caring about another human heart. That was what really affected those prisoners.

Jesus took the mother-in-law’s hand and lifted her up ( and the fever left ( and she began to serve them. We ought to take that as a model for our own lives ( all of us ( men and women. When Christ lifts us up ( when Christ makes us whole ( when Christ delivers us from those things that would destroy us ( we need to use that as opportunity to serve our fellow human beings. When we do that, we help Christ plant the seed of Christ's love in each human heart that we touch. On the other hand, if you never tell people what motivates your service, your good works, If you never tell them that it is your belief in Christ, how will they ever know. How will they know what motivates you ( how will they know of the love of the incarnate God who can motivate them too. Like the prisoners in the Chuck Colson story, people will assume you have some hidden agenda ( that you are getting something out of it other than committed service. Unless they hear it from you, unless they can see who the Lord of your life is, none of Jesus( ministry will be seen.

Jesus came to Simon's mother-in-law, took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them. Let us go and do likewise. Amen

End Notes:
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