16th May 2010
Mk 10:35-45

Values – all involved

Introduction
We turn this week to our exploration of NT values as we start to examine in more detail, the following:
· All involved (called to serve, Jesus rebukes greatness)

· Being disciples (‘Come follow me’)

· Creating community (washing the disciples feet, a servant heart)

· Doing evangelism (woman at the well)

· Encounter with Jesus (blind Bartimaeus)

Today’s sermon is entitled, Values- all involved. Now I don’t know about you but I’m a great fan of ‘Friends’ which regrettably finished some years ago now, but thankfully is still being repeated on digital channels. But a similar series is being shown called ‘The Big Bang Theory’. What both of these television series deal with is how the   characters relate to each other. 

What makes each programme work is that despite the characters individuality they have something in common. In the case of ‘Friends’, it’s a group of single twenty something’s living in a big city and in the case of ‘the Big Bang Theory’, it’s a group of scientists, with a friendly girl living on the same floor. As in any group of people their personalities quickly start to shine through. The levelling influence in each group is the constraint by the other members of the group over anyone of them who tries to be dominant and assertive.
A close knit office environment or staff room will no doubt have its checks and balances and in a more dangerous working environment, those checks and balances become even more pronounced. So it comes as no surprise to be able to identify with this story from Mark.

Look at me

Here we have a story where these checks and balances come into play. Firstly we have James and John wishing to be a cut above the rest of the disciples, ‘Let one of us sit at your right hand and the other at your left in your glory.’ (v 37). 

What follows in the assertions of James and John, tells us that they have forgotten something that Jesus has been teaching them when He talked about His forthcoming death.
Let’s by way of illustration see what Jesus had taught them earlier. The first prediction is at 8:31ff. Here Jesus and the disciples are travelling through the villages around Caesarea Philippi, when the discussion turns to Jesus’ death and Peter is indignant. Jesus tells him off with the words, ‘You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men’ (v 33). The second prediction is at 9:30ff. Here Jesus reaches Capernaum with the twelve and wants to know what they have been arguing about on the road. They are like shy schoolboys, because what they’ve been talking about is ‘who was the greatest.’ Jesus recognising again that they haven’t quite got it yet, says, ‘If anyone one wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all’ (v 35).
What we see revealed here is Jesus talking about the necessity of being rejected, of suffering and of death contrasted to the disciples who talk of the ambition of status and prestige. Whilst Jesus talks of surrendering His life, they talk about fulfilling theirs. Jesus counts the cost of discipleship, they count achievements.
In the midst of all this muddled thinking not unnaturally the other ten disciples, ‘became indignant with James and John’ (v 41). Jesus in His graciousness explains again what discipleship is all about, ‘whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all’ (v 44).
In a decisive reversal of values Jesus substitutes service for power. He makes the point in His use of the term ‘servant’ but then reinforces that concept by using an even more relevant functional position, that of a ‘slave’. This oxymoron may have caused a few smiles of bemusement from His disciples, for everyone knew that a slave was the most inferior person in society, how could they become first? Did they get it? Do we?

It is perhaps then not surprising that right after this incident Jesus asks a blind man, ‘What do you want me to do for you? The blind man replies, ‘Rabbi, I want to see’ (v 51). Bartimaeus receives his sight and follows Jesus along the road.
Vision and Mission

Our vision is to have Jesus at the heart of all that we are and all that we do and our mission is [to be] inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support. 

This passage encourages us to develop a genuine sense of service and equal partnership. The tendency we need to avoid is a ‘James and John church’, where a small group of people performing certain roles are seen as the movers and shakers. James and John saw being on Jesus’ right and left as the best roles to be in. That thinking can promote a ‘them and us’ mentality. It’s like what happened in many places during the Victorian age, the ‘bosses’ built churches and expected their ‘workers’ to attend on Sunday. Most of them now stand empty or attract very small congregations. It illustrates the futility of the ‘James and John’ syndrome.

The key Kingdom value is to encourage all to serve, share and support or in other words for all to be involved.
Who are we in Christ?

The first thing to recall is that we are loved by Him and are called by Him. That put simply means that we are all equal (Gal 3:26ff.). We all have God given gifts and they need to be recognised and affirmed. Self depreciation may be an ‘English virtue’ but it’s not a Kingdom value, because it belittles the gift from God of who we are, ‘Let the beloved of the Lord rest secure in him, for he shields him all day long, and the one the Lord loves rests between his shoulders’ (Deut 33:12).
There is an expression of ‘hiding our light under a bushel’ with many people looking to others who they perceive to be obviously gifted and ready just to slot into a particular position or role. Rather than recognising themselves as being gifted, maybe in a different way, but gifted nevertheless. How does that sit with you?
I came across this imaginary memo from a firm of management consultants addressed to Jesus. It went like this,

Dear Sir

Thank you for submitting the CV’s of the twelve men you’ve chosen to head up your organisation in your absence. We have conducted both psychometric testing and personal interviews. It is our opinion that most of your team is ill suited to the task you laid out due to their background, education and vocational aptitude. For a start they don’t seem to have grasped the concept of working in a team.
Specifically here are some examples. Simon also known as Peter (a slightly unusual name change we felt, but there it is) is emotionally unstable and given to fits of temper and Andrew has absolutely no leadership potential. The brothers James and John put personal ambition above company loyalty. Thomas demonstrates a questioning attitude that could undermine morale. Matthew has some very dubious business contacts. James son of Alphaeus and Thaddaeus have radical leanings and are likely to go off message.

One person however shows great potential. He has emerged from our tests as a man of ability, has a good business sense and importantly has contacts in high places. He is highly motivated and ambitious. We therefore commend Judas Iscariot to you as your right hand man and Chief Executive.
If we can help any further please don’t hesitate to call. Finally we wish you well in your new venture.
 

Whilst this may be humorous, there is a huge amount of truth contained within it. Time and time again we have examples from Scripture of people who in the world’s eyes are undervalued, unconfident and on the surface lacking in talent, yet Jesus turns them into effective champions of the gospel. The timing for turning out champions is as always God’s but another Kingdom value, is the value of nurture. What is the best environment for that to happen? In this regard small is quite literally beautiful in the form of small groups or gatherings, where we can be encouraged by others in a safe place. In such groups small steps can lead with the right encouragement to bigger ones where valuable and practical gifts can emerge.

Because often gifts are under the surface; I’m sure that you can think of people that when you really start to talk to them you suddenly find that they have gifts and abilities you never thought were there. In looking under the surface a whole new world opens up. Swimming in the sea is perhaps a good example once you dive down a whole new world is opened up. It’s still the same spot of ocean but suddenly it’s all new and exciting, there are bits to explore and fun fish to look at. Whilst individually it’s good to metaphorically to dive down and look at the new view under the surface, it’s also good to encourage that in other people, for them to do it. In the big congregation whilst it happens, it is far more successful in a small group. But the real point is like those first disciples, all are encouraged to be involved.
I read something in the paper that pulled me up short the other day. Two students were commended for rescuing a woman who was in danger of drowning. Police officers were on the scene holding back the crowd but did not dive in to attempt to rescue the woman because they said that was the job of the Fire and Rescue Service. There appeared to be a real lack of personal responsibility as they sought to lay the task onto someone else. The words of Paul in Romans 12:3-5 spring to mind here.
The last thing about gifts is that they are often unclaimed. One of the disturbing things I noticed going to collect my luggage after a flight is the huge amount of bags stacked up having been removed from the belt unclaimed. Why is that? I have visions of people all over the country getting home and thinking where did I leave my bag? Maybe they thought someone else was going to pick their suitcase up.

The giving tree in church is our equivalent of baggage reclaim. Some gifts or passions will have been picked up and others are still waiting to be claimed. What will your response be? Another example is the recent response form, for in it was an opportunity for everyone to review their involvement in our collective life together. 

 Jesus encourages us to be involved with Him and to be involved in the life of His church. This is our calling as Christians and a Kingdom value that requires a response. 
� Adapted from a ‘memo’ that appeared in Potter, P (2001) The Challenge of Cell Church, BRF page 45.
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