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“The greatest among you will be your servant,” Jesus says. 

He is having trouble getting through to his disciples. They do not understand this kind of leadership; serving others is not what they want from the one they follow. 

Jesus tries again. “All who exalt themselves will be humbled,” he says, “And all who humble themselves will be exalted.” (Matthew 23:11-12)
The call for humility apparently sounded out of place back then; it certainly sounds odd in these last days of our political season. Being humble is not a trait that gets far on the campaign trail. We look for leaders who are strong and decisive, who can “take charge on day one.” 

The meek might inherit the earth, but they will not get elected in America. 

I remember at the Republican National Convention in St. Paul a man carrying a sign saying, “Jesus for President.” Surely the White House is among the last places Jesus be found! His ministry plays out not in the halls of power but on the streets of suffering, with outcasts and lepers and foreigners and women and others without much influence in their time. 

“The greatest among you,” Jesus says, “will be your servant.”

These words are not a campaign-ending gaffe caught on tape by an intrepid reporter and inserted in Matthew’s gospel. On the contrary, they reflect a theological position that runs consistently through the life and ministry of Jesus. The words summarize the order of things from the perspective of Jesus. That order puts those lowest in society at the top of his concern. It predicts the downfall of the arrogant and powerful. It thrusts the hungry and the thirsty and the lonely into the center of his focus, and looks away from those who are fully satisfied and socially well-connected.

Someone asked Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, shortly before he was killed while saying mass, to define the gospel. He said, simply, “To defend the poor as our Lord did.” (http://www.ncccusa.org/centennial/centennialmoment8.html) 

The theology of Jesus starts with the assumption that God is most interested in the humble ones, those whom we typically deem to be of least importance. This view of God’s priorities appears through the entire gospel. We see it in Jesus’ teaching, in the parables, in the healings, in the miracles, and in the people he calls to follow him. Everything points in the direction of an inverted order. 

Some of us will remember that forty-five years ago Bob Dylan sang about the inversion of things as they are:

The line it is drawn, the curse it is cast
The slow one now will later be fast
As the present now will later be past
The order is rapidly fadin'.
And the first one now will later be last
For the times they are a-changin'.

The ways things always have been, does not motivate Jesus. He is interested in the way things might become. And he is willing to die for it.

Jesus and the order of things. Every religion has a fundamental narrative around which its followers congregate. From that vantage point they have a view of the world that informs their decisions and choices. For Jews that narrative is the Exodus story of Moses leading the people out of slavery to the Promised Land. For Muslims it is the story of Muhammad receiving the word of Allah in the Qur’an. For Buddhists it is the story of the enlightenment of Siddhartha, the Buddha.  

For us, as Christians, the core narrative tells of God’s incarnation in Jesus, whom we know as God’s love in the flesh, who gives his life for the sake of others – that all may have life abundant on this earth and life eternal with God. From that narrative, all our theology flows. In that narrative we who follow Jesus find our purpose and our hope, in this life and in the next.

Ideally, the Jesus story informs how we live our personal lives and how we participate in public life. Jesus, as we meet him in the gospels, invariably wants to turn things upside down. He calls for forgiveness when we would want revenge. He calls for relinquishment when we would want to acquire. He calls for finding security by trusting in God not in our own power. He calls us to look to the least of these as the most important of all. 

This order of things will get us in trouble, because to follow Jesus means giving up some of the norms assumed by the world. Taking Jesus seriously is risky business. 

A few weeks ago Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was in New York to address the UN. While there, some religious leaders invited him to dinner and to talk together. That invitation provoked a heated response from many groups – including those as diverse as the National Council of Churches and the Southern Baptist Convention. They argued that the Iranian president has said such outrageous things about Israel and the Holocaust – which is true – that to talk with him would endorse those opinions. Richard Land, a Baptist leader, said, “We condemn those useful idiots who help his evil causes by their witless complicity in meeting with him.” (Christian Century, November 4, 2008, p, 14)
Strong words about fellow Christians. 

The organizers of the dinner were primarily from historic peace churches – Mennonites and Quakers. These Christian pacifists countered the criticism by citing Jesus’ command to “love your enemies.” And, in fact, they did use the occasion of the dinner to challenge the Iranian president on his views. “We are following Jesus Christ’s example and his teaching,” one Mennonite leader said, “And hold this dialogue despite our many differences.” (Christian Century, Nov. 4, 2008; p. 14)

That dinner brings to mind the extraordinary response of the Amish in Ohio two years ago after the murder of several of their children. They forgave the killer and reached out to his widow. The rest of us watched in disbelief as that community refused to set aside the essential call of their faith. The greatest among you will be your servant, Jesus says.
Understanding the order of things as Jesus sees it and embracing priorities that arise not from our view of the world but from his, is not easy. Sometimes I wish Jesus would not make such demands on me. The order of things for those of us who follow Jesus often calls us to live against the prevailing winds of our culture, and there are times when that will cost us, both personally and in our public lives.

That is what happens to Ruth in this morning’s passage from the older testament. After the death of her Israelite husband, Ruth is free to go back to her own family, but love for her mother-in-law compels her in a different – and more difficult – direction. By leaving her land and her home and going with her mother-in-law Naomi to Israel, Ruth is tying herself to a life of poverty. Naomi has no means of support and no standing in the community, and Ruth will live as a foreigner in Israel. Together, the two women will subsist by picking up leftovers in the harvested fields. They will become “the least of these” – and Ruth chooses that life willingly. 

“Where you go, I will go,” she says to Naomi. “Where you live, I will live; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die.” (Ruth 1:16-17)
No character in the Hebrew Scriptures more closely resembles Jesus than Ruth. More than Abraham or Moses or David or Isaiah, Ruth prefigures the one who will give his life for the sake of others. She understands the order of things from God’s perspective. She knows that love compels us to go places and do things that everything else in life tells us to avoid.

The human way always has been to lean in the direction of clout and influence, to defer to those of privilege and position. That is the temptation in this political season – to be seduced by the possibilities of power and to imbue our politics with almost ultimate meaning, because that is the way we do things.  

The way of Jesus refuses to be determined by the way things are. The greatest among you will be your servant, he says. Those who hunger now will later be filled. Those who weep now will later laugh. Those who mourn now will later rejoice. 

Ultimately, the order-inversion of Jesus will not be stopped by anything, not even the end of life. Even death is overthrown, reversed in favor of life eternal. The cross is the ultimate symbol of the order of things in the reign of God, and it stands empty because the grave has lost its power. 

It is All Saints Day; in a few minutes we will hear the names of those in our church family who died in the last twelve months.

As we listen to their names, let us remember that each of them is a witness to the love of God, a love so strong that it turns the world on its head, creating a new order of things where the greatest become servants of all, where the least among us are the most important, and where death gives way to life.

That is good news.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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