
Measuring Up

Joshua 3:7-17; Psalm 107:1-7, 33-37; 1 Thessalonians 2:9-13; Matthew 23:1-12

I thought that little clip was a good way to segue into what I see is Jesus’ challenge to all

followers of the Way - When God tests us, how do we measure up? It’s confusing living in two worlds

at the same time whether it is metric vs. imperial or world vs. spirit. Is there anybody here this

morning who is unconcerned with winning and then maintaining the good opinion of others? It is one

of the most basic and universal human motives, influencing our actions in ways both evident and

unknown. 

And yet, who among us is eager to admit the degree to which this aim governs our behaviour?

We are here today, in this service of worship, in church, to worship God, to listen for God’s

word, and to seek God’s way for our lives.

And yet (let’s be honest) we may also be here polishing our positive self-image, hoping to be

seen by others and praised for our goodness.

Craig Hill (in The Greatest Among You: Reclaiming a New Testament Perspective on Status

and Ambition) has written a wonderful book on examining status--seeking and ambition from a

Christian point of view. Hill asks us to imagine a candidate for public office being asked, “Why do you

want to be elected?” and then replying, “I’m seeking your vote because I need to prove to those jerks

in high school that they were wrong” or, “I’m running for office because I want finally to earn my dad’s

approval.”

Still, we might admire that candidate for at least being candid about their real motivation. In

fact, we might trust that person more than the one who says, “I’m running for office because of pure,

unadulterated love of my country.”

I think that we are right to be suspicious of anybody who claims to be free of ambition. Pride is
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one of the seven deadly sins, true. But I’ve never known anybody who managed to get out of bed in

the morning who didn’t do so from some sort of ambition for something. Ambition is connected to the

sin of pride and is a breeding ground for the sins of envy, resentment, selfishness, and vanity. Yet it’s

hard to imagine anybody who accomplished anything in life, or even in Christian discipleship, who did

not do so without a helpful nudge from ambition. 

As I think about it, I have to admit that when I was younger, just starting out in ministry, my

colleagues and I were, in varying degrees and kind, ambitious. I also have to admit that more than

one of us hoped one day to end up toward the top of the clerical heap. Maybe be Moderator

someday. From what I’ve observed, the deadliest ambition is the one that dares not speak its own

name. Ambition denied can be self-deceitful and eventually self-destructive. 

Will Willimon speaks about a time when he was young that an older pastor asked him as he

was just starting out in ministry, “Where do you hope to be in twenty years?”

“I was shocked by his question. Me? Oh I just hope to be servant-hearted enough to go

wherever the bishop sends me. I just hope to be a good pastor who loves his people.

“Be careful, son,” the wise old man advised. “When you won’t admit your ambition, you are

setting yourself up for future disappointment when your unacknowledged, unsought ambitions are

unrealized, or when this sort of lying becomes routine.” Ouch.” 

So I can’t think of any reason why we shouldn’t admit ambition, shouldn’t examine and

strategize on the basis of our ambition, shouldn’t acknowledge and then realistically critique our

ambition. I can’t think of any reason why ambition should not be embraced as a natural, ever present

partner in our various ministries—except for one thing - Jesus. 

The main reason why ambition is a tough subject is not because we tend to be self-deceitful

about our real motives but rather because of Jesus. The one who modelled ministry by kneeling
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before his disciples and taking up a basin and towel is the one who is determined to make otherwise

healthy, normal, virtually unavoidable ambition our enemy.

When his own disciples got into a squabble about their ambitions in signing on with Jesus

(Mark 10:41ff), Jesus rebuked them in the harshest possible language, calling them no better than a

bunch of position-grabbing pagans: “for the Human One didn’t come to be served but rather to

serve.”

Jesus modelled a style of leadership that we are called to emulate. Not only that, but Jesus

seems to have had a decided preference for those who were not wise, not powerful, not rich—in

short, just the sort of people who, in te eyes of the world,  were flops in the game of ambition. Even

worse for our ambitiousness, he said repeatedly that we are to deny ourselves, take up his cross,

and follow him in his own path of downward mobility. If we’re to follow Jesus and exercise our

perfectly human, understandable ambitiousness, then we’ve got to be ambitious for what Jesus cares

about rather than what the way of the world tells us to lust for. Surely this is what Saint Paul meant

when he said that he was a better slave to Christ than anybody, and boasted about it.

“When I am lifted up from the earth,” Jesus says in John’s Gospel, “I will draw everyone to

me.” Of course the irony is that Jesus has a very odd, decidedly counter-cultural definition of what it

means to be high and lifted up. 

“Whom will I send? Who will go for us?” says the heavenly voice. And in every age, a few

outrageously ambitious souls have responded, “Here I am. Send me!”

The trick, it seems to me, is not to foreswear all ambition but rather to pray for the grace to

constantly align our ambitions with his. Just as I believe that conversion to Jesus doesn’t stifle our

passions but rather redirects them toward their proper object—passionate love for God—I also

believe that Jesus plays to our ambitions, reworking what was our natural ambition to promote
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ourselves into a supernatural ambition to please God.

To that end, I think we ought to pray for the honesty to admit to our ambitions, and then

prayerfully examine our goals and our means for achieving those goals. Are we ambitious for that

which the world cannot deliver? Are our ambitions unworthy of disciples of Christ? As Paul instructs

the Thessalonians “live a life worthy of God (1Thess. 2:12).” What would it take to make us think that

we have arrived at something worth living and dying for?

We ought to submit our ambitions to the critique and the reformation of Christ. I aspired to be

the sort of minister who could form a faithful church, bring everyone in the congregation along with

me, and be loved and appreciated at the same time. Then, as I chastised myself for my failure to

lead a particularly stormy church board meeting, an older woman said to me, “Young man, you

shouldn’t attempt to be more successful in ministry than our Lord himself.” 

And so, I say all this to you this morning as a simple, Bible-believing rural bred minister who

never aspired to be the greatest preacher ever. All I desire is to humbly, lovingly be used by Jesus for

the good of other people.

Yeah, right . . .Thanks be to God! Amen.
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