29th Sunday in Ordinary Time (B) 

10/18/2015

‘The long painful history of the church,’ Father Henri Nouwen writes, ‘is the history of people ever and again tempted to choose power over love, control over the cross, being a leader over being led.’

This very well depicts human nature.  Saint Paul says something similar in his Letter to the Romans, but he draws from the story of Adam and Eve.  Like the first man and woman, James and John are sucked into the untruth that they can be more than they are.  They are followers and disciples of Jesus who has been instructing and demonstrating to them that they are beloved of God, but this doesn’t feel like it is enough for them.  They want an honor that is greater than all of the other disciples have.
That this is a tendency of human nature can be seen when the other disciples become indignant.  Their indignation, however, is not so much with James and John, but rather… that they had not succeeded in being the first to ask!  Jesus redirects the very human need to think that we can be more than we are by holding up for all of the disciples to see who they are.

 He instructs them that being-of-service to others helps us to glimpse that we are not self-reliant individuals who must create meaning for ourselves.  He also points out that this glimpse will cause us to suffer because glimpsing ourselves in this way isn’t what we want to see about ourselves.  We want to be more than we are.  It is the mantra that we have heard from our youth, and that we accept without question.
This human tendency, which can be helpful as we grow and develop as a child to motivate us, is an obstacle and hindrance in the spiritual life.  That is, it causes us – like Adam and Eve, John and James – to live an illusion that we can be greater than we are already.  The truth is that nothing can be greater than our being beloved of God.
Though our knowing that we are beloved of God can ground us and free us to love as God loves, we are torn.  The human tendency to be self-reliant, self-fulfilling, and self-directed continually tells us that there is more.  We can be greater.  It is with this self that we need to be reconciled.

Jesus does not condemn James and John, the indignant disciples, or us.  Rather, he acknowledges that the illusion to which we are attracted can be readily seen.  ‘You know,’ he says, ‘that those who are recognized as rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their  great ones make their authority over them felt.’  This is the world in which we live most of our lives.  It is the world of business transactions.  It is the world of might makes right.  It is the world where more is better.  It is the world where I must retaliate… and, if possible, strike first.  Then he says that there is another world.  It is an unseen world that we can see.
‘But it shall not be so among you,’ Jesus continues.  ‘Rather, whoever wishes to be great among you will be your servant; whoever wishes to be first among you will be the slave of all.’  Here, in the freedom to love we see this other world.  It is a world in which we know who we are… and that satisfies us.
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