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As we turn to considering the scripture reading from Mark this week, I should probably begin by declaring my biases up front:  I’ve never really like the idea of being a servant.  Doing service projects is fine.  But being a servant?  That seems to describe not just actions that might benefit other people, but a complete identity.  I can agree to the actions but have always felt uncomfortable with the identity.


Maybe the problem is the way I was raised.  I’m part of a generation of women who were raised by mothers who fought really hard to have an identity of their own, a career of their own, rights of their own.  They tended to say things to their husbands and their children like, “I’m sick and tired of being everyone’s servant!”  Their teachings weren’t just negative, either.  Like many of my peers, I was raised listening to the album, “Free To Be You and Me” which included a wonderful poem read out loud by Carol Channing.  Do you remember it?  It was all about how no one likes to do housework and it ends with the moral, “Little boys, little girls, when you are big husbands and wives, if you want all the days of your life to be sunny as summer weather, make sure, when there’s housework to do, you do it together!”  

That’s a lesson that wasn’t just taught but lived in the house I grew up in.  Everyone had to pitch in and do our share so that no one felt like a servant.  The day of the servant had come and gone, gone with the manor house and all that silver that needed to be shined.  In its place was the team—a group of people who agreed in advance on a shared goal and who strategized together about how to accomplish that goal.  Just like every other team, the household team required every single person to be doing their part.  We were only as strong as our weakest link and all of that.

That’s the ethic of the household in which I was raised, and to a great extent that’s still how I see the world.  So you probably will understand my reaction to the movie, Fireproof and its companion book, The Love Dare that came out last year.  Did any of you see the movie?  Do you know what its about?  I won’t go into the plot at length, but in summary, the movie is about a married couple that is on the verge of divorce.  The husband goes to talk to his father about the situation and the father asks the son to undertake a 40-plan to repair his marriage called “The Love Dare” before he agrees to a divorce.  He agrees, and while it does not work at all at first, eventually it does work, and the couple renews their vows.

Several friends of mine saw the movie, Fireproof, and were moved by it, including a couple of people who told me they went in expecting to hate it.  I was intrigued enough to go and scan through a copy of The Love Dare at a Christian book store last year, but the first page I opened to confirmed my worst fears.  The “dare” for that day suggested that I should go out of my way to do something special for my spouse—perhaps “make his favorite desert.”  Well, I could see where that was leading!  I read no more of the book and described it mockingly to several people afterwards.  This was a book, I concluded, that “saved marriages” by putting women back in their place, cooking and cleaning for their husbands like good wives should!

That was a knee-jerk reaction, and as it turns out, not one that the book really deserves.  But you have to remember how I was raised.  I was told that the problem with marriages was that one person was supposed to be the servant of the other.  How could acting like a servant solve anything?

I didn’t take a second look at The Love Dare until someone here at KC told me about a friend of his—a man—who was secretly working his way through the program.  It was making a noticeable difference—not just in this man’s marriage, but in the way he acted outside of his marriage, the way he acted at work.  I figured if the book really encouraged men—and not just women—to think about acts of service towards their spouse, it deserved a second look.

The Love Dare is a way to radically change the dynamic of a marriage.  The process does not involve talking together about issues; it doesn’t involve re-negotiating household duties; it doesn’t involve setting common goals.  It simply involves one person spending 40 days thinking about how he or she can be a better servant to their spouse.

Why does this work?  It’s not that this role needs to be filled by one person in the marriage.  Rather, the idea is that servanthood is a perspective, an approach, and a way of seeing the world.  It’s starts to reshape interactions very quickly when you are focusing not on a person’s faults and shortcomings, but on how we might help that person, care for that person, make life easier for that person, and serve that person.  The more we think of serving others, the less time, the less room we have to judge them, evaluate them and condemn them.  That, in a nutshell, is the secret of the love dare.

My struggle to understand The Love Dare has helped me, I think, to understand what Jesus means when he tells his disciples to be servants.  I don’t think he’s talking about a fixed identity that has been defined and assigned by an oppressive social structure.  He’s taking that identity, mixing it with a good healthy portion of freedom and re-molding it into something we could choose, something we could delight it.  This servanthood isn’t a role so much as a practice, a spiritual practice, a discipline that we undertake for the purpose of growing closer to God.  

What if being a servant was, for each of us, part of our spiritual practice?  How would that affect our relationships with others?  How would that affect the world?  

When our Worship Task Group considered these questions, it was fascinating to then read the passage from the letter of James you just heard.  James writes, “For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind.”  He goes on to say, “Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you?”  In other words, because we are each pursuing our own goals, and because we often see our goals as being in competition with the goals of others, there is conflict in human community.  Our first reaction when we read that was, “uh, duh!”  James writes this as if it were news, but isn’t just obvious?  Isn’t he just describing the human condition?

But James also writes, “A harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.”  When we put James’ insight next to Jesus’ teaching on servanthood, we had an “aha!” moment.  What if the practice of service is a kind of antidote to the inevitable conflicts that arise in human community?  When we are committed to acts of service towards others—not as a kind of tit-for-tat bargain but as a spiritual discipline—perhaps we begin to feed a different kind of energy into our social system, our dynamic with each other.  Just as service can re-arrange a marriage, perhaps it could even affect the world.


Perhaps it could.  Will you join me in trying?

Jesus command to be a servant takes us beyond the occasional acts of service that many of us are willing to do now and then, when the need is great and we have some free time.  Being a servant means repeatedly engaging in actions that require us to really think about what another person needs.  The more we think about that, the more we act with those thoughts in mind, the more room we make in our lives for something other than our own wants and needs.  Being a servant is, at its core, a practice of de-centralizing our self.  Jesus promise is that when we do that, we make room not just for the needs of others, but room as well for relationship with him.
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