
You Gotta Serve Somebody

First, I have to give proper credit – the title of my sermon this morning is of 
course not original: it comes from a song written by Bob Dylan in 1979:

“You may be an ambassador to England or France
You may like to gamble, you might like to dance
But you’re gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed
You’re gonna have to serve somebody

Might like to wear cotton, might like to wear silk
Might like to drink whiskey, might like to drink milk
You might like to eat caviar, you might like to eat bread
You may be sleeping on the floor, sleeping in a king-sized bed

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed
You’re gonna have to serve somebody”

I recognize the irony of the title, of course – we just celebrated Independence 
Day – the time when we celebrate that we are self-determining people don’t serve 
anyone, especially not a king a far-away king who doesn’t care really care what we think 
or want or feel.  

Except, well, if we’re honest – we know we do.  We serve all kinds of things, in all 
kinds of ways. Our lives, and our minds, are filled with all kinds of expectation, placed 
on us by our friends, our families, our broader society – things that shape and guide our 
behavior.   

That’s one of the challenges of starting a new appointment – facing up to those 
expectations.  It’s a trap, of course, but one that I have yet to meet a pastor who can 
completely avoid – you go into a new place, and you immediately catch yourself trying 
to guess what everyone expects of their pastor in this place and trying to meet those 
expectations.  

It’s not that anyone means to be demanding, at least for the most part.  It’s just 
human nature.  It’s a new beginning, a new relationship. And when you come to a new 
relationship  you can’t help but some with expectations. Something you want to 
recapture, something you want to do better this time.  

And of course this particular transition comes under perhaps the weirdest 
conditions possible – during the middle of a time when we can’t see each other face to 
face, can’t easily have casual conversations over coffee.  It’s weird beyond words

Don’t get me wrong, everyone I’ve met has been incredibly warm and welcoming, 
but I’ve been in your shoes – I know what it is like to be a member of a United Methodist 
church that goes through a pastoral change: Everyone comes with expectations. 

So, what are you expecting?  Are you expecting me to bring an agenda or a 
program – to try to get you to follow some new trends or some new techniques?  Are 



you hoping I’ll change things or afraid I’ll try to make you change in ways you don’t want 
to?

Are you hoping I’ll be a charismatic leader – a pied piper type who will attract 
new members with my charm?  

What are your hopes for my preaching?  I mean I know you’re hoping I won’t be 
dry or boring – maybe also that I won’t go on too long!  

I hope he is prayerful – I hope he has lots of energy.  I hope he believes this and 
doesn’t believe that.  I hope he preaches about A and B but never mentions X, Y, and Z.  
Be pious but down to earth.  Be holy, but be relatable.

That’s the trap of expectations, of course – they don’t always point in the same 
direction.  Some of them are outright contradictory.  So, ultimately It’s impossible to 
meet all of them.  And if we’re not careful, we can get so focused on our expectations, 
so intent on seeing the world as we want to see it – that we aren’t able to see where 
God is at work in the world as it is.

It turns out that has always been a problem.  That’s the point of our lesson from 
Matthew’s gospel for today.  

Jesus is talking to some of people who previously followed John the Baptist. 
John is dead, and now they want to know if Jesus was the one John had predicted, or if 
they still needed to wait for someone else to come along.  

One of the things I love about this text is it shows his human side.  Jesus gets 
frustrated:   What is wrong with you people?  Why are you acting like such spoiled 
children? 

When John came you thought he was too weird – too counter-cultural.  He lived 
in the wilderness, ate bugs, was always yelling at people to change. You said - who can 
relate to a guy like that?  Who wants to live that way? He must have a demon.

And then Jesus comes.  He doesn’t fast, in fact he eats and drinks with all the 
wrong people – tax collectors, prostitutes, other sinners. He can’t be very holy. Jesus is 
sort of fed up with them - What is it, exactly, that you’re looking for?  Do you know?  Are 
you looking for God’s will, or your own? 

It’s still a good question, really:  What do you expect when you come to Jesus?  
What do you want him to be for you? What do you want from the church, the assembly 
that scripture tells us is Christ’s body on earth?  

Sometimes I wonder if the real problem is that we are worried that we aren’t 
living up to Jesus expectations.  So we treat church as a place that lays down a clear 
set of instructions that make our decisions easier. We tell ourselves that if we just do the 
right things, and teach others to do the right things, our lives will always go smoothly 
and we’ll  

Do you worry sometimes that you aren’t living up to Jesus’ expectations?   
Do you want someone to tell you exactly what to do and how to change?  Do you 

want him to give you a clear set of instructions that will make your decisions easy and 
your life go smoothly if you just follow them?



If any or all of that applies to you, I have some good news.  Jesus didn’t come to 
dictate a new lawbook to live by.  He didn’t come to give you yet another set of 
expectations to live up to. He came to make you whole – to set you free – to offer you 
the grace of being exactly who God created to be: a child of God in the Kingdom of 
God.  

He came to set you free from the service of the world’s impossible expectations – 
even from your own expectations and false sense of comfort and security they bring.  
He came to invite you to serve God, for the sake of the love of God and your neighbor.

You might have noticed that the passage from Zechariah this morning sounds 
like a misplaced piece of the Palm Sunday reading from a few months back.  It should, 
because Matthew basically quotes Zechariah when he describes the way that Jesus 
entered into Jerusalem on his way to the cross. Riding on a colt, the foal of donkey.  

Except Zechariah reminds us that the person riding in that way isn’t just a person 
– he’s a king.  Not that he looks the part – he doesn’t.  He isn’t riding on a war horse or 
in a chariot, he’s not armored or carrying weapons – in fact he’s come to put an end to 
all that. The scripture says he’s humble.  It’s a Hebrew word, ‘ani which often is used to 
refer to people who are vulnerable and poor.  He’s riding in triumph, but his glory isn’t 
anything that the world would usually recognize as greatness.  

It’s funny – one of the things most trivial expectations we pastors deal with, one 
that I know many of my female colleagues in particular are forced to think about, is 
around how we dress – What do the folks in my congregation expect me to wear? 

Do they expect their pastor to look the part?  What does that mean?  Will they be 
comfortable if I wear a clergy collar, or will that seem too priest-ish? Will they expect me 
to wear a robe, or be put off by it?  Will they expect a suit, or a tie?

I need to warn you of one thing right from the start:  you’ll almost never see me in 
a tie!

I wear a collar far more often – especially when I want to be easily identifiable – 
hospitals, funerals, weddings, Sunday morning – especially when I’m the new pastor!  I 
also at times wear this style of robe, and a stole

This style of robe is called an alb.  It is not a sign of status – it’s just a long, plain 
colored tunic that would have been worn by most of the common people of the ancient 
world.  Some believe that In the early church received one at their baptism and wore 
them when they gathered, to cover up the clothes that signified their status in the world, 
and reminded them that no matter what else they might be, they were all united as 
servants of Christ.  

The stole is a sort of symbol of office.  But again, it’s not meant to be a status 
symbol.  It’s more of like yoke – symbolizing the responsibilities a pastor takes on in 
ordination, to play a specific role in this community, to preach the word, to offer the 
sacraments, to help order the life of the church.

I think understanding these symbols is important because they remind us not just 
who pastors are, but who we are all called to be as part of Christ’s body, the church.  
Sometimes wonder if in the midst of all our worries about the loss of our “place” in the 



world if we haven’t forgotten that “place” was always meant to be humble one.  A place 
of service, not a place of status.  

Following Jesus is not just an affirmation about what we believe about God – it’s 
a commitment to what we will to do in God’s name. It doesn’t mean we will go through 
life without struggle, it means we’ll voluntarily help each other and those around us in 
the struggles of their lives.  

You may be saying to yourself:  That sounds like a lot of work – How about that 
part at the end - Jesus said – “Come to me and I will give you rest?” How can Jesus 
offer rest when he asks so much?

Because What Jesus offers is not freedom from work, but freedom from onerous 
labor – the kind that leaves grinds us down and leaves us hopeless, the kind of labor 
that comes from trying to meet the endless expectations of the world around us and the 
people in it.  

But even though we are freed from that overwhelming task, we still have 
something to do: a purpose that demands our all and summons forth your best...We are 
still called work toward the Kingdom of God. 

It isn’t a promise of perfect freedom in the sense that the world usually 
appreciates it.  In fact in some ways it is an invitation to become prisoners.  Prisoners of 
hope.  A people captivated by a vision of God’s shalom – God’s kingdom of peace and 
joy.  A people who are so strongly in the grip of that vision that they can keep going in 
the face of a culture that denies that it is even a possibility.  

A vision that can keep them united even when a lot of the comforts of gathering 
and singing and sharing time together have been put on hold, or changed.  Because we 
know that ahead lies a future in which all of God's dreams will finally come true.  

A future in which all people have heard of God’s love and known God’s embrace. 
So what do you say – are you ready to take up the yoke together?  It won’t be 

easy – especially right in the face of a pandemic, an extremely divided country, a 
potentially divided denomination.  

But then again being a prisoner of hope sounds a lot better than any of the other 
things we can be held hostage by.  After all, you gotta serve somebody.  It might as well 
be the Lord.  AMEN 


