Lightening the Load: Expectations That Disappoint Us
John 11:1-45

Invitation to the Lenten Journey

Earlier this year seven amazing young people allowed me to walk with them along a portion of their faith journey. The steps they took then have led them to today—when five will be baptized and two will affirm the baptism they received when they were younger. All of them make public their commitment to following Jesus as they seek to walk in God’s way. This morning invites each of us to reflect on our own journey of faith and possibly recommit ourselves to that journey. What better way to near the end of our Lenten journey?

Celebration of Baptism


Today five young people come to receive the gift of baptism. This decision marks an important step in their journey of faith.


We, as their church family, are blessed to share this experience with them. Before their baptisms, we have the opportunity to offer special words to Jessy, Sophie, David, James, and Isaiah.

Congregational Covenant

We rejoice in God’s love and grace, freely given to all.

We rejoice in your decision to accept the gift of baptism.

We promise to pray for you, support you, and love you.

We covenant to travel the road of discipleship with you,

trusting that God will guide us.


Do you commit yourself to following Jesus, to traveling the Christian path? (I do.)


I, therefore, baptize you in the name of Jesus, through who we know the God who is our creator, our redeemer, and our sustainer.

Celebration of Confirmation


Liam and Trevette, we’re on a journey together. Today is an important milestone for you in this lifelong journey of faith.

You’re not alone as you travel this journey. You have the support of your own family and of this church family. You have the support of thousands upon thousands who’ve struggled to walk this path of faith over the centuries. And you have the love and support of the Creator of all things.


Today the journey you travel will continue in a new way. Today you affirm that the gift of baptism your parents accepted on your behalf is indeed your gift, and you confirm your choice to follow Jesus as you seek to live fully into the way of God.


Do you affirm your baptism and commit yourself to following Jesus, to traveling the Christian path? (I do.)

And now we have the opportunity to celebrate and support Liam and Trevette’s decision.

Congregational Covenant

We rejoice in your affirming the baptism you received.

We rejoice in your deciding to follow in the way of Jesus.

We promise to pray for you, support you, and love you.

We covenant to travel the journey of faith with you,


trusting that God will guide us.

Prayer of Dedication

Dear God,


Thank you for today. The coming of spring reminds us of how you come to us in new and life-giving ways.


Thank you for David, Isaiah, James, Jessy, Liam, Sophie, and Trevette. Their willingness to step out in faith reminds us that you desire each of us to walk in your way.


We pray that you will bless these special young people as they travel through life. May their faith grow and deepen, and may they always be aware of your love and grace.


May their witness remind us that you’re with us wherever our lives lead. And may their commitment inspire us to continue the journey of faith throughout our lives.


We pray in the name of Jesus, who showed us what it means to travel in faith. Amen.

Homily


On days like this expectations can run high. We expect so much for and from our young people. We have high expectations for our congregation. We expect a lot of others and of ourselves.


Expectations can be positive. They can spur us to strive for excellence or inspire us to continue to grow and discover who we are.


But expectations also can have negative effects. They can diminish our sense of self-worth or belonging. They can make us feel less worthy, less capable, less adequate because who we are or what we do seems to fall short of what’s expected.


The Canadian band Barenaked Ladies lament such expectations in their song “What a Good Boy”:

When I was born, they looked at me and said,
“What a good boy, what a smart boy, what a strong boy.”
When you were born, they looked at you and said,
“What a good girl, what a smart girl, what a pretty girl.”
We’ve got these chains hanging round our necks.
People want to strangle us with them before we take our first breath.


When we feel strangled by expectations, we can begin to doubt ourselves. What if I’m not a smart girl? What if I’m not a strong boy? And, even worse, we can find ourselves wondering: If I don’t measure up, will they still like me, still think well of me, still accept me, still love me?


Such expectations can put cracks in our relationships with others. When we feel strangled by others’ expectations, we may try to be someone other than we really are—but we do so at the cost of an authentic relationship. Or we may resort to an ultimatum—If you can’t accept me as I am, then I’ll just walk away—leaving us with a broken relationship.


And think about the expectations we often have of others. A good friend of mine who’s been in a twelve-step program for a number of years likes to say, “Expectations are resentments waiting to happen.” I think it’s safe to add that expectations also are often disappointments waiting to happen.

In today’s story from John’s gospel, Martha has expectations of Jesus. Based on the friendship they’ve shared, she expects that if she and her family need his help, he’ll come. And based on the power of healing he’s shown others, she expects that he’ll be able to keep her brother from dying.


When Jesus fails to meet both of those expectations, Martha still holds on to one more. Despite her disappointment about Jesus’ not getting there before her brother died, she still expects that what he says will fit with what she’s come to believe.


When Jesus tells Martha that her brother will rise again, she says, “Oh, I know that.” But her expectations keep her from fully hearing what Jesus means. She hears only the promise of a future resurrection.


So Jesus tries again: “I am the resurrection and the life.”


At this point we might be wondering, along with Martha, what difference that makes. And we wouldn’t be alone. It’s a question that’s puzzled others over the years. Some ancient manuscripts omit “and the life,” assuming that  phrase is just a redundancy on the part of Jesus.

Maybe our expectation is that the resurrection Jesus is talking about is a distant promise. But could Jesus mean something else, something more? Could Jesus be saying that he offers new life right here, right now?


Maybe we need to put down the expectations we carry so we can listen to what Jesus says. As one writer notes:
To listen is to continually give up all expectation and to give our attention, completely and freshly, to what is before us, not really knowing what we will hear or what that will mean. In the practice of our days, to listen is to lean in, softly, with a willingness to be changed by what we hear.


As we near the end of our Lenten journey, maybe we need to give up our expectations so we can lean in and really listen. And if we do, maybe we will hear Jesus’ message in a new and surprising and life-giving way. Amen.
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