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If you have never seen “The Lion King,” you owe it to yourself to do so.  

It is the story of a young lion prince named Simba who is tricked by his evil uncle into believing that he caused his father’s death.  Guilt-ridden, the young prince flees, abandoning his identity as the future monarch to live humbly with two other outcasts, a meerkat named Timon and Pumbaa, a warthog.  

One might wonder how such a simple plot could lead to a spectacular movie and Broadway show, but it does.  The animation, the music, the message merge to create a truly delightful experience.

But what I like best about “The Lion King” is the way it captures human nature.  All of the characters are true to life.  You can almost name acquaintances from out of your own life that are like the shame-filled Simba or even his evil uncle Scar.  


Take, for example, Timon, the meerkat. Most of us know a Timon.  He’s the kind of person who enjoys life on the fringes, a life without a lot of responsibility, one where he can do what he wants when he wants.  His motto is “hakuna matata,” Swahili for “there are no worries.”  


And yet Timon is not immune for imagining life among the, shall we say, jungle elite.  That becomes clear when Simba’s childhood friend, a lioness name Nala, leaves the kingdom in search of food and discovers that her old playmate and heir to the throne is not dead, as she had been told, but alive.


“King?” Timon snorts at the news.  “Lady, have you got your lions crossed.”

“King!?” Pumbaa declares. “Your Majesty, I gravel at your feet.”


“It’s not ‘gravel,’” Timon says.  “It’s ‘grovel.’” And don’t—he’s not the king—are you?”


“No,” Simba says. “I'm not the king. Maybe I was gonna be, but that was a long time ago.”

“So let me get this straight,” Timon says.  “You're the king? And you never told us?

“Look, I'm still the same guy,” Simba says.
“Yes,” replies Timon, his eyes widening. “But with power!”
 “But with power!”

Isn’t that a very human response?
In his book Choice Theory:  A New Psychology of Personal Freedom, William Glasser says that power is one of the five basic needs driving every human being.  Who could argue?   After all, we spend most—maybe all—of our lives in pursuit of it.

Think of it this way.  “What makes the Terrible Twos terrible?”  It is the child’s fledgling recognition of his power. Dad wants Junior to eat his peas.  Junior has discovered he has the power to say “no” and shoves his plate on to the floor.  There is nothing malicious about what he does.  He is simply expressing his independence using his newly discovered but very limited power.

The same could be said at the other end of life.  One of the hardest realities many seniors face is their loss of control over their own lives.  Doctors tell them what pills they have to take.  A bureaucrat at the DMV tells them whether or not they can continue to drive.  Their children often tell them even where they will live.  People who made life and death decisions on European and the South Pacific battlefields can find themselves fighting to control their own lives, to maintain just a bit of the power they once possessed.
And for those of us in between, the pursuit of power remains at the heart of our lives.  Often it is personal.  Some work their way up the career ladder—the larger office, the bigger firm, the taller steeple.  Still others exert their power by withdrawing from the competition, taking control of their own time and energy.  Then again, sometimes the pursuit is not personal but social or political.  One aspect of the health-care debate was the issue of power.  Is it to rest with the individual, the doctor, the insurance company or the government?  Or take the upcoming elections.  Issues are discussed but the ultimate question is who will control the levers of power.  
That is human nature.  Ever since Adam and Eve, humanity has been driven by the desire for power.  When Adam and Eve ate from the tree they were seeking not just the knowledge of good and evil, not just God-like knowledge, but the power that knowledge entailed.  They sought to grasp that which only God was meant to possess.  And we are all children of Adam and Eve.


It is that fact that makes the life and example of Jesus Christ so radical.  Unlike the rest of us, he rejects the selfish quest for power and embraces a life of humble service.  He renounces efforts to gain for himself “power and position…glory and prestige” in favor of giving himself for the sake of others.  


No where is this better expressed than in the great hymn Paul quotes in Philippians:


“Though he was in the form of God, 



[he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 


but made himself nothing, 



taking the form of a servant, 



being born in human likeness.


And being found in human form, 



he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death,



even death on a cross.”

While this is poetry rather than prose, it clearly captures the radical way in which Jesus approached life.  Here he is, in the form of God, the very essence of God, God’s equal, and yet rather than exploiting that position, rather than using it to secure his power and all that comes with it, he make himself nothing.  A better translation would be that he “empties himself.”  He voluntarily renounces his divine privilege and walks away from his place with God to be born in human likeness.  That means he accepts for himself the realities under which the rest of us mere mortals live—realities like pain and sickness, fear and oppression, suffering and death.  But not only does he accept such limitations, he becomes a servant among us, a slave, one without status, protection or rights.  He becomes the lowest of lows, the truly least among us.     He even surrenders power over his own life, which is taken from him in what one writer calls the “nadir of humiliation.”


For Jesus, life is not about selfish power but humble service.  It is not about controlling others but surrendering self.


And Holy Week reveals that reality like none other.


On Palm Sunday, Jesus, King of King and Lord of Lord, enters Jerusalem, but he does so not as a powerful potentate prepared to conquer but astride a humble colt.  His army did not consist of soldiers trained in war but fisherman, tax-collectors and other sinners.  His red carpet amounted to nothing more than the dirty tunics of his followers.  And yet what did the people sing?  “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”  He is the humble king, the potentate without power.

On Holy Thursday, when he gathers his disciples in the Upper Room, what is it that he does?  He takes off his tunic, wraps a towel around his waist and washes the dusty feet of his disciples.  That was the work of a slave.  No self-respecting leader would do such a thing.  Certainly it was no task for one who was in the form of God.  And yet Jesus humbles himself, takes the form of a servant, does the unthinkable.


And in the Garden of Gethsemane, when the mob comes to arrest him, when the plot against him begins to unfold, how does Jesus respond?  Does he call down fire against his enemies?  Does he call of God to send a legion of angels to defend him?  Does he urge his disciples to take up arms on his behalf?  No.  He foregoes the divine privileges that were his and surrenders himself to the human realities of betray and abandonment, dishonesty and anguish.  


And on the cross, when the people mock him and tempt him to use his power to escape, he could have.  But he refuses.  He refuses to protect himself.  Instead he is obedient even unto death, surrendering even life itself for the sake of those he came to save.


Simply put, Holy Week did not have to end as it did.  But Jesus’ life was not about selfish power or even self-preservation.  It was about humbly serving.

All of this would be for us just an interesting footnote about an obscure Jewish rabbi if not for two little details.  The first is that Jesus’ life did not end on the cross.  Nor did it continue in some fuzzy immortality of the soul.  In response to Jesus’ self-giving, in response to the humility of our Lord, God not only raised him from the dead but restored him to his rightly place with God.


“Therefore,” the great hymn sings, “God has highly exalted him 



and bestowed on him the name that is above every name,  


so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 



in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 


and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 



to the glory of God the Father.”


God gave Jesus reign over heaven and earth precisely because he rules with a humble, servant heart.


And now he calls us to follow in the way of Christ.  

That is the second little detail we cannot ignore.  Paul prepared the Philippians and prepares us for the hymn with these words:  “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.”  He is not just concerned to remind us that Jesus was a humble servant.  He also wants to remind us that we are to develop the same disposition, that same humility and that same self-giving attitude.  He wants us to follow our Lord in service to God and others.  That is God’s intention for every one of us.  


So let us, as Paul counsels, begin today to count others more significant than ourselves.  Let us strive to look not only to our own interest, but to the interests of others.  Let us commit ourselves anew to seeking what is best for all rather that just for ourselves.  Let us kick the intoxicating drug called power and become humble servants who live Jesus Christ for the world. Amen.
