Giving up Expectations
Genesis 12:1-4
Jeremiah 29: 10-14
John 3:1-17
So how many of you have had high expectations of someone or something, only to be let down? I am sure that many of us have had those expectations that have led you to be disappointed either in someone or yourself.  I remember being a freshman in the wrestling Jr Olympics. All was going well. I had cruse through Friday night’s tournament and heading into Saturday’s matches.  I was heading to the semi-final match at 2:30, and all I needed to do was win and I was heading to state. I jumped out to an early 5 to 2 lead and was hanging on entering the 3rd period. Midway through the 3rd period, I gave up a takedown and the lead was cut to 5-4. After a quick escape leading 6-4, I shot in for a takedown and when we landed on the mat, my hamstring gave out and I had to forfeit the match with only 32 seconds left. My hopes and dreams were crushed, and my dad’s high expectations were quickly dashed. Disappointment quickly was the realization. As I left the gym on crutches, I knew there would be no returning. I am sure you all have had those high hopes that turned into disappointments.
Here is the big one. How many of you have expectations for what God does in your life? Or how many of you try to make your own expectations for what God is calling you to do? What would it look like for you to give up these expectations? To be more trusting, present, and possibly easy-going. Last week, I spoke about giving up control. This week, I want to speak to you about giving up expectations. Expectations that in the end only hurt us and make our life more miserable. So many times in our lives, we set those expectations, and then they come up short and let us down. I think about my own calling and the journey it has led me here to Jackson Center Presbyterian Church. My calling to come here started back when I was serving as an Elder in Green Valley Presbyterian Church in Nevada. Over the 7 years on session, I learned what it meant to be a leader in the church. I learned that being an Elder wasn’t just a job title, it meant we had to dig in and get things done and on time. I learned about the book of order. I learned what real leadership was. I learned what following God felt like. I learned that “with great power, comes great responsibility. I learned the expectations that God had for me. I guess what I did not learn, was how to handle those expectations when that someone or something fails us or that something comes up short. Throughout my journey here, I had high expectations of coming to a small church, and to be a teaching elder, teaching a congregation about Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior. I had high expectations of people with energy and compassion to do the work of the Lord. And I was reminded of that last week, when a Deacon came into my office and told me they had everything set for a luncheon planned for March 9, for an outside group of people. That’s what real leadership in the church looks like. Not people making promises, excuses, and the selfishness of saying “well we have always done it that way.” The church leadership is to be united and carry out the work of the church.  People are expecting you to do it. Don’t make a commitment that you will not follow through on. Time is of essence and it will not wait.
In our Old Testament reading today, we learn that the Lord God knows the plan that he has for each of us, just like he told the Babylonians who were in captivity for 70 years. “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.”
The great Methodist Bishop William Willimon emphasizes that true freedom comes from giving up the exhausting, self-imposed expectation to make one's own life meaningful. Instead of chasing personal purpose, he argues, we are called to bear a "yoke worth wearing," where our lives are given significance by being caught up in Christ's greater mission. He goes on to say, that we do not have to create our own meaning. Instead, we can trust that our lives are elevated by a "yoke of obedience" to something greater than ourselves. Willimon suggests making peace with the limits of our own ability to manage life, giving up the demand that every experience or, in some contexts, "purpose" must be personally justified or redeemed. Focus on Divine Purpose: Rather than having expectations for our own success, we should align with God's ultimate intention to set the world right, even when current reality feels chaotic or disappointing.” Isn’t that what Lent is all about?
In today’s text, John’s gospel gives us a double portion of classic verses. We also get Jesus’ famous words to Nicodemus: “No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (the same word can also mean again or anew). Church tradition has often focused on these words as a command or prescription for entering Christian faith. “Are you born again?” you may have been asked, which is another way of saying, “Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?” The question is asked with a sense of urgency, provoking a life, or death decision each person must make.  I believe those who ask this question have good intentions. They want to invite others to a relationship with Jesus. All believers have a call upon us to share Christ’s love with others. But, here we see Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews, who was one of those impressed by Jesus’ signs (John 2:23), and a member of the ruling Sanhedrin. He was religious (of the Pharisees), educated (Nicodemus is a Greek name), influential (a ruler), and earnest enough to come by night. Nicodemus came to Jesus as a representative of all men (John 2:23-25), and in a sense he represented what is highest and best in men. But did Nicodemus really understand what Jesus was saying in this text? Nicodemus came by night, because he was timid or maybe he just wanted that time alone with Jesus. And when Jesus tells Nicodemus that he needs to be born again, this throws Nicodemus for a loop. Those expectations went right out the door when Jesus says; “unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Jesus’ reply to Nicodemus shattered the Jewish assumption that their racial identity – their old birth – assured them a place in God’s Kingdom. Jesus made it plain that a man’s first birth does not assure him of the kingdom; only being born again gives this assurance. Nicodemus answers: How can this be? Nicodemus said to Him, “How can an old man be born again? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” And notice the question goes unanswered. But you must admire Jesus’ knowledge about Nicodemus. He says, we know that you are a teacher that comes from God.  It is difficult to know if Nicodemus spoke of himself, of the Sanhedrin, or of popular opinion. “It is possible, we know, signifies no more than, it is known, it is generally acknowledged and allowed, that thou art a teacher come from God.” It was taught widely among the Jews at that time that since they descended from Abraham, they were automatically assured of heaven. In fact, some Rabbis taught that Abraham stood watch at the gate of hell, just to make sure that none of his descendants accidentally wandered in there.
Have you heard the one about the mother who advised her young adult son to invite his new girlfriend over to his apartment for a home-cooked meal? As the man tells his mother the next day, the date didn’t go so well, because the girl refused to cook! 
So, expectations are drivers of behavior. Expectations help humans prepare for action, influencing choices, attention, and memory. But they can also be a Double-Edged Sword.  While realistic expectations can guide, motivate, and foster happiness, unrealistic or rigid expectations often lead to disappointment, anxiety, or cognitive dissonance when reality fails to align with them. So, my advice to you this Lenten season, is to allow God to work and trust that his will is good. When we do that, we strengthen our relationship with God. We show God our faith and the lengths we are willing to go for that faith. We show God that we don’t care about our expectations, but are willing to work in and trust God’s plan. So, during this Lenten season, be careful what you expect from others. Or you might find yourself like Nicodemus, lost and confused. The one certainty is that we can expect to be loved by the one God that made us. We can be sure that his Son, went to the cross and paid the ultimate price for us. But remember, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. A-Men
