A young businessman had just started his own firm. He rented a beautiful office and had it furnished with antiques. Sitting there, he saw a man come into the outer office. Wishing to appear highly successful, the businessman picked up the ‘phone and started to pretend he had a big deal happening. He threw huge figures around and made giant commitments. Finally he hung up and asked the visitor, “Can I help you?” The man raised his eyebrows and said, “Yes, I’ve come to activate your ‘phone lines.”

* * * * *

Donald Trump, the business guru, sums-up the classic business wisdom of our age:
“Get going.  Move forward.  Aim high. Plan a take-off.  Don’t just sit on the runway and hope someone will come along and push the airplane.  It simply won’t happen.  Change your attitude and gain some altitude.  Believe me, you’ll love it up here!”

Implicit within his advice are three assumptions.  The first is that the natural direction of the person who wants to succeed in life is upwards.  Trump speaks down from his lofty vantage point at the pinnacle of the business world, beckoning those brave and strong enough to join him in the upper echelons of wealth and power:  “You’ll love it up here!”.  This is the secular version of the ascension.
The second is that, in this venture, you are on your own.  No one else will do it for you.  You have to launch yourself on the runway of life – the effort is yours, and the credit will be yours.  If you wait for someone else to help you, you will be left behind.  This is an essentially individualistic view of life, that sees each person as an island of self-reliant independence ~ a community of one.

The third is that there is a strong element of competition in all this.  If you are on your own, and don’t expect anyone to give a hand, then the route upwards is very much a solitary one.  Not everyone can reach the heights from which Trump speaks, otherwise there would be no-one to look down on.  The uphill path to glory is one on which you have to outstrip others on the way, leaving the weak behind as you climb towards the stars.
Now, Christian faith, also, is not devoid of ambition.  The German philosopher, Frederich Nietzsche, disagreed.  He despised the cross as the central symbol of Christianity because it spoke to him of passivity and a lack of drive.  He described it as ‘the seductive, intoxicating, anaesthetizing, and corrupting power of that symbol of the “holy cross”, that horrific paradox of the “crucified God”, that mystery of an inconceivably ultimate, most extreme cruelty and self-crucifixion’.  For him, the cross was the sign of a deadening, life-denying religion, devoid of all energy and vitality.

St John would say that he missed the point.  The cross does point us towards an ambition: the ambition to become capable of the kind of self-sacrificial love that enhances life and relationships.  Donald Trump is ambitious for money, cars and political or economic power.  John’s Gospel shows us that we can set our sights far higher: on becoming a person perfected in sacrificial love.

This is the whole thrust of John’s Gospel, and the cross-shaped climax of which the raising of Lazarus is part.  Jesus is shown, by a succession of increasingly impressive ‘signs’ as, clearly, from God ~ who else could raise the dead?  But that’s not the main point about the nature of Jesus; rather it is designed to catch our attention.  Having got our attention, John then shows that the true, lasting glory  of Jesus is found in his crucifixion.
If the cross is taken seriously as the starting point for our thinking about God, and the life we are to live, then ambition is not negated, but radically re-directed. As Paul wrote to the early Christians in Philippi, “In humility, value others above yourselves; not looking to your own interests, but each of you to the interests of others.” (2: 4) That is what ambition looks like when viewed through the cross.  
The kind of ambition that Donald Trump recommends is essentially a lonely way of life: me against the world.  I might get to the top of the pile, but when I am there, when I achieve my ambition, I find myself in solitary isolation, not sure whether I can trust anyone else.  I have beaten all my rivals ~ but the cost is loneliness.

The alternative, Christian, ambition, to become a person capable of love, is a communal vision of life.  Only love binds us lastingly to one another.  Only people who have learned to love can create relationships and community.
And the opposite is also true. That is, one of the most painful things that devastates us is loneliness.  Faced with this painful reality, and with the cross of Jesus before us, as a sign of our ‘becoming real’ in self-sacrifice for others, our ambition must, surely, be for a way of life that builds community, trust and friendship, and which looks to valuing the contributions of others ~ often in unexpected ways!
A salesman dropped in to see a business customer. Not a soul was in the office except a big dog emptying wastebaskets. The salesman stared at the animal, wondering if his imagination could be playing tricks on him. The dog looked up and said, “Don’t be surprised. This is just part of my job.” “Incredible!” exclaimed the man. “I can’t believe it! Does your boss know what a prize he has in you? An animal that can talk!” “No, no,” pleaded the dog. “Please don’t tell him! If that man finds out I can talk, he’ll make me answer the phone as well!” 
Do we look for the strengths of others?  Will we use their strengths (not only our own) to help build a community founded in mutual care?  Dare we make our ambition to follow in the way of the cross? +
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