Sermon for 28 February 2016

(Yr C Discipleship: Marks)
Isaiah 55

‘Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters’,  says God through the prophet Isaiah and has been saying to His people ever since. This is the basic call God has for us: come to Him, freely receive His grace and through this, live in contentment. 

‘Come’ and ‘follow’ are the first aspects of the Lent course we have been following on discipleship. An outcome of the course is that we will have confidence in our discipleship of Jesus. I wonder do you feel confident in your discipleship or follow of the way of Jesus? How do we know God lives and works in us? If we look at the words of Jesus we use through Lent, four distinguishing marks of what it means to be a disciple can be drawn out. So in Luke’s gospel Jesus says:

‘If anyone would come after me, they must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me’. 

Let’s consider four of the distinguishing marks of a disciple of Jesus. 

1) The urge to follow Jesus. 

So the first mark of a disciple is the urge to follow and become like Jesus, if you don’t feel this urge God is not working in you. There are many people who say they believe in Jesus might even be regular attenders at church but if they do not feel the urge to follow Jesus, to learn from him, to change their lives, they are not his disciples. 

I quoted George MacDonald on Ash Wednesday but am going to quote him again as I think he is so helpful:

‘Instead of asking yourself whether you believe or not, ask yourself whether you have this day done one thing because Jesus said, ‘Do it’, or abstained one thing because he said, ‘Do not do it’. It is simply absurd to say you believe or want to believe in him, if you do not do anything he tells you’. 

(Picture of Jesus on a park bench) When Jesus said, “Follow me”, he defined faith. Faith goes much deeper than just believing that Jesus is the Christ; the proof of our faith is following him. 

2) Anyone can and should be a disciple.

Jesus’ invitation to discipleship is for anyone and everyone. Although it can seem like a daunting task we have to be encouraged by those Jesus chose as his first disciples. Here is an imaginary letter….

Qualifications for Disciples

TO: Jesus, Nazareth

FROM: Jordan Management Consultants, Jerusalem

Dear Sir:

Thank you for submitting the resumes of the twelve men you have picked for management positions in your new organisation. All of them have now taken our battery of tests; we have not only run the results through our computer, but also arranged personal interviews for each of them with our psychologist and vocational aptitude consultant.

It is the staff opinion that most of your nominees are lacking in background, education and vocational aptitude for the type of enterprise you are undertaking. They do not have the team concept. We would recommend that you continue your search for persons of experience in managerial ability and proven capability.

Simon Peter is emotionally unstable and given to fits of temper. Andrew has absolutely no qualities of leadership. The two brothers, James and John, the sons of Zebedee, place personal interest above company loyalty. Thomas demonstrates a questioning attitude that would tend to undermine morale.

We feel that it is our duty to tell you that Matthew has been blacklisted by the Greater Jerusalem Better Business Bureau. James, the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus definitely have radical leanings, and they both registered a high score on the manic depressive scale.

One of the candidates, however, shows great potential. He is a man of ability and resourcefulness, meets people well, has a keen business mind and has contacts in high places. He is highly motivated, ambitious and responsible. We recommend Judas Iscariot as your controller and right-hand man. All of the other profiles are self-explanatory.

We wish you every success in your new venture.

Sincerely yours,  Jordan Management Consultants.

Jesus’ call to follow him is for everyone, no special qualifications required, all idiosyncrasies accepted.  

3) Self-denial is essential

This leads nicely into our next mark, ‘self denial’ because clearly it was a lack of denial of self-interest that marked out Judas Iscariot as the one who could not follow Jesus’ path of taking up his cross. Whatever the character flaws and failings of the other disciples they were, if not at first, but eventually able to deny their self-interest in order to accept the call to follow Jesus – this meant giving up much in their own lives even eventually giving up their lives completely as martyrs. 

So is self-denial all about denying life’s pleasures? Are we then to follow in the footsteps of the ascetic’s like Father Anthony, the father of Christian monasticism, who never changed his vest or washed his feet or Simeon Stylites who spent the last thirty-six years of his life atop a fifty-foot pole? 

C.S.Lewis says no: “There’s no way one should throw out a good bottle of Port and the cigars! We don’t need to suffer without good purpose. When Jesus said, ‘they must deny themselves’, he was asking for something very specific.”
Jesus was asking us to say ‘no’ to ourselves in order to say ‘yes’ to God. This yes is in the way we live our lives and the way we respond to the needs of others, putting their interests before our own. This in some senses is harder than throwing away the Port and cigars! This is why we ‘practice’ self-denial during Lent to help us with the much bigger task of the putting others needs before our own. 

4) We have to take up our mission daily. 

Our final mark links to the difficulty of self-denial, that we take up the task to follow Jesus daily. Wouldn’t it be great if making the decision to follow Jesus and carry out his mission was a one-time decision and it was followed by ceaseless joy and success? 

We have lots of evidence that ‘great’ Christians have suffered difficulties and found the road of discipleship hard. This is because we have to live our commitment to follow Jesus daily, in the middle of temptation, weakness, illness, business, opposition and the appearance of failure. Every day we must say again, “Yes Jesus I will follow you”. Choosing life involves both attitude and action, and the battle is waged daily as we live out each day. God says in Isaiah ‘give ear and come to me, and eat what is good and your soul will delight in the richest fare’.
