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“Making a decision for Christ.”  I guess that sounds like something you might hear in a more evangelical church. Some might say we need to talk more about that in the Episcopal Church. I think we need to realize that we talk about it all the time, yet seldom name it.  Our church sees this decision as a process, and not as a one-time, climactic moment in our lives of faith. Generally, we are more comfortable talking about living out Godly lives, doing the right thing out of our relationship with God, being God’s people as best we can, but when someone stings us with the ultimate evangelical quip, “Have you been saved?” we become so uncomfortable and defensive that we hum and haw, or stammer, or become indignant at the asking of such a personal question.

The whole question of becoming a disciple of Christ takes up a lot of room in the gospels. Jesus is constantly quizzing the apostles about who they think he is, what they are willing to do to follow him, what kind of persecution they can withstand in his name. Today’s lesson is a good example of this sort, and if we did not know better, it might seem to us that Jesus really is trying to discourage the people around him from following his path. On the contrary, he is not trying to discourage them, but he is telling them to consider carefully the costs of his journey before they become his companions on the way.

Think what it must have been like to be in that group. They had no role models except Jesus to follow. They did not believe what their parents and grandparents believed. They didn’t worship just like grandmother worshiped. They were called to a new thing and they had to step out in faith. Not one of them was born into the church. Not one of them was baptized as an infant and confirmed as a teenager. Each of them was called to make an adult, mature decision for Christ. All of them had to do what Jesus was talking about in this lesson. Maybe the word hate is too strong, but these men had to give up friends and family, the places where they had lived, the things they held familiar and dear, to become followers of Jesus; and it must have been a very scary thing.

Now, since the very beginning it is evident that not everyone who signed up would finish the course. The rich young ruler is excited about following Jesus, until he hears the cost for him personally. Others fall away when Jesus tells some parable that is particularly hard to follow.  The group really shrinks when Jesus heads toward Jerusalem knowing that he will die there. Even one of the twelve, Judas, decides in the end to sell out. It should come to us as no surprise, then, that Church membership and discipleship are two very different things. I am reminded of a story told by Anthony de Mello. When the king visited the monasteries of the great Zen master Lin Chi, he was astonished to learn that there were more than ten thousand monks living there with him. Wanting to know the exact number of the monks, the king asked, “How many disciples do you have?” Lin Chi replied, “Four or five at the most.”  How many disciples does Jesus have at Christ Church?

While discipleship is a personal commitment for each of us, let me say that I believe discipleship is impossible without community. The call to discipleship is a call to the Church. We can do a lot of good things on our own as well‑meaning and loving individuals, but—as I understand the gospel—the community, the church is the place where true discipleship is practiced. Whether we like this or that about the Church, or the rector, or the wardens, or the music, or the ways the building looks, or what the Bishop of New Jersey had for breakfast, is of little account. If we are to be disciples, we are to be bound to the Church. Within this community, the signs of true discipleship are giving, serving, studying, worshiping, welcoming and following. Now if that sounds like a glib answer to a very serious calling, bear with me for a minute and let me broaden it a bit. The first is giving. We are called to give of ourselves. to give generously of our money, of our time, of our abilities to the ministry of the church. We can haggle about what percentage that may be, but the biblical standard is the tithe. We can consider what we pay in taxes,

what we give to other charitable organizations, we can conclude that anything tax deductible must be outreach, but each of us knows in our hearts if we are giving generously to God’s work. We can check our calendars to determine how much time we are giving to our discipleship, and we can look at our activity in this parish to check how we are sharing our talents.

The second sign is serving. It relates to how we live with other people, with our own children and our spouses, with our parents and our friends, with the poor in our town, with the business people with whom we deal every day, with the other members of this church. Service is doing for others without any expectation of being repaid. We all know how well we are serving one another.

The third sign is studying. It involves how we put together the information in our lives to become better disciples of our Lord. It means of course that we each study to be the best parents, teachers, priests, bankers, business people, doctors, lawyers, or retired persons that we can be.  But it also means, above and beyond that, that we become familiar with the scripture and the tradition of the Church, and how these apply to our lives. It means being involved in some kind of regular discipline of reflection and prayer to discover what God means to us and what we mean to God’s kingdom.

The fourth sign of discipleship is worship. And yes, truly, it can happen in a lot of places besides the church. It is how we see God and give God honor in every facet of our lives. We can worship alone, we can worship in nature, we can worship in an endless variety of ways. That is the goal of life, to tune our awareness of God’s presence in every facet of living.  But we can only accomplish that if we are being nourished by worship in a community, by coming together to continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

Another sign of discipleship is hospitality.  It means welcoming the other into our circle; the other idea, the other culture, even the other person.  Hospitality in our family means finding ways to include those who are new here in the important work we share, in our tradition of worship and education, in our care for one another. It means to invite them to join with us as we build a life together here. 

The last and the hardest of the signs is following. This one means that in an attitude of prayer—that is, speaking to God and listening for God to speak to us—we determine the way God has for us to go, God’s will, and to follow that will above the other noises of our lives. It is impossible to follow Jesus without looking at him, and if we look we will see an example of humility and sacrifice. Jesus does not call us to lead a parade, he calls us to give ourselves for the good of the parade. This God we worship has never been satisfied himself to take the easy answer, the easy out. This God has gone the long road, the narrow path for us, and expects the same from those of us who use  the divine name.

So here we are confronted by giving, serving, studying, worshiping and following. Those are the terms of discipleship. In today’s lesson from the Old Testament, Moses toward the end of his ministry to God’s people calls them to hear again the law of God, and he repeats the Covenant set down between God and his people. As the Hebrews are poised to finally cross over into the land of promise, he calls them to rededicate themselves to being truly God’s people. God offers them the land of promise, it is an open door, but they must decide if they can enter.

We are at an open doorway ourselves. Today we begin a new year of Church school and a full schedule of activities. It is a good time to count the cost of discipleship and to see if we are willing to invest in the cost of the journey.

Don’t think that some of us have an easier decision than others of us. Don’t think that being a full‑time employee of the Church, or a priest, or a bishop makes it any easier. Don’t think that the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Pope are miraculously exempt from this decision, and don’t think that Jesus had an easy time deciding whether to actually give up his life on the cross for us. We are all given a decision to make and given the gifts we need to make it. In the end we are given not a bondage to some God we cannot see, but the freedom to serve one another and a God who lives in our hearts. The cross of Christ is nothing more than to live for him. The Peace of Christ is nothing less than Christ’s living in us. May God give us all the grace to be more fully his disciples in this world and in the world to come. Amen.
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