Sermon 9-9-07

15th Sunday of Pentecost

Welcome back Sunday

Deuteronomy 30:15-20

Luke 14:25-33

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

There are times when I wonder if some of the language we use in church is confusing or even misleading.
Take for instance the word membership. It is a word we use a lot in the church. We use it to make distinctions or to categorize people; such as member or non-member, non-member participant, active member or inactive member. Think about how many times you have said to someone; “I’m a member of Augustana.”
The word is used 45 times in the New Testament. In Matthew’s Gospel he refers to members of a church. 
We use it the same way and also we use it to understand whether or not we belong to something or are part of a certain group – I’m a member of a family or an organization.
The struggle I have with this word is that membership in our time and culture carries an underlying expectation of privileges and choices. 

Membership allows me to do certain things and enjoy a certain set of benefits that I have access to when it works for me and when I feel like it or when I need it – sort of like being able to shop at Sam’s Club – you can’t unless you are a member there.
I have my doubts that Jesus was thinking about recruiting members when he said to the crowds who were traveling with him; Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. 
Do you suppose the crowds that followed him started to get a little smaller when he said this – especially the part about carrying the cross?

Remember, to these first century people the cross was not a pleasant thing – it was a reminder of the power of Rome and a strong deterrent to criminal behavior – no one wanted to be hung on a cross – we hang them around our necks and call them jewelry. Rome hung people on them and called it effective.

Listen carefully to what Jesus doesn’t say; whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be a member. Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be a member.

He doesn’t use that word – he uses the word disciple.

And I don’t for a minute believe that Jesus wants me to hate my parents or my wife or my children or my brothers but what he does want from me – if – and that is a key word – if I am going to follow him and be a disciple – is a re-arranging of my relationships.

This probably wouldn’t be a text I would choose to preach on when we celebrate today and welcome folks back into the sanctuary who have worshipped outdoors all summer – a day when we kick off another year of programmed ministry in the building. 
These aren’t the kinds of sayings from Jesus that one would necessarily choose in order to recruit members to a church.
But we in the church are in the discipleship business – not the membership business. Even though we don’t always have that perfectly clear.

For first century Christians the cross was costly and would be followers of Jesus needed to understand what Christian discipleship required of them – and while we are not being told to view our own lives and relationships as worthless – remember, God is the one who makes us worthy.

But what is clear, for all its harsh language and uncomfortable imagery, is that to follow the cross is to give Christ a central place in our lives.

Re-arranged relationships – this is required for the disciple of Jesus. He didn’t come to recruit members but rather to invite people to follow him and become disciples. And all relationships are rearranged, renegotiated, in light of our discipleship.
Our relationship with self

With husband or wife

With parents or with children

With co-workers and strangers

With our friends and with our enemies

With our money and possessions

Everything is re-arranged in light of the cross and following Jesus.
Will Willimon is the former Dean of the Chapel down at Duke University. He is now a Methodist Bishop and one of the great preachers in this country. One day he got a call from an upset parent, a VERY upset parent. 
"I hold you personally responsible for this," he said. 

"Me?" Will asked. 
The father was hot, upset because his graduate school bound daughter had just informed him that she was going to chuck it all ("throw it all away" was the way the father described it) and go do mission work with the Presbyterians in Haiti. 
"Isn't that absurd!" shouted the father. "A BS degree in mechanical engineering from Duke and she's going to dig ditches in Haiti." 

"Well, I doubt that she's received much training in the Engineering Department here for that kind of work, but she's probably a fast learner and will probably get the hang of ditch-digging in a few months," Will said. 

"Look," said the father, "this is no laughing matter. You are completely irresponsible to have encouraged her to do this. I hold you personally responsible," he said. 

As the conversation went on, Dr. Willimon pointed out that the well-meaning but obviously unprepared parents were the ones who had started this ball rolling. THEY were the ones who had her baptized, read Bible stories to her, took her to Sunday School, let her go with the Presbyterian Youth Fellowship to ski in Vail. Will said, "You're the one who introduced her to Jesus, not me." 

"But all we ever wanted her to be was a Presbyterian," said the father, meekly. 
It could be as dramatic as serving in Haiti or as local as serving at a food shelf or volunteering at a local school.

It could mean reconciliation and forgiveness in a marriage relationship or it could mean serving an elderly neighbor.

Membership is easy – discipleship is difficult.

Membership is casual – discipleship is costly.
And the wonder and joy for me is to know and see the many people who choose discipleship – people who actually follow Jesus People who make the decision to move from membership to discipleship and rearrange all of their relationships in light of the cross. 
People who reorient every part of their life in obedience to Christ and his invitation to come and die - people who make a counter-cultural decision to lose their lives, take up the cross and follow Jesus.
It is finally an invitation to life – life as God intends for us.

Life as God wants from us - life lived on the solid rock – the foundation called Jesus.

Lord Jesus, continue to call each of us into this kind of a relationship and help us to choose life in you. Amen
