March 8, 2009

Scriptures:  Mark 9: 31 – 37

“The Cost of Discipleship”



“Jesus did not want anyone to know where he was, because



he was teaching his disciples: “the Son of Man will be handed



over to those who will kill him. Three days later, however, he



will rise to life.”

Jesus did not want to suffer. He did not want to die in his early thirties. He didn’t go looking for trouble. All he wanted to do was to be true to God. To maintain his spiritual integrity.  To demonstrate and preach the way of love. To refuse to bow to the intimidation of those who put him in a bad light by his faith and compassion.  Jesus definitely was not a man who lived with pretty illusions. He was more in touch with reality than any person who has ever lived.  During the last months of his life, Jesus knew that rejection and suffering lay ahead of him. He understood the cost of being God’s true person and the price of doing the right thing in a world gone astray.

However the same was not so of some of his followers.  Verse. 32 tell us: “But they did not understand what this teaching meant, and they were afraid to ask him. And, that’s where Peter jumps in. He did not want to hear about a religion that might result in pain. He did not want a God who would allow a good man to suffer. So Peter rebuked Jesus for being so negative.

Jesus turned fiercely on Peter:  “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not on the side of God but men.”  And after this outburst, Jesus gathered all his disciples around him, which included the crowd that had formed. He proceeded to emphatically teach them that being faithful and good does not mean, “Have a nice day.” Remember Jesus words: “In any of you want to be my disciple, let them take up their cross and follow me.  For whoever tries to save our own life will lose it, and whoever will risk your life for my sake and the gospels, will save it.”

Nothing could be clearer than this. To take the road with Jesus, will cost you. To be faithful to God will cost you.  To love will cost you.  This is not a popular message today. Selfishness and self-indulgence is the popular thing. In fact it is the dominant theme within our decadent western world.  Ours is a selfish and self-serving way of life, a society gone astray.

Now I am going to give you a mini psychology lesson. I want you to be clear about this - Jesus clearly saw that there was a contest going on in each of us, a contest between a false self and an authentic self.
The false self is an omelette of raw ego mixed up with many distortions, false goals, pride, fear, desperation, and a greedy exploitation of all things and the people that are around us. From family, school, community and church, come influences, which can conspire with ego to twist and shape us in ways that will readily appeal to our ever-ready selfishness.  This false self is insatiable for many rewards, is promised many rewards, and it has an amazing capacity to go on believing in them even though they never deliver the happiness they promise.

The authentic self Is the flickering light of a deep beauty within us; it is a little Christ reaching upwards and outwards, wanting to share itself with others and with God who is the miracle at the heart of all experience. The authentic self hungers for intangible things like truth, mercy, beauty and love.  It finds wonderful nourishment in places where the false world declares there is only emptiness. The authentic self wants more and more expansion of the spirit, event though the path to that is ever costly.

The contest between the false self and the authentic self goes on in each of us, every day, in every situation. The false self even reluctantly goes with us to church and may try to delude us when we reach out our hands for the holy bread and cup. 

You will notice that the chairs in our sanctuary are in a different formation this morning.  This is for a reason.  First of all we are in the season of lent and I want us to really think about what lent means.  And Lent is about doing new things and trying new ways of doing things, about repenting to the old ways that no longer work for us or for the church.  

Secondly we need to listen to that still small voice of the authentic self inside of us.  It is calling to us to find new ways to welcome guests in our midst.  It will help us to recognize the nervousness of first time visitors.  If they happen to arrive ahead of us, and are sitting in the seat we have always sat in, the still small voice of the authentic self will help us to be gracious.  We will realize that we can choose to sit in our regular seat next week, but this week, this day, we can choose to sit beside them, and welcome them with all the grace that we can imagine that Jesus our Christ would.  

Jesus came to transform our lives. He wants us to be truly authentic caring people. The choice is ours to make and be assured ow Jesus himself, knew this struggle between the false and authentic self because he also struggled with it on a daily basis. And we all know what he choose. This is why we walk with him during Lent towards Jerusalem and the cross.

That is why Jesus teaches us that his way is not always the safe, predictable and the familiar and why he tells his disciples that: “that the Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days to rise again.”

We all need to thank God that Jesus teaches us the hard truth of life: that through self-giving we found our true selves - our identity in God. That faithfulness involves costs and out of that loss for the right reasons comes larger life.  So during Lent I encourage you to hear again Jesus words: “In any of you want to be my disciple, let them take up their cross and follow me.  For whoever tries to save our own life will lose it, and whoever will risk your life for my sake and the gospels, will save it.”  Amen.

