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Text: “He called to the crowd with his disciples and sal to them, ‘If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves, and take up theaross and follow me.”
(Mark 8:34)

Several months ago someone sent to me an article iRrésbyterian Outlook by Chris
Currie, who is the minister of Calypso Presbyterian €um Calypso, North Carolina. In this
article he points to a pattern that is often presentirsinp services when a minister is
ordained/installed as a minister or an associate minStee of the elements of the service of
ordination/ installation is the “charge to the ministé&s’Currie notes, usually that charge to the
minister is laced with admonitions about clergy setec®ne minister usually stands up and tells
another minster to resist the temptation to work onéseleath, to be sure to take a day or two off,
to set boundaries and not try to be all things to all people

Though it often comes as a surprise to members of alghemch ministerial candidate in
the Presbyterian Church is at one time or anotherjreshto undergo a batter of psychological tests
(some of us actually passed them!) before he or shbeeaertified for ordination. Clergy health,
stability, and self care are obviously at the forefimrdur collective minds as ministers.

Now, certainly | do not want to advocate an unhealthgthfe. Ministers, like everyone
else, strive for balance between personal and profebfEp devotion to one’s calling as well as
family and life-style decisions that promote spiritual, $b&l, and emotional health.

But, | admit to you that | sometimes worry if our cutrdrerapeutic pursuits do not
contradict, or at least run into, the strong headwindSaaf.

This morning begins the first Sunday in Lent, a time lwicl the church has traditionally
examined again the life of Christ and asked again concetmengpoist of discipleship.




Over the next five Sundays we will look at the Gospiéllark, as we explore the ways that
we are called to follow Jesus.

The Gospel of Mark is one of the three so called &yic Gospels.” Mark, Matthew, and
Luke bear this title. They tend to view the life of Chimsa very similar way. The fourth gospel, the
Gospel of John, views the life, death, and resurrecfidesus from a very different perspective and
is often viewed apart from these other three gospels.

The gospel of Mark is generally viewed as the oldedtefdur gospels. It is generally
believed to have been written before the Roman desiructiJerusalem in 70 A.D.

It is also clear that Mark’s gospel was known by bothatltdor of the Gospel of Matthew
and the Gospel of Luke. Mark’s gospel contains 666 verseshe®é, 660 are found in almost
identical form in Matthew and Luke.

There is a long-standing tradition in the church thatauthor of Mark had a firsthand
acquaintance with the disciple Peter and that Masgdsambrances go directly to the ministry of
Jesus, though the Gospel was written four decades ladteleith of Christ.

There is also another dimension to Mark’s gospel. Miest Testament scholars believe
that Mark’s gospel is written to the church at Rome wes facing a dire persecution under the
threat of the Emperor Nero. Christians were beinddlefore Roman Councils. Some were being
burned at the stake. Others were fed to wild animalsiténa or killed by gladiators during the
Roman games.

For these reasons, there is a sense of urgency kisMprspel. Mark understands that
following Jesus Christ has become a challenge.

The passage from which | have read today is a watepstssdige. It separates the early
ministry of Jesus in Galilee from the later days whesus faced toward Jerusalem and the
inevitable conflict there. At Caesarea Philippi the gies are asked to answer Jesus’ question
about his identity. At Caesarea Philippi they are lfierftrst time confronted with the challenge of
following him. At Caesarea Philippi we hear the calle$us most clearly: “If any want to become
my followers, let them deny themselves, and take up ¢hess and follow me.” (Mark 8:34)

So let’s be clear. Following Jesus is about sacrifia@akes demands on us. It is not a
matter of convenience, entertainment, or even pickiigcAnosing the things we like or don't like
about a particular church. It is about following Jesus.

Recently | came across an articlé=inst Things by a woman named Mary Eberstadt in
which she attacks what she calls “Christianity Lite. her article she quotes a famous church
historian named Kenneth Latourette who raised the questitiow such a small and obscure sect
of Judaism became in five centuries the faith of them&oEmpire and had spread as far as Central
Asia, India, and westward to Ireland.
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Latourette then goes on to cite Christianity’s surpgisi strong combination of flexibility
and inclusivity on the one hand, and uncompromising adberents basic convictions on the
other. In striking contrast to the easy going syncretittheotime, Christianity was adamant on
what it regarded as basic principles.

And right from the beginning, those principles were usi®d to include matters of sexual
morality. The pagans, the early Christians were inggdjcould have it all: their idols, their
infanticide, their contraception, their abortion; kristians couldn’t. The Jews could have their
divorce; the Christians could not.

Now, let’s don't kid ourselves. Many of these things put peoffithen, as they do today.
But many people were attracted to Christianity becdusteod for something. It was more than a
pale reflection of culture.

It is hard for me to look around today without the regeanotion that somehow something
has gone wrong. We have turned worship into entertainmelofiding to a church into a matter of
convenience, and the notion of following Jesus seemssafimreign to those of us in a consumer
society.

That is why during this Lenten Season, | am asking thajgin me for these five weeks to
look again at the Gospel of Mark.

Sometimes | think we are so familiar with the wordshef New Testament that they fall off
of us like water off the back of duck. But surely there iserio the New Testament that offering
people a life of complete emotional health, balaaoé, self care. Listen to the words of Jesus:

“Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and metiferand
children, brother and sister, and even life itself catweatny disciple.

“Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cabeany disciple
(Luke 14:26-27).

Is life in Flossenburg prison or in the Birmingham gailon the streets of Calcutta really the
most stress-free life one can imagine?

Following Jesus is not only about sacrifice. It is @bout conforming our lives to his life.
Some years ago | came across a book by Jan SobrimenanRCatholic Priest in El Salvador
entitledChristology at the Crossroads. In that book he made a point that has haunted me ever sinc
Sobrino argues that Christianity in the West has lsirfpelused on what we believe about Christ.
The great Councils of the Church at Nicaea and Chalcledosed on the important questions
about the relationship between God and Jesus and theoguafstihe degree to which Jesus was
“fully God” and “fully man.”

But Sobrino makes an important point when he saysythatan believe all the right things

about Jesus and still not follow him. Because followmgud is not just about having the right
doctrine. Believing in Christ is about given mental asse the church’s propositions about Christ.
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But following Jesus has to do with a person’s life styddues, priorities and surrender. It has to do
with how we spend our money and our time.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once observed that “When Chriis@person, he calls that person to
die.” There is a lot of talk in the church today abtadieving in Christ.” But how often do we talk
about following Jesus?

In all my years in the church | don’t ever remembeoaeyasking me if | was willing to
“follow Jesus” — not when | was confirmed as a chilthiea church, not when | was ordained as a
minister. To be sure, there were a lot of people whoewdatat know what | believed about Christ.
They wanted to know if | believed in the Virgin Birthhdy wanted to know if | held the
“substitutionary view of the Atonement.” But no one reasked me, “Bill Wood, are you willing to
follow Jesus?”

V.

Then, too, following Jesus not only means a call to seers well as to conform our lives
to the life of Christ, it also means that like Jesesane called to live in dependence on God. John
Leith, in his bookAn Introduction to the Reformed Tradition, once observed that the converse of
being dependent on God is to be independent of everythingg tinatt God.

That is one of the things that Mark’s gospel makey ekar about Jesus. He was not
beholden to Herod, to the Scribes and Pharisees, ottla@ygyoup. “Foxes have dens,” Jesus said,
“the birds of the air have nests, but the son of nenowhere to lay his head.” That was one of
the appealing and disturbing aspects of Jesus. He never seehas@ any need to acquire things.
He lived with a remarkable amount of freedom.

Some years ago a singer by the name of Roberta Flemidesl a song entitled “Let
Pharaoh Go.” When [ first heard it, | thought to mfygblat wasn’t the problem. The problem that
the Jews had in Egypt was getting Pharaoh to let thenTge was the whole nature of Moses’
struggle with the King of Egypt. The king would not le¢ ikraelites leave their bondage and
return to the Promised Land. But the more | thought &lblo& more the song seemed to hit home.
The Israelites had a terrible time letting Pharaoh dimrAhey had fled Egypt and crossed the Red
Sea, they wandered in the wilderness for forty ydawsing this time, they rebelled against Moses
and Aaron. They could not deal with freedom. They vienggry and thirsty. They longed for the
“fleshpots” of Egypt. They taunted Moses with the questibwhy he had led them out of Egypt
only to die in the desert. The great problem of theeviless was they could not let Pharaoh go.

It's hard to let Pharaoh go, isn’t it? It's hard to giveome’s security, one’s own bed, and
one’s own comfort system.

Sometimes | am haunted with the question of whether just believing in Christ or
whether | am following Jesus. If | am following Jesubyvam | such a good insurance risk? If |
am following Jesus, then when | have finished my givinthéochurch, why do | have so much left
over? If | am following Jesus, why do my closets buldemvso many are unclothed? If | am
following Jesus, why am | tempted to overeat in a warlhich most of the children of the world
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go to bed hungry? If | am following Jesus, why am | getdilogng so well in a world that marked
him early out for death?

Somehow | get the feeling that we are missing the poitite church. We talk a lot in the
church about “orthodoxy” — that is, in having the rightidfsl But there is also something called
“orthopraxy,” which means having the right actions.

When | was at Princeton Seminary a few months agamke across an exhibit in the Luce
Library marking the 200 Anniversary of the missionaries who went from this ¢outo China.
Many of these missionaries faced great difficulties sonde paid with their lives. One of the
earliest missionaries was a twenty-six year old youag named Walter Macon Lowrie. He was
from a very distinguished family. In fact his fathersrsaUnited States Senator. He was captured by
pirates and thrown overboard in the China Sea whereodwendd.

Walter Lowrie didn’t make the cover ®fme Magazine. He never had a book on the best
seller list. He never appeared on Oprah or on any datbenight television shows, yet he gave his
life to the cause of Christ.

So on this first Sunday in the Lenten Season | waaskadhe question: “Are we following
Jesus or just believing in Christ?” “It's an unfair qi@st you might reply, “a false division.”

But if we are going to err, let’s err on the sideadlofwing, because one can believe without
following, but | do not think it is possible to follow walt believing.

Amen.
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