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Discipleship Comes with a Cross
Mark 8:31‑38 

    The church where a friend of mine became pastor had a message board on the sign in front of the building.  When my friend arrived for that first Sunday, the sign proclaimed to all who passed by:  “Welcome to our new pastor...” and then gave his name.

When he arrived at the office for his first Monday morning, the secretary handed him a box and said:  “Here are your letters.”  The implication was that it would be his task to keep the sign board updated with a relevant message for the community to read.  He simply handed them back, saying:  “They’re not my letters.”
That’s how the stalemate began.  For eight months, the sign in front of the church proclaimed:  “Welcome to our new pastor...” followed by his name.  Finally a church member volunteered to take charge of the letters, but I’ve often wondered what message the community received from reading the same message for eight months, especially since it was a time-dependent message.  I mean, how long can you welcome a new pastor?

Obviously, most churches around our city have someone who takes care of their signboard messages.  The ones I pass with regularity change them often, and I’ve seen some dandies in the last few weeks.

One read: “Heavenly forecast—Jesus will reign forever.”

Another advised: “Never give the devil a ride—he will always want to drive.”

And then I saw this gem: “In the cookies of life, your friends are the chocolate chips.”

It’s real apparent that churches want people to know something about their church.  That’s why I’m always so surprised when churches border on the ridiculous rather than the serious.
What is it that you would want to project if we decided to start using our changeable message board out front?  What could we put on there that would communicate who we are and what we’re about?  Or would we, like so many others, use it as a marketing tool only and not as a chance to share a real message with some important piece of who we are?

So what would you put on our sign if someone handed you a box and said, “Here are your letters?”  What’s the essential message of the church?This is the question that Mark 8 addresses.  This chapter is the early church’s signboard in front of the church.

Can’t you just imagine what it was like?  Jesus comes into the session meeting and announces: “Here’s the language for the new message board: ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.  For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?’”

Obviously Peter had a different take.  Can’t you just imagine him and the other disciples saying, “We’re not going to get any new members that way.  Sounds too negative.”

And so they suggest a lot of alternatives about friends and chocolate chips, about heavenly forecasts, you know, something cute and pithy that would attract a crowd.  Something comfortable.  Something that goes down easy.  You know, something that promises the people something nice, not something that asks them for too much.

Peter dared to name it: “May it never be like you said, Jesus.  Who wants a dead Messiah?  And who wants to be a dead disciple?  May it never be!”
But Jesus had the final word.  And, though the vote was close, Jesus prevailed.  So when the early church’s message board arrived, what they put on it for the world to see was this: “If you want to be a follower of Jesus, then take up your cross and follow him.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”

Since the very first time that message was heard, people have been wondering why the church proclaimed this.  Especially as the numbers have dwindled and the finances have become strained; especially since the young folks seem to like peppier sayings; especially since it asks so much of people, the world has wondered why the church included this.

Are you ready for the answer?  Why did the church insist that this hard word must remain in the message of the church?  Because it’s true.  It’s included because it’s true.

So, will the truth sell in a consumer-oriented, self-obsessed culture?  The call to deny self is an admittedly hard sell.  It always has been.  But the question is ramped up in a culture like ours that does its best to keep us numbed and entertained, that urges us to look out for ourselves and to satisfy all of our whims and to build the self rather than deny it.  Will this message of the church sell today?

The answer is yes it will sell.  The evidence is all around us.  I’ve seen it most particularly in our youth.  I’ve talked to a lot of youth who have been on fun trips with their church and mission trips, and the ones that mattered to them were the ones that asked something of them.
Talk with any member of our mission team that went to the Gulf Coast to do Katrina cleanup—and there’s another group forming as well—and what they will tell you is that the work was hard and the conditions difficult, but out of the chaos they found profound hope.

Or ask one of our Sunday School or LOGOS teachers; see one of our shepherds in Faith Village; talk with a mentor in our confirmation training—they will tell you that they have been enriched by rubbing elbows with some of our younger disciples here, and that their time which could have been used elsewhere has been a denial of the self that mattered deeply in the life of those they have been with here.

All around us, if you watch closely, you can see evidence of people who have bought this hard message of the church—to deny yourself and take up your cross and follow.

Some of you may remember the Jack Nicholson movie called About Schmidt.  The main character, Schmidt, is a sixty-six-year-old retired actuary for an Omaha insurance company whose life work is summarized by a pile of his discarded files on the way to the shredder, a pile he discovers on a visit to his old office.  He’s spent his life predicting the life expectancy of his company’s customers, and now he faces his own mortality.  And he’s alone.  His wife has died unexpectedly.  His daughter lives far away and wants nothing to do with him—and she’s marrying a young man who doesn’t measure up to Schmidt’s expectations.  He’s alone.

As an attempt to stave off this loneliness, Schmidt adopts a child through an international aid organization.  Ngudu, a six-year-old orphan from Tanzania is the one chosen.  Each month Schmidt sends twenty-two dollars and a letter.  The text of the letters is the narration for much of the movie.  It gives the audience an inner view to the tragic character.

At the end of the movie, after he has returned from his daughter’s wedding, Schmidt sits alone sorting through the mail that’s piled up in his absence.  He finally names his loneliness: “I’m a failure; I’ve never made a difference to a solitary human being.”

And then he sees an envelope postmarked Tanzania.  It’s from a French nun at the orphanage.  She’s writing for Ngudu, to say thank you for him.  And, she has enclosed a painting which Ngudu has drawn for him.

The screen fills with Ngudu’s painting—two figures, one a young boy, the other an old man, with arms outstretched to each other as if holding hands.  And for the first time, tears appear in his eyes and run down his cheeks.
Such a small self-denial—22 bucks a month.  But this turn from himself gave him the first hint of real life.  And it gave him something else as that he didn’t know that he was even looking for—joy.

Mark 8, the early church’s signboard, isn’t as fun to read as much of what you see on church signs on the streets of Harrisonburg.  This message of the costly discipleship Jesus invites us to live is hard.  It’s threatening.  But we proclaim it because it’s true.  And Jesus said it because it’s true, and he wants us to have life.

This coming weekend, you will have the opportunity to take part in our Bonhoeffer Symposium. I hope that you will do so, for no one has spoken more powerfully about discipleship in the midst of real life than Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  And so I close this sermon with a quote from his The Cost of Discipleship:  “If we answer the call to discipleship, where will it lead us? What decisions and partings will it demand? Only Jesus Christ, who bids us follow him, knows the journey’s end. But we know that it will be a road of boundless mercy. Discipleship means joy.”
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