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Last fall as we began the program year at Westminster, I announced that I was setting aside the lectionary, the assigned scripture readings for each Sunday, and in its place preaching a series of sermons on Jesus. I proposed that every Sunday we would explore together a different dimension of the life and ministry of Jesus. Thirty-six sermons later, today we reach the end of our year with Jesus. 
I can imagine some are asking, “What’s next – a year without Jesus?” 

A church member told me recently that when he was a boy, his mother had a game for him to play silently in church. She gave him a word each week and his job was to pay attention to the sermon, making a mark on the bulletin every time the minister said that word. One Sunday the word she had him listening for was “Jesus.” Her son paid close attention, but when the minister finished, there were no marks on the bulletin. The boy was shocked and promptly marched right up to the preacher after the service and asked him why he had not talked about Jesus in his sermon, not even once. The preacher was caught flat-footed. Needless to say, our Lord made numerous appearances in the next week’s homiletic effort!

Our faith, after all, is about Jesus.
Some years ago I had a wonderful conversation with one of our confirmation students. She was struggling to get her mind around Jesus. She said to me that she wished our faith were only about God. That, she could handle. God was big and distant and abstract and mysterious. She could live with that. But Jesus was too close, too human, too real. I encouraged her to continue with her questions. I told her that doubt is an essential part of healthy faith. I also told her that the matter would not be solved easily for her, because, in the end, Christianity is about Jesus; there is simply no getting around it.

A few years ago Harvey Cox wrote a book with the curious title, When Jesus Came to Harvard (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2004). In it he recounts the adventure of teaching a new course at the Ivy League school that long ago had lost any serious interest in the subject of religion. Given their growing concern about the decline of responsible behavior among their graduates in business and politics– and this was in the 1980s – the faculty decided to mandate a course in morals and ethics. 

They invited Professor Cox, of the Divinity School, to offer a class on Jesus and the Moral Life. The last course at Harvard that had the word Jesus in the title had been in 1912! The new class turned out to be the hottest ticket on campus. Hundreds of students signed up for it. It had to be moved to a huge theater to accommodate the crowds.

Why all the interest in Jesus? Cox himself puzzled over that question. He concluded that – aside from the fact that they were required to take some class in moral reasoning – students were genuinely searching for more than they were getting in other classes. They wanted something beyond an “objective” education that steered clear of anything tainted with religious or subjective or “interior” sensibilities. Cox reports a pent-up and authentic curiosity about what Jesus had to say.

People long for direction and substance in life. We want our lives to have meaning and purpose. We aspire to do what is right. At some deep level, at least, we understand that life is about more than ourselves and being able to meet our every desire in whatever way we can. 

In church we call this spiritual hunger; people need the bread of life. For too long the historic Protestant churches, those once called “mainline,” have ignored the spiritual hunger of our people. We have focused on rules and regulations, on buildings and budgets, on committees and causes – while largely ignoring the need for spiritual sustenance. It is as if we have conceded Jesus to those who are willing to talk about him in church, or to speak about him as if he were actually a presence in their lives and in the world. 

That is changing; people want to engage in the real stuff of faith. People are not satisfied with the vacuous themes of this age. If given the chance, people want to live in ways that make a positive difference in the world around them. We want our lives to have left a mark. People want to follow the right path in life, for the right reasons.  Apparently this is true even in the hallowed halls of Harvard. This year, 20% of the school’s graduating business students signed the “M.B.A. Oath,” a pledge to act ethically in their work, remembering that the goal of a business manager – to quote from the M.B.A. Oath – is “to serve the common good.”

Maybe Jesus is still at Harvard!

When Jesus Came to Westminster last fall I wondered if we could stay with him for an entire year. Now I find myself feeling as if we have only begun. There is much more to say about him, much more to learn. We have discovered that following Jesus takes lifelong effort. I don’t know about you, but my faith has been animated this year, made fresh and more compelling.  

The writers of the four gospels would be pleased. Although they approach their work in different ways, they share a common purpose: to tell the story of Jesus so that others will want to follow him, too. Gospel means good news. These four books of scripture are meant to be an invitation to commitment to Jesus. They are not history. They are not biography They are not poetry. The gospels are unique; their purpose is to tell a story that stirs us, to recount a life that moves us, to teach a lesson that changes us. 

The goal of Christian life is simply this: to follow Jesus. And when we set off in pursuit of this itinerate Jewish rabbi-preacher-peasant-mystic-healer-rabble-rouser-prophet-revolutionary who walked the land of Palestine 2000 years ago, our lives will challenged and, if we let it happen, we will be changed.

Setting aside the finer points of theological argument, we can sum up the message of Jesus like this: God loves this world and wants the whole Creation to reflect that love, by restoring the goodness of the earth, by bringing forth justice among the peoples, by spreading hope far and wide, and by trusting in the ultimate defeat of death itself. Now what are you going to do about it?
Good news. It needs to be told. It needs to be grasped. It needs to be shared. Jesus understood this. He called people to follow him. He began by calling the fishermen James and John, Simon and Andrew. Next he called other similarly unlikely characters. A tax collector. A skeptic. Women. The wealthy. Those who could not walk or see. Those cast out of community. The poor. Little children. With that motley crew, who would not fit in? Even you and I might find a place!

The call of Jesus is an invitation to give our life a purpose beyond ourselves. In church we call that discipleship. 

We began this year with a question posed by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor put to death for his role in a plot against Hitler. He said, “The central issue facing us is this: Who is Jesus Christ for us today?” 

As we conclude this year with Jesus, we return to Bonhoeffer, who also said, “When Christ calls us he bids us come and die.” 

Little did the German pastor know that in his case it would mean literally to die for his faith. Discipleship is costly. It is easy to say yes to Jesus, but hard to follow through on that affirmation. Jesus himself said, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” 

To gain our life, Jesus says, we must first lose it. This is urgent, serious, life-changing, heart-opening, other-forgiving, enemy-loving, justice-seeking, self-sacrificing, cheek-turning, business. 

Sooner or later, if we are going to grapple genuinely with our faith, as did that confirmation student with whom I spoke, we are going to have to answer the call to follow Jesus. It will make demands on us. It will change us. It will cause us discomfort and perhaps even some degree of persecution or ridicule – but we are not here merely to “learn” about Jesus. This is not an academic exercise. Our intention in the Christian community is not solely to discover more about an historical figure. We are not merely going through the motions. We are here because we have been summoned to follow him. 

Our baptism “marks us as Christ’s own forever.” From that moment, our lives are spent trying to live in the way of Jesus, as best we can. 

John’s gospel tells of Philip and his conversion to the way of Jesus. Philip was excited about Jesus and told his friend Nathanael. Nathanael was skeptical. He was a critical thinker. He had his doubts. He was a budding Presbyterian. He was not at all sure about this Jesus and his Messiah-ship. Philip’s response to him was straightforward and simple: “Come and see,” he said. 

That is all we can ask of anyone. Come and see. 

This year we have come, and we have seen, and now, if we dare, it is time to get up, and to follow.

Thanks be to God.




Amen. 

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.
Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

“Following Jesus”


Matthew 4:18-22; Mark 8:34-37; Luke 9:57-62; John 1:43-49
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