   John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, June 20, 2010 – Pentecost IV
                                         Text: Luke 9:18-24
                      “The Only Question That Really Matters!”

It’s fairly easy for us, on Sunday morning, as we’re gathered here for worship, to proclaim, as Peter did, that Jesus is the Messiah (the Christ) of God.  We proclaim this together in the words of the Creed, and we affirm it in our celebration of the Eucharist.

But how about when we leave this place, and when you and I are no longer among our brothers and sisters who we know share this common faith?  When we go back to our neighborhoods, and to work or school on Monday mornings?  When we’re among folks who may not be “like-minded” when it comes to matters of what one believes?  Who do we say Jesus is at these times?

When people see Fr. Bruce and me in our black shirts with white collars, they probably aren’t surprised to hear us talk about Jesus – although they might be a bit uncomfortable!  But how about when we’re in line at the grocery store, at the gym, at the beach, or when we’re taking a walk in the neighborhood, or out working in our yard?  Who do we say Jesus is then?!

Jesus asked the disciples who other folks said that he was.  And they responded, “John the Baptist, Elijah, or that possibly one of the ancient prophets had arisen.”  The critical question Jesus asked his followers that day, though, was not who others said he was – but who they said he was – who they believed him to be!
To be sure, it would have been quite an honor for Jesus to be held up and honored as one of these guys!  After all, this was a pretty impressive group!

The Baptist, Elijah, or one of the other prophets of old – all of whom had been used by God in mighty ways!  But was this really all that his closest followers believed him to be?!

I remember growing up in the Church.  I said the creed, along with everybody else, every Sunday.   I said the words to the Lord’s Prayer.  I even sang the hymns once in awhile!  But if you’d asked me who I said – who I believed – Jesus was … I’m not quite sure what my answer would have been.  Maybe something like – I guess he’s who the Church says he is!
You see, I knew what other people said about Jesus.  But it really didn’t matter what my parents, or my grandparents, or the preacher, or all the others in our congregation at Good Shepherd Methodist Church said about Jesus – about who he was!  What mattered then, and what matters now, is who do I say Jesus is!! 

It may very well be that most of the disciples were still trying to figure out just who Jesus was!  After all, he didn’t fit the mold of the Messiah they’d been taught about – the one who was to come into the world – taking authority over their oppressors, and bringing with him all the forces necessary to relieve them from bondage, set them free, and restore them to their rightful place.  He taught them about a different kind of Kingdom, and of a new way to live in a relationship with God as their Father, and with others as their brothers and sisters.  He even went so far as to teach them that they should love their enemies!!

Jesus knew, though, that these guys had to come to a point where they made up their minds about him.  Was he, to them, no more than just who the crowds said he was?  Or was he much more – so much more that only their act of “stepping out in faith” could reveal to them?!
Peter, in his characteristic fashion, is the one to answer Jesus’ question – “Who do you say that I am?” … “The Messiah of God!”  Peter, the same man who would go on to deny Jesus – not once, not twice – but three times!!

I’m reminded here of the movie called “The Bucket List,” with Morgan Freeman and Jack Nicholson.  There’s a point in the film when these two guys, who have both been diagnosed with terminal cancer – a point where the issue of faith comes up.  Jack tells his friend Morgan (not their stage names) that he doesn’t really believe all that stuff about God & heaven.  But he adds that if, however, it does turn out to be real – then he wins anyway!  And then Morgan says, in response to Jack, “I don’t really think that’s the way it works!”

In my life, my profession of Jesus was did not remain with just who my parents or grandparents said he was!  Not because of whom the preacher, or even the Church said he was!  I had to reach the point that I believed that he was the Messiah – the Christ of God – because I responded to the nudge of the Holy Spirit, and because I stepped out in faith – knowing somehow, deep down in my “knower,” that he had to be more than just a great man, a prophet, a teacher or morality and ethics – or even one who showed us the best way to live a good life!!

I had to come to terms with the cross of Christ!  I had to look at that cross as no longer just a symbol of the Church – like those symbols used to identify other religions!  I had to look at the cross as the place where the Messiah – the Christ of God – gave his life for my sins, and for the sins of the world!!  I had to look at the cross as the instrument of death upon which Jesus died, in order to determine my place in eternity!!  I, personally, had to say who Jesus was (and is) to me – The Messiah, the Christ – the Son of the Living God!!!

And now we come to the next part of our lesson today – the part where “the rubber meets the road!”  The part when Jesus says, “If any want to become my followers (my disciples), let them deny themselves, and take up their cross daily, and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who (are willing to) lose their life, for my sake, will save it.”
Now, why couldn’t Jesus just have left off with the part about who do we say he is, and not gone on to messing with the rest of our lives!  I mean, take up our crosses daily, and give up everything – even for his sake – that’s a lot to ask!!  

Yes – it is a lot to ask!  But the real question here is – do you and I just want to pay Jesus “lip service” – or are we truly serious about living as a servant and a disciple of the King of kings and Lord of lords?!  Because what Jesus calls us to here is not just a part-time job, or a “when-we-feel-like-it” thing!  It’s a 24/7 commitment!!  It’s not just Sundays, or even Wednesday evenings, as well!  It’s a total way of life!

How many of you have ever seen the TV show, “The Biggest Loser?”  If you have, then you know how Jillian and Bob continually drive home with the Biggest Loser participants that what they are committing to isn’t just what happens during their time at the ranch!  They must agree to commit to a lifestyle change … for the rest of their lives!!

You see, once you and I come to Jesus Christ, believing that he is truly the Messiah – the Christ – of God, we no longer have claim on ourselves – we belong to him!  We have been bought with a price – and that price is Jesus’ blood … his life!!  And you and I are no longer free to “do our own thing” … we receive our “marching orders” from the King of kings and Lord of lords – from the Son of the Living God!!
I can’t tell you just exactly what the “shape” of taking up your cross daily, and losing your life for the sake of Jesus Christ will look like.  But I can tell you that as you seek to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit – you’ll be shown the way he calls you to live this out!  And friends, as you probably already know, it won’t always be easy!!
I’m reminded here of the words of John the Baptist, when his followers came to him, letting him know of their concern that Jesus and his disciples were baptizing more folks at that point than they were.  They might have thought John would be angry, and that he’d say something like, “Well, we’ll just have to do something about that!”  But he didn’t – did he?  His response to them was, “He must increase, and I must decrease!” (Repeat)

I believe this is how you and I die to self, and become alive for Christ’s sake, and for the sake of his Kingdom!  Living into the reality of John’s words – “He must increase, and we – you and I – must decrease!”  I need to be willing to wake up each day, and ask God, before I do anything else – what His will for my life is that day.  And then I need to be willing to set aside any agenda, schedule, plans, or even dreams of my own that I may have – in order to follow His leading.  Even if it involves my stepping out of my comfort zone!  Even if it involves sacrifice in some way!  Even if it “messes up” my plans!

The Messiah – the Christ – of God, gave up everything for you and me – that he might secure for us an eternal future.  Is it too much for him to ask that we give ourselves, and our lives completely to him?  To take up our crosses, and to lose our lives – to fuse our lives – into his life?  To allow him, each day, to increase, as we decrease?
Who do I – who do you – say that Jesus is?  Amen!!
