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                                        Text: Luke 12:49-56

In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus is asking his disciples for more than just a casual relationship – he’s asking them for a radical commitment!

Now, of course, the evangelist Luke records an event from the life and ministry of Jesus here involving his first century followers.  But what does it mean for one to be totally committed to Jesus today?  What does it mean to place more value on our relationship with him, than our family, our friends, or even our own life?  What does all this mean in the real world, where you and I live in the here and now?
What Jesus was calling his first disciples to – and what he is calling you and me to today – is a revolutionary and a radical Christianity … not just a kind of “watered down” version of religion!  And what we’re talking about here is a three-fold commitment – a commitment to Christ, a commitment to the Church, and a commitment to the mission of the Church.

There are some folks who only want to be committed to a personal relationship with Jesus.  Just “me and Jesus,” and that’s all that matters!  Now, don’t get me wrong!  This commitment to Christ is certainly where it all begins!!  But it shouldn’t be where it ends!!

I’ve shared this with you before.  But I had a boss one time, who professed to know Jesus as his Savior & his Lord, but who didn’t believe it was necessary for him to have anything to do with the Church.  In other words, he wasn’t into “organized religion,” so to speak.  And there are people who see this kind of commitment as sufficient to a life of faith.

There are others who just kind of “bypass” this personal commitment to Jesus, and get “caught up” in a commitment to the Church.  They talk about how important their “Church” is to them, often seeing it as an organization whose purpose is to meet their needs, and maybe a place to “plug into” socially.  And because such folks often view the “Church” in a self-serving sort of way, they often lose sight of the importance of a commitment to the larger mission of the Church – evangelism and outreach to those currently outside the walls of its fellowship.
However, being a true disciple involves not only being committed to a relationship with Jesus Christ, not only to the Church, but to the mission of the Church, as well!  The mission of the Church goes beyond the worship, the fellowship, and the pastoral needs of those whose names are on its membership role!  The mission of the Church is to make a difference – to be a transforming agent – in the community within which it’s located, in the nation, and in the world!
The mission of the Church is to draw others into the Kingdom, by introducing them to a new life in Jesus Christ.  The mission of the Church is to make believers into disciples.  And the mission of the Church is to respond to the needs in the world – both near and far away.

Jesus speaks of bringing division, rather than peace.  Some of us have been blessed to be a part of a family that is bound together, not only by their blood-relationship – but also by a shared faith in the Risen Lord!  And what a blessing this is!!  But there are others – and some of you here this morning may be among them – there are others whose relationships are strained at the least, or who may even have family who have “written you off” – because you’re just too “religious!!”

There are places in this world where Muslims have come to Christ.  And can you imagine the shunning, the challenges, and even the threats of death these folks face, because of their conversion, and their commitment to follow Christ, regardless of the consequences?!!

I remember a fellow priest who I used to serve with in the Episcopal Diocese of Florida – and this guy had become involved in Campus Crusade for Christ during college.  Not too unusual, we might say.  Only difference was – this man came from a Jewish family – who ended up “disowning him,” as a result of his embracing Jesus as the Messiah.  But, you see, his commitment to Christ meant more to him, as painful as the consequences were, than keeping “peace” with his family!

Jesus calls us to make him our number one loyalty, in spite of the consequences!  I know this lesson today is challenging, but he actually expects us to place our relationship with him ahead of our wives, our husbands our children, and yes, even our grandchildren … and any other relationships in this life!  Ahead of anyone, or anything else that competes for our loyalty and devotion to him!!
But, you know, the great thing about it is that when Jesus is truly number one in our life – it’s amazing how much better all of our other relationships are!  It’s just amazing!!

The great temptation is to settle for a watered-down, sugar-coated, sanitized Christianity that doesn’t really challenge us, or demand much of us!  The temptation is to let the cares, the riches, and the pleasures of this life take precedence over our commitment to Jesus Christ … along with the security of family, friends, homes, and all the other things that we find comfortable and familiar, and that we could never imagine putting on the back burner!!
I remember when Terry and I first came to Christ, there were friendships – some of which had been longstanding and close - that we lost.  Not because we told these folks we didn’t want to be friends anymore – but because they were no longer “comfortable” having us around, and in their lives!  Can you imagine that!!
However, what we discovered was a fellowship and kinship with our new brothers and sisters in Christ that we’d never imagined possible!  I had a seminary professor once who made the statement that “water is thicker than blood.”  And what he meant by this is that the waters of baptism that bind us together as “family” in Christ - create an even closer and stronger bond than that which we experience with our natural families (unless, of course, we share that common faith-bond with them, as well!).

Without a radical commitment to Christ, to the Church, and to the mission of the Church – the result is nothing more than a watered-down, comfortable, complacent, “couch potato” kind of Christianity (if we can even call it that!), which lacks any sort of transforming power, and which is certainly no threat to the Enemy!!   
The Bible tells us that our God is a jealous God.  “You shall not make for yourself an idol … you shall not bow down to them and worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God …”  God makes it abundantly clear that He won’t settle for anything less than that number one place and priority in our lives!  He doesn’t want us to let anyone, or anything come before him!
Growing into a strong and mature disciple involves struggle, sacrifice, re-adjustment and re-focusing of our priorities, and moving out of our comfort zones!  I don’t know about you, but I kind of like my “comfort zone!”  And without the prodding, the empowering, and the equipping of the Holy Spirit – I don’t have the wherewithal – in and of myself – to move out of that place that feels so safe and familiar!!

You see, when our relationship with Jesus Christ degenerates into a “hobby” – so to speak – which we choose to pursue only when we’re in a “spiritual mood” - as opposed to a 24/7 priority in our lives … you and I have totally missed the point, and we’ve lost sight of that “eternal perspective.”  When this happens, as they used to say, we’re not worth a “plug nickel,” for Christ’s sake!!

Where am I today, and where are you – in our commitment to Christ, to his Church, and to the mission of his Church?  Is there anyone, or anything that I’ve allowed to take precedence over my commitment to my Lord?

Has my relationship with Christ become more of what might best be described as a “hobby?”  Have I gotten to the point where I only consider my relationship with Jesus when I’m in the mood, or when it’s convenient, and doesn’t get in the way of other relationships or things I have planned?

The bottom-line is – am I ready, today, to re-commit, to re-focus, and to re-prioritize my life – so I can truly be effective and faithful as a disciple … as a transforming agent for the sake of the Kingdom of God?

Just a short while from now, we’ll be welcoming little Addison Denise Kirkland into the Body of Christ through the Sacrament of Baptism.  And I invite you to pray with me that God will light a fire in her precious little heart this morning!  A Holy Spirit fire of the love of God in Christ, and a commitment to live with Him as a priority in her life – as an example, and as a witness to the transforming power of His love and grace!

May this morning be a “new beginning” for Addison, and for each and every one of us, for Christ’s sake, and for our commitment – as a priority - to him, to his Church, and to the mission of that Church.  Amen!!
