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What If Jesus Wanted To Be Followed More Than Worshiped?

Mark 10:17-22

Sunday, January 23, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

We are in week two of our “What If” sermon series. We are allowing ourselves a little space and time to ask ourselves some questions that quite honestly are on each of our hearts from time to time. The series is also an appeal to ask the questions. Our faith should not be afraid of conversation and debate that might push us out of our comfort zone a bit. On the contrary, while our faith should be comforting, I’m not sure it should necessarily be comfortable. I think part of Jesus’ teaching is to help us live with the mystery that we confront in life, not with black and white answers, but with a heart that allows God to be bigger than our intellect and imagination.

Let us pray…
So this morning we ask ourselves, “What if Jesus wanted to be followed more than worshipped?” It’s sort of a loaded question. It assumes that Christians and the Church act one way and should perhaps consider a different response to the life and teachings of Jesus Christ. Nothing, of course is that one-sided and clear cut, but we arbitrarily make it so for the sake of the discussion.

But here is where the concern comes from. Often we are confronted by Christian dogma in such a way that we are led to believe that “right thinking” about God and Jesus is the only thing that matters, and that the relational and ethical behavior that Jesus taught and demonstrated in his life become of secondary importance at best. And so, often we get these high profile people who can articulate and persuade to a “correct” understanding of God, but all of a sudden their lives are exposed and we see that their “right-thinking” did not save them from some pretty inappropriate behavior.
But it’s as if it doesn’t matter because, as the story is told, if you believe in this certain way, you will be saved. And so the world has witnessed a lot of horrible things in the name of Christianity, because we have right belief, which seems to minimize ethical behavior. And, of course, that is not just a Christian dilemma, but we are Christians, and so it is our dilemma.
And even within Christianity we have all these denominations because even though we all believe that God uniquely worked through Jesus Christ that we might experience abundant life and eternal life, we get so particular about believing certain things about Christ that we refuse to commune together. Maybe it is part of our ill-begotten humanity that we are unable to disagree with someone and love them at the same time – that we can share in the grace of God without having to share a common understanding of how that grace works.

I blame Constantine. It is a whole lot easier than blaming myself. You remember that Constantine became the Roman Emperor in 312 AD when he defeated Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge outside of Rome. Now Constantine was a believer in the Roman god, Sol. But as the story goes, on the night before the battle, he had a vision of the cross in the sky with the words “In This Sign Conquer.” He defeated Maxentius and replaced the Golden Eagle on the shields of his entire army with that of the cross.

At the time, Rome was a divided Empire. Constantine was the emperor of the west, but Licinius was emperor in the east. It wasn’t long before Constantine defeated Licinius and became emperor of the entire Roman Empire. With it he ushered in religious tolerance and for the first time in history, Christianity was not a persecuted religion.

On the contrary, although Constantine really never converted to Christianity until his deathbed, Christianity soon became the dominant and then official religion of the Roman Empire.
Now Constantine was no fool. He had his own experience, and he saw how powerful religion can be in a community and the ever growing influence of Christianity. Even in the fourth century many turned to their local bishops as leaders in the community. But there were also some issues being raised in the church as to the nature of Jesus Christ that was disrupting the harmony that Constantine needed if he were going to maintain the continuity of his empire.

Now raucous debates were not an uncommon thing in the Christian community the first couple of centuries. This young religion that had this powerful experience and a powerful message was trying to sort out what it all might mean, especially now that we are 300 plus years since the time of Christ. 
One particular debate that was beginning to ripple through the empire was that between Athanasius and Arius, or at least those were the main characters in the debate, which history has come to know as the Arian Controversy. It was about the nature of the Son. Arius argued that if the Father begat the Son, he that was begotten had a beginning of existence: and from this it is evident, that there was a time when the Son was not. Athanasius argued that the Son was co-eternal with the Father and therefore equal to God.

Constantine gathered the bishops from around the empire to settle this debate once and for all so that it would not be a divisive issue in his empire. So in 325 AD the bishops from around the empire gathered in Nicea, now known as the First Ecumenical Council, to decide the nature of the Son. And as all eternal truth is decided, the vast majority of the bishops voted that the Father and the Son were homoousios, of the same substance. The Son was not begotten. The Son was equal to. Those bishops who disagreed, of course, were excommunicated and Constantine had his unity, sort of. The fourth century of Christendom is a fascinating time in our Christian history. It forged what has become known as Christian orthodoxy, or “right belief.” Constantine was able to use the church to homogenize his empire.
The outcome of homoousios becoming the official stance of the Christian Church is the language we use to understand the person of Jesus the Christ. Of the same substance, Jesus is God. Jesus is divine. Not a new understanding, but one that became codified. But if there is a negative to that, here is what I think it is. If Jesus is divine, if Jesus is God, that is at such an infinitely different level than what I am working on, that I cannot be expected to be like Jesus. I cannot follow Jesus. I am left, as a response, only to worship him. But I think he wants more than that from us.
Now to be fair, the early church fought just as valiantly to maintain the humanity of Jesus. There were other sects like Gnosticism and Docetism that would have liked to have led the church to believe that Jesus just pretended to be human. That he really didn’t feel any of the angst and pains of humanity. And his crucifixion wasn’t real because he couldn’t be killed as God. It was all a ruse. That also is not acceptable to an orthodox understanding of our faith.
So we have inherited this understanding that Jesus is both human and divine, which is a hard concept to keep in tension. We usually slide one way or another. If we slide all the way to the end where Jesus is God, then it is hard to follow him, because I cannot be like God. If we slide all the way to the end where Jesus is human, then one has to wonder why follow him at all.

Fortunately astrophysicists come to our rescue once again. Last week when we were quoting Stephen Hawking and other astrophysicists who try to make the case that we don’t need a God for the creation of the universe, there was another astrophysicist speaking on Krista Tippet’s show “Being” on NPR. His name is John Polkinghorne who was a colleague with Hawking at Cambridge. The unique thing about Polkinghorne is that he is also a clergy person. He has his masters of divinity.
He was talking about all the wonderful mysteries of astrophysics. He was talking about the unique character of light. In the 19th century it was very clear that light behaved as waves. In the early 20th century Max Plank and Albert Einstein showed how light had the characteristics of particles. This was a crisis in the scientific world. How do you hold together these two very different understandings of matter and energy?
Twenty five years later comes something called Quantum Field Theory. Fields are spread out so that you can have this floppy, wave-like property. But when you bring in quantum theory things come in packets, and little packets look like particles. So every time you asked of light a particle type question, it behaves like particles. And whenever you asked of light a wave type question, it behaves like waves.
Polkinghorne commented that people had to cling on to both sides of the equation until they could reconcile it. We don’t make progress by chopping experience down to fit our theories. We have to deal with the world as it is to modify our understanding of the world. And he likens that to our understanding of Jesus Christ.
Jesus Christ is a human being, but we in some real sense talk about him with divine language as well. It is the same sort of dilemma of light, and we are not quite as clever theologically at providing the precise answer to that, but again we don’t make progress by denying our experience.

By now you should be wondering where I am going with all this. Well, there are people who will tell you that there are certain things you have to believe, there is a right knowledge you have to have about God and Jesus if you want to experience abundant and eternal life. Sometimes I’m that person, getting to monologue at you week after week. But what I would like to stress today is that it doesn’t matter so much whether you believe Jesus to be divine, or Jesus as human, or whether you can hold those two in tension. It doesn’t matter so much how right your knowledge is, it’s what you do with the knowledge and experience you do have.
Our Scripture lesson from Mark is the perfect example. Jesus is confronted by a young person who seems to be desperately looking for a sense of peace and purpose. Jesus has been teaching and preaching around the area. Perhaps this young person has heard him and seeks after him for advice. And maybe to ingratiate himself, he makes salutation by saying “Good Teacher.” Jesus responds by saying, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.” 

The young man asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said, “You know the commandments,” and then he rattles off many of the Ten commandments. And the young man said, “Yes, and I have observed them all my life. Jesus said, “Well, there is one thing you lack. Sell all you have, give it to the poor, and follow me.” It’s almost as if Jesus is saying, if you are looking for a place to start, start with the Ten Commandments. But if you are seeking the kind of peace that I can give, then come, live as I live – follow me.
Rob Bell does a great job in his book Velvet Elvis describing what it meant to be asked by a rabbi to follow him. It meant that the prospective disciple who was 14 or 15 was a top student, best of the best, and would apply to become a disciple of a rabbi. If chosen, the disciple was determined to be worthy enough to take on the yoke, the message of the rabbi. 

It is likely that this was the educational process that Jesus went through, and it was at about the age of 30 when a disciple would become his own rabbi looking for his own disciples. That’s when we see Jesus walking the Sea of Galilee and calling to people like James and John and Philip. The only thing is these weren’t the best of the best from the formal educational system. These were pretty ordinary people Jesus was calling to himself.

So Jesus calls out to this young man, “If you are looking for peace and a sense of purpose, if you are looking for abundant life, and as you say, eternal life, then come, be my disciple, be like me and let me teach you. Sell what you have and give it to the poor and follow me.”
In my reading of it, it doesn’t seem as though Jesus is interested in being called “good” or “holy.” I don’t think Jesus is impressed with the kind of acclamation or praise we can heap upon him. Jesus wants us to follow him into the world with his teaching and ministry – healing the sick, attending the poor, providing compassion for the marginalized. I do think Jesus would rather be followed as opposed to worshipped, if by worship we mean throwing up empty words of adoration and require a narrow “right belief” system as to the nature of God.
But here’s the thing. I don’t think it needs to be a dichotomy. Following may be the truest form of worshipping. As important as it is to gather in fellowship, to sing hymns of praise, to pray together, to learn together, to do this thing we call worship, real worship doesn’t begin until you step outside those doors and become and hands and feet of Christ for the rest of the world. That’s worship!
“Come and follow me,” Jesus says. Or as one of the earliest sages of the Mishnah, Yose ben Yoezer, would say: “Cover yourself with the dust of your rabbi’s feet.” May you become dirty with the ministry of Jesus Christ.
I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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