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“Will you also leave?”
(A sermon on Intentional Discipling)
Dr. Jeff Stiggins

John 6 tells the story of the feeding of the 5,000 in which a little boy offers up to Jesus his 5 barley loaves and two fishes, and Jesus feeds the multitude of people gathered on the northeastern side of the Sea of Galilee to hear him teach.  Many of the people had seen or heard of Jesus’ healings and wanted to hear what he had to say.  Now it was night; they were hungry and Jesus fed them.
During the night, Jesus and the disciples cross over to the other side of the lake to Capernaum.  The disciples took a boat; Jesus walked on water.  The next morning, when the crowds see that he has gone, they follow him around the lake.  When they find Jesus in Capernaum, he says to them, essentially, ‘You are not looking for me because you saw God at work in what I do and say; you are just looking to fill your stomachs again for free.’  

And then Jesus begins to teach them about discipleship. 
· This is what my Father wants: that anyone who sees the Son and trusts who he is and what he does and then aligns with him will enter real life, eternal life.  My part is to put them on their feet alive and whole at the completion of time. 

· I am the Bread of Life. Your ancestors ate the manna bread in the desert and died.  My flesh is real food.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”
· Don’t be caught up like the Greeks in wondering how you could eat Jesus’ flesh.  The Jews knew that this was a metaphor for becoming like Jesus, learning what he knew, living like he lived, doing what he did. 

· Many of the people that had been following them began to grumble and murmur:  “This is a tough teaching – too tough to swallow.”  And a lot of them began to turn away from following Jesus and to go home.
· Because so many people were leaving, Jesus turned to his disciples and said, “Do you also want to leave?”

· Peter replied on behalf of the disciples: “Master, to whom would we go?  You have the words of real life, eternal life.  We’ve already committed ourselves, confident that you are the Holy One of God.”  

Still today when Jesus is heard – really heard -- his word separates those who are casual followers and those who are committed followers. Casual followers see Jesus as an add-on: something extra that doesn’t really impact how they prioritize and live out other areas in their lives, but comfortably rounds out life out for them.  Committed followers, however, have signed up to allow Jesus to be the leader of all aspects of their lives;  they are still figuring out what really following Jesus may mean, but they are clear that whatever it takes, that’s what they are going to do.  And it is the role of a congregation’s Intentional Discipling ministry to help people take the journey from being a casual follower to being a committed follower.  But I am getting ahead of myself.  
Gallup did a survey in which they asked people if they felt like they needed to grow spiritually.  About 12 years ago when they first asked this, less than 25% of people in America responded that they believed they needed to grow spiritually.  When Gallup asked this same question recently, almost 80% of people said that they felt the need to grow spiritually.  That’s an amazing shift in perspective.  People today sense the need for spiritual grounding in their lives.  There is a hunger for spiritual deep connection.  This means that we in the church have an incredible evangelistic opportunity.  
However – and this is a big however – most people and even many pastors, according to George Barna’s polls, really don’t know how to describe or define what it means to be a spiritually mature follower of Jesus Christ.  In fact, most people describe it in terms of going to church and being a good person – even while sensing that it must mean something more than just living what is considered a moral life and being a member in good standing of a congregation – because they are already doing that!  

In his blog article last week, Bishop Will Willimon wrote that the central challenge faced by many congregations today is to shift from a culture of membership to a culture of discipleship.  As I read this, it occurred to me that he is talking about the same distinction we made earlier and that Jesus’ own teachings seem to make between casual followers and committed followers.  

The culture of membership is like joining a health or country club.  You pay your dues and then you are entitled to certain service from the staff and the use of the facilities and equipment.  Members often see themselves as consumers – like patrons of a restaurant or clients of an interior decorator or customers of a grocery store.  Everything is decided in terms of meeting their needs, helping them feel comfortable and fulfilled.  The problem, writes Willimon, is that Jesus didn’t tell the disciples – or us – in Matthew 28:19-20 to “Go therefore, and make more members or more customers.”  What Jesus did say in the Great Commission is this: 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”  
The church’s mission  – according to Jesus – is to cultivate people’s obedient discipleship . . . and that involves learning to obey everything that he has commanded.  This is what Jesus was asking people to do when they followed him around the lake after feeding them a free meal.  He was saying, take on my life.  Let me live in and through you, shaping all that you are and do as you are obedient to my teachings and my Spirit’s guidance.  Learn to live life God’s way.  
This is not about membership.  This is not something you can do casually, without breaking a sweat, just fitting it comfortably into your already full life.  This demands single-minded commitment and obedience; this demands transformation and self denial.  This demands learning to put Christ at the center of every dimension of our lives: our family, our work, our leisure, our finances, our attitudes, our thoughts and how we invest ourselves in making a contribution to God’s Kingdom.  

And people began to shake their heads and walk away.  And Jesus turns to his disciples and says, “Will you also leave?”  

One of the reasons we are talking about the practice of Intentional Discipling is so that we can actually see the difference between being casual, cultural Christians and being committed mature follower of Jesus Christ.  The truth is that we all begin following Jesus because initially we sense that he graciously feeds us in some way.  It may be forgiveness or piece of mind or assurance of the worth and purpose of your life.  The temptation is always to leave it comfortably at that.  Please hear me clearly: if you have been comfortable in your walk with Christ for very long, in your growth toward letting him be Lord of every area of your life, the chances are great that your spiritual growth has stalled out.  Because the Holy Spirit stirs up in us a holy disquiet that keeps us constantly reorienting different dimensions of our life towards him.  It isn’t that Jesus can’t accept you if you don’t keep growing spiritually.  Jesus accepts you as you are – knowing full well that you are a long way from being a mature and obedient follower.  Jesus won’t love you any more if you become a more mature and obedient follower.  But Jesus does love you too much to just let our life stay out of sinc with God’s ways.  And so the Holy Spirit constantly nudges us to keep growing.  Being a committed follower means listening to the Holy Spirit’s agitation.  
In the time that remains, I’d like to talk about the 5 practices of the Methodist Way as five core aspects of what it means to be a mature follower of Jesus Christ.  And I’d like to use a little card that was passed out as you came in.  This little card can help you remember the difference between being a member and being a disciple, between being a casual Christian and between being a committed Christian. 

On one side it reminds us that everything is because of God’s love for us.  All that we do is in response to the love God showed us in his son Jesus Christ.  And so we commit to being a follower of Jesus in three ways: 
· First we commit to being in community with other disciples.

· Second we commit to becoming increasing like Jesus 

· And Third, we commit to joining him on mission to a hurting world.  

There is really no way to be a maturing, obedient disciple of Jesus Christ without making these three commitments: to be part of a faith community, to seek to become more like Jesus and to join him in service to others.  

Learning to live out these commitments is what the 5 practices are all about.  So on the other side of the card are five questions, to help you keep growing in each of these essential areas of our discipleship.  The key is to keep hearing the Holy Spirit agitate you, to stir up your comfort in where you are spiritually and to nudge you gently on to greater maturity.  These five questions can help you be open to the Spirit’s agitating nudges.  You might even focus on one of these questions during your quiet time during the week, starting Monday with the Radical Hospitality question and concluding Friday with the Extravagant Generosity question.  

Let’s look at each of them briefly, acknowledging that more needs to be said about each. 

How do I open myself to God’s presence and offer up all my life as an act of worship?  You see, Passionate Worship isn’t just what happens on Sunday morning, it has to do with living all of your life in relationship with God.  It involves developing a regular quiet time each day in which you seek to hear God’s voice in Scripture and apply it to your life.  Romans 12:1-2 says, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is the good and acceptable and perfect.”  Living out Paul’s appeal is what passionate worship is really all about.  
How do I receive God’s welcome through my faith community and offer it to others in the world?  Jesus was clear that the quintessential mark of his followers is the love they have one for another – a love that then spills out into the world for others, as well.  We can’t call ourselves committed Christians if we are comfortable with gossiping or judging or grudge carrying or prejudice or pride or mean spiritedness towards other people.  These are things that Jesus would just never do – and they are something that we are called also to learn not to do.  Instead, Jesus said to forgive, to honor others, to place their concern at least on par with our own, to respond to their needs with compassion and sacrificial action.  

How do I invest my God-given, unique blessings serving others and God’s purposes?   If you are a baptized follower of Jesus Christ you are called to join him in ministry to others.  Too often casual Christians see ministry as the preacher’s responsibility or as the paid staff’s responsibility, and their responsibility is to be consumers of pastoral care.  Nothing could be farther from the truth of Scripture.  Scripture sees each of us as uniquely and wonderfully gifted for service to others.  Jesus invites us to join him in ministry to others using these gifts: our abilities, talents and opportunities.  Every person is called to be an instrument of God’s care to others.  That’s why we are focusing on salty service – on disciples making a salty difference in the world.  You can not be a mature follower of Jesus Christ if your life is consumed only with yourself, instead of becoming a blessing to others. 
How do I trust God’s sustaining “daily bread” and share generously, as the Spirit prompts?  The issue here is not about raising funds for the church.  Jesus talked more about our relationship to money and things than about any other topic other than the Kingdom of God.  More than about prayer or faith or even love.  “Where your treasure is, your heart will be also.”  That makes your treasure a spiritual matter.  How can we live our economic lives trusting in God’s sustaining care and generously responsive to people’s needs and God’s causes?  This is an essential arena for mature disciples to learn the joy of obedience.  And it is the church’s job, I believe, to help people learn the necessary skills so that their economic lives are not so upside down that they are actually unable to be extravagantly generous.  

I want to close with a word of hope and a challenge. 

The hope is this:  We have a God who loves us unconditionally.  More than that: God’s Spirit is a work in us to enable us follow Jesus’ example.  Discipleship isn’t a do-it-yourself proposition.  This isn’t about pulling yourself up with your own bootstraps.  Neither, is it something God does in us without our cooperation.  Jesus, who calls us to follow him, has great confidence that with our commitment and with the Spirit’s help, we can do exactly as he asks. 

And the challenge is this:  like the people in Capernaum that morning, we have heard Jesus’ teachings about what he hopes from his followers.  And now he asks, “Will you also leave?”  Are you a casual Christian or a committed Christian?  One way or the other, by our decision right now and our actions in the days ahead, we will either wander on off on our own way or like Peter say, “Master, to whom would we go?  You have the words of real life, eternal life.  We’ve already committed ourselves, confident that you are the Holy One of God.”  
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