
WANTED: FOLLOWERS, NOT ADMIRERS

Mark 8:27-38
THE GOSPEL STORY

I can imagine a church meeting there in Rome in the sixties (Do you remember the sixties?). No, I’m talking  about thirty years after Jesus' death and resurrection.  "Mark, tell us how that thing called a ‘Gospel’ is coming along. What are you saying?"


And Mark begins to read, "The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God."


"Yahoo! That's the way to tell them. Begin with Jesus. We know Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God!"


"I tell a lot of stories about Jesus' early ministry there on the north side of the sea of Galilee," Mark says. "Demons recognize who Jesus is but the religious leaders do not think he is of God."


"That's right, Mark. Those old religious leaders in Judea just wanted someone to say that they were righteous and God's chosen. Wow, did Jesus tell them off! They didn't understand Jesus because they couldn't see who Jesus was--the Christ, the Son of God."


"Well, I tell a lot of stories about Jesus," Mark continues, "and then I come to the big moment in Jesus' ministry. It's the turning point--the end of the Galilean spring and the beginning of the Jerusalem winter. Jesus sets his course to go to Jerusalem, and you could feel the chill in the air."


"Good, good. That's what happened, Mark."


"I hear that it happened in Caesarea Philippi, a place dedicated to Caesar as god. Jesus asked, 'Who do people say that I am?' Some said John the Baptist, others said Elijah or one of the other prophets. Then Jesus looked straight at them and emphasized the you: ‘But who do you say that I am?'

"All twelve starting looking down at their sandals, like students who hope and pray that the teacher won't call on them. It was Peter, as always, who spoke first--'You are the Messiah--the Christ.'"

Someone in the First Church of Rome stands up and says, "Correct! Ding-ding-ding! Peter won the prize, didn't he?"


"No," Mark says, "Peter didn't win the prize. Jesus said, 'Don't you tell a living soul.' Then Jesus told them that he was going to Jerusalem (on a clear day from on top of Mount Hermon there you could look over Galilee and see Jerusalem far in the distance). Jesus said he was going to Jerusalem and that he would suffer and be killed. Peter threw up his hands and said, 'Now wait a minute there Rabbi Jesus! There's no way in . . . .' But Jesus stopped him, looked at all twelve of the disciples, and said, "Get behind me, you Satan! You've got it all wrong."


"Hey, wait a minute there Mark! That's not right. Peter is the major disciple. Peter was there from the beginning of Jesus' ministry. Peter is the leader of our church here in Rome. You weren't one of the twelve disciples, Mark. You weren't even there! You don't know what you're talking about! We had better find someone else to write Jesus' story!"


And suddenly, from the back of the room, comes a word, "Quiet!" It was Simon, the big fisherman, Andrew's brother, the one Jesus had given the nickname, "Rock."


"Quiet!" he said. "Yes, Mark was not there, but everything he says is true. I was there, and furthermore, I told Mark exactly what happened and he has written it down just as I told him."


"But Peter, you are the example of faith. You are our rock. You are this church's rock. Our faith is built on you and on your faith! Tell us that it isn't so!"


"It is so. Mark has said from the beginning of his gospel that Jesus is the Messiah and is God's Son, but I didn't know it for a long time--about three years. The demons knew it before I did. I didn't know, and neither did the other eleven. We were all in the dark, even though Jesus kept trying to show us who he was.


"I told Mark that we didn't understand until much later," Peter confessed. "As a matter of fact, I remember that Jesus told us three times--'I will go to Jerusalem and will suffer and die there,' and we didn't understand it any of those times. And each time, Jesus reprimanded us and then taught us about what it means to be a disciple. But we didn't get it until we saw him carry that cross and die on that cross he had to bear.


"What kind of example of a faithful disciple do you want?" Peter asked the church that day. "If you want someone who always says the right words, always understands who Jesus is, always obeys the Master, always is ready and willing to take up a cross and follow Jesus, then I am not the one for you. If, however, you don't know much about Jesus or about yourself, if you are very reluctant to take on any suffering, if you don't know of anyone better than Jesus to follow, then I will be a faithful disciple with you and we will both walk behind Jesus--reluctantly, nervously, but one step at a time."


A hush fell over the church in Rome that day. Finally, someone--an elder of the church, I believe--stood up and said, "Mark, you keep writing that Gospel of yours, for it is not only your story, but it seems to be our story as well.”

NO ADMIRERS

Jesus asks today, “But who do you say that I am?” Mark shows us who Jesus is even when the disciples do not get it. Jesus of Nazareth knew perfectly well that his whole life on earth, from beginning to end, was calculated to call followers and calculated to make admirers impossible. Jesus did not seek admirers then and does not seek them now. A Christian philosopher--Soren Kierkegaard of Denmark--wrote in 1851: “A follower is or strives to be what she/he admires; but an admirer holds herself/himself personally aloof, consciously or unconsciously, and does not discern that the object of admiration makes a claim upon her/him to be or to strive to be the thing admired.”1 An admirer, holds him/herself aloof and does try to follow the person admired.

One hundred and fifty-five years ago, Kierkegaard saw in the churches in his day the same tendency that is still prevalent in the church in the twenty-first century. The message of the church often is reduced to a call for admirers of Jesus--those who wish to admire Jesus from afar and to say nice things about Jesus their hero. 


Who do you say that Jesus is? Well, we can make comparisons, do extensive research, provide literary parallels and report back to the Master Teacher, “Some say you are like John the Baptist. Some say you are like Elijah. Some say you are a prophet.” 
“But who do you say that I am?” Jesus asks us.


And when we say “You are the Messiah,” Jesus commands, “Get behind me!” And that is what a disciple of Jesus is--not an admirer from afar but a follower who walks behind Jesus day by day. 


So if you are thinking about faithful discipleship, don't think about a list of fundamental beliefs that you have memorized or that are listed on a sheet of paper for you to sign on the dotted line. Don’t say a number of adjectives or nouns to describe Jesus your master teacher.  Don't think about discipleship as memorizing a whole string of Bible verses. Think about discipleship as a journey--a journey with Jesus. Each of us is busy tagging along behind Jesus, being surprised by Jesus, trying to figure out what he said at the last stop, being amazed at the places that he leads us on this adventure. If Jesus makes no claim on your life, if Jesus is some historical figure of the past, if Jesus is just a good man to you, then you are an admirer of Jesus, not a follower. You may know a lot about Jesus, but you don’t know Jesus.

 
We think following Jesus is like taking a $1,000 bill and laying it on the table in a blaze of glory and saying, "Here's my life, Lord. I'm giving it all." But the reality of discipleship is that Jesus sends us to the bank and has us cash in the $1,000 bill for quarters so that we go through life putting out 25 cents here and 50 cents there in little acts of love each day of our lives. 2

Jesus does not want admirers; he only wants followers. Disciples get right behind this Jesus and give up their lives for his sake. It's easier to be an admirer of Jesus; it's harder to live the Christian life little by little, a quarter at a time. 
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