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"To Be Christ's Disciple"

"Do you promise by the grace of God, to be Christ's disciple,
to follow in the way of our Savior,

to resist oppression and evil,
to show love and justice,

and to witness to the work and word of Jesus Christ 
as best as you are able?

This is the fourth of the baptismal questions that we are examining during this Lenten
season.  The beginning of the question is significant.  "Do you promise by the grace of God, to
be Christ's disciple?"  "… by the grace of God to be Christ's disciple?"  

Do we understand, that we do not become a disciple of Christ, solely on our own powers,
by our own means, by our own gumption?  As Christians, we should have an understanding that
there is a power at work within us, that is not solely of our own making.  That this thing that we
call the "grace of God", is that sense, that understanding and belief that we are already loved and
accepted, already held within the embrace of an all-loving Spirit, and that it is, and always has
been, inviting us, calling us, drawing us in, to an intimate relationship with it, and ultimately
with all of creation.  And hence, what we do in baptism, is respond.  We make a public and
personal response to that invitation from God.  God initiates, and we respond.  Love calls out to
us, and we have the opportunity to answer and to commit ourselves to living in that Love.

 So, our question for today, tells us that our decision to become a disciple of Christ, is a
response to the invitation of God, an invitation that goes out to all humanity, to each and every
one of us, at every point in our lives, no matter who we are or where we are on life's journey.  

The parable that Jesus tells in Luke's gospel, often named the Parable of the Prodigal
Son, or the Parable of the Loving Father, is an amazing story that says so much of what it means
to be a disciple of Christ.  In the 1977 movie, directed by Franco Zeffirelli, "Jesus of Nazareth"
(I love some of the old "Jesus" movies!), the portrayal of Jesus' telling of this story is incredibly
moving to me.  In the movie, Jesus has come to be the guest of his new, albeit reluctant follower
Simon Peter.  While there, the local tax collector, Levi, also known as Matthew, drops in.  We
have already heard Peter's feelings toward this one he thinks of as a traitor of the Jewish faith
and nation, this "sinner" and it is clear there is nothing short of hatred and animosity between the
two.  And when he enters Peter's home, uninvited, to let Peter know that he will soon be back to
collect the back taxes Peter owes, which he is now able to pay, due to a recent enormous catch of
fish, Peter angrily approaches him, to throw him out.  Before he does that however, Jesus
intercedes, eventually asking where Matthew lives, and then tells him he intends to eat with him
that evening.  This is a surprise to both Matthew, who is, on the one hand honored at the idea of
Jesus wanting to come to his home, but on the other, questioning the motive of this preacher; and
to Peter and the other disciples, who cannot fathom why this religious man would choose to
desecrate himself by taking up company with such a foul and sinful person such as this tax
collector.



So Jesus goes to the home of Matthew, where we see many other people of questionable
lifestyles.  His disciples stand outside the door, watching but not willing to enter such a place. 
When Peter arrives, to also look in, Jesus tells this story.  A story of a son who goes off and
wastes his father's wealth on lavish and indecent living, until he loses it all and becomes
destitute, and then comes to "his senses" and determines to return to his father, not as a worthy
"son" but as a servant.  And here, we see in the eyes of Matthew and others there, a look of
wondering if Jesus' intent is that they are that son.  

Then comes the part where the father, seeing the son a long way off, runs to greet him,
puts his arms around and embraces him, calls the servants to clothe him and to prepare a feast! 
"For this son of mine who was dead, is alive again!"  And then Jesus continues, for the story is
not over yet.  He tells of the elder brother, who was out in the fields working, and hears the noise
of a party beginning, and comes in to find out what is going on.  Of course, as Jesus tells this
part of the story, his eyes meet those of Peter.  And as he brings the story to its conclusion, one
that does not tell us what eventually happens between the brothers, Jesus stands as the father
between the two sons, holding the arm of Matthew, with an outstretched arm to Peter, as they
come together and embrace, letting go of the anger, the hatred, the mistrust that had so long
divided them.  I love that scene.

We might see that this story tells us something of what it means to be a disciple of Christ. 
That one must be willing to turn to a new way of being, to admit that separating ourselves from
God, from the "father", from our true home, is not helpful for us, but that we should return, seek
out our relationship to God, to repent, as Jesus would say, and to know that ours is a God who is
waiting for us, anticipating and watching for our return, not to make us a servant, but to accept
us back again as a beloved child!  That we are to trust in the love of God as that which will
always be there for us.  

But also, that being a disciple of Christ, is to be willing to accept the other who has gone
astray, who seeks to be brought back into the family.  Being a disciple of Christ is to be willing
to acknowledge that other's place alongside yourself as a beloved child of God, to be willing to
reconcile with others, even those we might feel anger or hatred for, those we have felt alienated
and separated from, and to love, as Jesus said, even those who persecute us.

Paul in his letter to the Corinthian church, stresses this idea of reconciliation.  That we
are to see one another through new eyes, or in a new way, as new creations in Christ, or as new
beings born out of the love of God.  But not only that, but that we are to be, as he says,
"ambassadors for Christ", engaged in the "ministry of reconciliation."  

What that says to me, is that to be a disciple of Christ, we are to be about the work of
bringing people together.  That in our world and our time, where there is so much divisiveness,
where people seem so easily polarized, and separated by any differences of opinion, any
attachments to one thing or another that are different from our own, separated by any
characteristics that make us unique and distinctive.  In these days, we are called to be about
bringing people together, being ambassadors of reconciliation, of unity, of finding common
ground.  

We are called to be the ones who look at those that we disagree with, and see a beloved
child of God.  We are the ones who must see in the differences that we have, possibilities for



greater good, new and transforming gifts for overcoming the obstacles and accomplishing the
goals before us.  We are the ones, who upon seeing the distrust, the hostility and the anger
between people, must seek to find ways of reconnecting, pathways to forgiveness, opportunities
for reconciliation.  

In this season of political divisiveness and social discord, and in this season of Lent, as
we remember the vows of our baptism, may we think again about what it means to be disciples
of Christ, and recommit ourselves to the work of reconciliation, of bringing people together, so
that we might fulfill the motto of the United Church of Christ, and Jesus' prayer, "That they may
all be one."  Amen.

I ask you now to consider this restating of the baptismal question.
Pouring of the water:  Are we willing, as we strive to be disciples of Christ, to commit
ourselves to the work and ministry of reconciliation in our world and among all people and
nations, that all may know the love and forgiveness, the compassion and acceptance of our God? 
And are we willing to strive for equality and equity among all people, overcoming division and
oppression, and seeking to bring harmony and unity among humanity and all of creation, to the
greatest of our abilities and with the help of God?
If so, please say, "Yes, I am willing, with the help of God."


