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Christianity has not been tried and found wanting, it has been found difficult and not tried. 

—G. K. Chesterton 

 

Ancient Witness: Mark 1:14-20 

 

You’re probably not going to like this sermon.  And that’s O.K.  Expected, even. 

 

Like other roles and professions, my role is not to win a popularity contest.  Like coaches, teachers, 

therapists—the list goes on—sometimes a pastor says things you might not like or things you don’t want 

to hear.  In fact, I would not be doing my job if this was not the case! 

 

So here it is: The Jesus path is rigorous and requires discipline, practice and commitment.  And further, 

the church needs to reflect this and promote it.  If we really believe that the spiritual path of Jesus can be 

transformative, that it can lead to awareness, peace and wholeness, then we will not shy away from 

embracing it and promoting it to others. 

 

I’ve been here as your pastor for a year, now.  And so I’ve had some time to be with you and to get to 

know this congregation.  And so from my perspective as a religious professional, as a pastor, there are 

lots of things that are going well here: 

• a strong commitment to social justice 

• a dedication to a progressive theology 

• we are mostly on the same page 

• there aren’t divisions or factions 

• a pretty healthy place, emotionally 

 

But it I had to share my biggest concern, it is a lack of participation of a substantial number who are 

listed as members here.  And if our rolls honestly reflected the active membership of this church, the 

total number of members would be much smaller than we think. 

 

Again, the problem isn’t that we have a lot of people who participate who aren’t members, it’s that we 

have a lot of members who don’t participate.  I’m extremely pleased and grateful for all those who 

participate, member and non-member alike! 

 

If people don’t want to follow the Jesus path, that’s great.  There’s nothing wrong with that. There are 

many paths.  And God lavishes us with love no matter if we are on one or not. 

 

And if people want to participate and not make a commitment to be a member, that’s great, too! 

 

And if people are serious about following the Jesus path of spiritual discovery, that’s great, too!  My 

advice to any of these folks is to make a commitment to be a member of a congregation. 

 



 

 

But the problem is when someone has made a commitment to be an active member of a congregation but 

has not followed through.  Now I realize that I’m “preaching to the choir,” but sometimes that’s fine, 

because sometimes the choir has to get ready to preach, too.  And so the rest of us here need to be honest 

with our sisters and brothers, and encourage them to take a look at that.   Many of you know that I was a 

Presbyterian minister for about 20 years, and their Book of Order, which serves as the bylaws for all of 

their congregations, says it talks about accepting the privilege and responsibility of membership, and 

that 

 

Members shall regularly review and evaluate the integrity with they are involved in the ministry 

of the church and consider ways in which their participation in the worship and service of the 

church may be increased and made more meaningful.  The session (church board) shall review 

the roll of members at least annually, and shall counsel with those who have neglected the 

responsibilities of membership. 

 

It seems to me that every denomination affirms this, that it’s important to evaluate your participation and 

your connection to your congregation.  Because to be on the Christian path means that one is an active 

part of a congregation.  To be serious about being on the Jesus path, there’s something essential about 

being an active part of a congregation, according to our tradition.  Early on at the beginning of 

Christianity, these small groups formed.  And these small groups came together, broke bread together, 

studies together, worshiped together.  They shared all things in common and they worked for the 

common good together.   

 

And so, there’s a theological reason why membership is important, in the Christian tradition.  One of the 

ways that we talk about membership, is that we become part of the holy catholic (universal) church. The 

way that you are part of this large Christian communion is that you tie in through a real, flesh and blood 

community, a living and breathing congregation.  That is how it is made real.      

 

Sometimes we refer to this as the body of Christ.  If you are part of the Christian tradition, the Jesus 

path, you are part of the body of Christ.  This is a big responsibility!  For we, collectively, are called to 

be the presence of Christ in the world.  We are called corporately, together, to be the presence of Christ.   

 

And so, one of the ways that we express this in the church and live out this membership is through a 

covenant.  A covenant is like a promise; we make a promise before God, and God is a party to this 

promise.  So, for example, we refer to marriage as a covenant.  To become married in the Christian 

tradition we “enter the covenant of marriage.”  That is, the two partners, in the presence of The Sacred, 

in the presence of the Divine, make promises to each other.  They take vows, and they promise to be 

there for each other.  And they try to live up to those promises.  And if they fail and fall short, they 

forgive one another, and they ask forgiveness.  And that’s the same thing what’s going on with a 

congregation.  When you become a member of a congregation, you enter a covenant with that 

congregation.  And you take upon yourself responsibilities; you take upon yourself certain actions that 

you promise to do. 

 

And so, to be a member of a church is not based on even a faith statement in our tradition.  It is based on 

our promises to each other.  And the faith statements are all varied and different.  We are not united by 

our agreement; we are united by the promises that we make.  Particularly in the United Church of Christ, 

we are very diverse.  And so, we are held together by our promises that we make, our covenantal 

relationship.   

 



 

 

And so, in the Book of Worship of the United Church of Christ, there are some recommended questions 

when new members are received into a congregation.  They include, “Do you promise to participate in 

the life and mission of this family of God’s people, sharing regularly in the worship of God and enlisting 

in the work of this local church as it serves this community and the world?”   

 

And typically, with a covenant we make other promises such as to be mutually helpful to each other, to 

share in each other’s burdens and joys, to support the church community in its mission, to participate in 

worship, to contribute financially, to participate in the work of the church and to be stewards of the 

earth.  And so, membership is based on respect and support rather than total agreement and conformity.  

One can support a congregation even if one doesn't agree with everything about it.  Just like one can 

support another member even if that member’s beliefs are quite different from one’s own. 

 

And so today I want to talk a little about how commitment is an important part of the Christian spiritual 

path.  By the way, just about any spiritual tradition that you might choose, being committed is an 

important aspect.   

 

As the prophet said, “What does God require of you, O mortal but to do justice, love kindness and walk 

humbly with your God?”  This is a familiar passage to many of you, but we often overlook the first part 

of that question:  What does God require?  It would shock many of us to think that God would require 

anything.  But there are requirements; there are challenges.  I refer to that as commitment. 

 

In our story today, Jesus is casually strolling along the Sea of Galilee, just kind of meandering down the 

shoreline.  And he sees Simon and Andrew casting their nets into the sea, just like they had done 

hundreds of times before.  If we read into the story, the character is that it’s just an ordinary day, 

business as usual, along the Sea of Galilee.  And going on a little further—again, the impression is that 

these were informal meeting of chance, like bumping into someone at the supermarket—going a little 

further down the coast Jesus meets James and John, who were fixing their nets as they had done time 

after time.  This was their trade, and this day was the same as any other.  How would have they known?  

How could have they known this day was to be different? 

 

And often, this is how the spiritual call might come to us.  We might be on the phone with a client, in the 

car on the way to work.  And we have this feeling that something is pulling on us, a sense of urgency.   

 

And sometimes it looks crazy when we see the results.  Look at these four—Simon, Andrew, James and 

John.  They had good jobs, good livelihoods.  We do not have many details in our story, but maybe 

some of them had families and children to feed and support.  And along comes this stranger, this rabbi, 

this prophet, this social revolutionary, Jesus, and they leave their jobs and they follow him.  Now, let’s 

think about this.  Hold on a minute guys.  Are you sure you know what you’re doing?  I can hear their 

parents now: “What are you thinking? What about the business?  How are you going to live? How are 

you going to support your kids?”  One can imagine that more than a few eyebrows were raised when 

they left all that they had worked for to follow this man, Jesus.  They just dropped their nets and left.  

 

Part of the spiritual call has this dynamic in it: this dropping the nets, this radical call of commitment, of 

letting go of a lot of important things in our lives in order to pursue this over here.  To follow this path, 

if you want to follow this path, this Jesus path, it requires a commitment and effort.  

 

Now when a congregation has no expectations of its members, this is dangerous not just to the 

congregation as a whole, but it is also destructive, in my view, to the individual members.  In the 

language of popular psychology, congregations can become co-dependent.  In their striving to please, to 



 

 

appear nice, congregations fail to remind members of their individual responsibility and enable 

unfulfilled promises to go unquestioned.  This is not healthy for either the congregation or the 

individuals.   

 

There are a lot of people who are very talented in different fields in this congregation, and being good at 

anything—you might be a musician, a gymnast, a mathematician—requires commitment.  And it is not 

kind or helpful to say that commitment doesn’t matter!  If a coach or teacher or minister says this, that’s 

not nice; that’s malpractice!  So that’s an important part here. 

 

A number of years ago, there was a professor at Columbia Seminary in Atlanta, Ben Johnson, who asked 

the question, “How do we stop the exodus of people leaving the church (and the mainline church has 

been talking about this for years) out the back door in our churches today?”  The answer, he said, is by 

doing a better job at the front door when they come in, by not withholding the commitment that is 

required.  

 

Many churches, however, are doing the exact opposite.  By making membership easier and more 

“accessible,” they are really setting themselves us for this mass exodus out the back door. 

 

That great spiritual writer, Elizabeth O’Conner, wrote a classic book called, Call to Commitment.  She 

wrote,  

 

The refusal to grapple with the issue of entrance into the Christian Church is not tolerance; it is 

betrayal of the gospel which we preach.  No one claims that seeking to ensure integrity of 

membership is not fraught with danger and difficulty, but the answer does not lie in skirting the 

problem.  The profound meanings of membership need to be rethought. 

 

I think that she was on to something.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer referred to this as “cheap grace.”   

 

Cheap grace is grace without discipleship. 

Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again. 

It is costly because it costs one’s life, and  

it is grace because it gives one the only true life. 

 

And so I think there is a lot of truth to this, that we need to hold up for ourselves an understanding of 

commitment, and that membership can be part of that.  Part of becoming a member of a church means to 

be there and participate. And we want to have that among the folks who decide that is the path that they 

want to take.  If you don’t want to take that path, that’s OK, that’s fine, too.  But for those who do, here 

is a recipe for success.   

 

I once heard the church as being described as an inoculation for truth faith. And you know what an 

inoculation or vaccination is, don’t you?  It is when the doctor takes a weak strain of the virus and 

injects it into the patient.  And the body then builds up antibodies, so when the real virus comes along, 

the body resists it and is immune.   

 

And many churches can be so weak, so non-demanding, so indistinguishable from their environment, 

that maybe we sometimes we do more harm than good.  Maybe we become an inoculation from the real 

thing.  Maybe we become a vaccine to the kind of radical change that can happen in our lives.   

 

And so, it seems to me, we are called to be a strong virus,  



 

 

feverish in our devotion,  

infecting those around us,  

spreading this contagion  

that we call the kingdom and the justice and the compassion of God.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


