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“Giving Our Lives Away”
In the name of our crucified Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

One of the important ministries of our congregation, at Zion, is the ministry of our website,
zionstratford.com which came online this past fall. I commend those who pushed the pastor to smarten
up, don’t be afraid of technology. I also commend their gifts for knowing how to create a website. And,
by the way, I use the word ministry for it is just that a ministry. People use it to find out when we worship,
to read sermons, and more.

Now one of the things our website has done is caused me to look at other church websites and some
of them infuriate me and some of them just make me smile. I’m enthralled, fascinated and, yes,
sometimes appalled by what I read. One congregation describes their “casual, creative, contemporary
church.” They list five reasons for us to “Come and check them out.” One, jeans and t-shirts, no suits and
ties. Two, no guilt. Leave your wallet at home. Three, positive messages you will enjoy. Four, awesome
programs for teens and kids. Five, pop, country, – our worship band rocks. I am guessing they would
think of me as a tie-wearing, wallet carrying, guilt feeling, negative thinking, classical music living senior
citizen.

Another congregation’s website invites people to their service for special Sundays. On the first skit guys,
“probably the funniest guys on the planet,” will provide hilarity. On the second Sunday - jazz trio “will
supply possibly the best jazz on the planet.” On the third Sunday they will hear “possibly the best singer
on the planet.”: And on the last Sunday, Shaggy the Clown and Lena the flutist will lead “possibly the
most divine service on the planet.” It was possibly the least enticing invitation on the planet.

A third church promises, we won’t make you listen to organ music, it won’t take more than an hour, we
won’t visit your home unannounced, we will let you remain anonymous, we serve espresso drinks. None
of these are mentioned in the description of the early church in the Book of Acts.

The cotton candy, give me what I want, name it, claim it, gain is godliness sales gimmick might draw a
big crowd, but so does Britney Spears or Madonna. Selling God the way you sell cereal is not what Jesus
had in mind. 

Simon Peter, of all Jesus’ disciples, was the one who understood church marketing. He recognized that
entertainment is always in style and sacrifice is always out. Talking about taking up crosses is no way
to sell the church. When Jesus starts preaching about suffering, rejection, and death, the disciples do
not want to hear it. Peter taps Jesus on the shoulder and motions for a word in private, “Jesus, what are
you talking about? Your popularity is skyrocketing. You don’t need to talk about dying.”

Peter has a good argument, and he has made sacrifice to follow Jesus. He and his brother Andrew left
a thriving fishing business. They staked their futures on the belief that Jesus was going to make them
look smart. Up to now everything indicated that they had made a wise decision. Peter watched with
approval as Jesus healed the sick, fed the hungry and told wonderful stories about God’s love.
Everything was going great. Now Jesus wants to mess it up with talk about sacrificing and dying. A leader
is supposed to keep followers from suffering. Who wants a leader who leads them to suffering?

Shouldn’t faith make us safer? We come to church, in part, because we hope it will make us happier. If
we are comfortable with who we are and how we live, then Jesus’ words may not make much sense.

Peter took Jesus aside privately, but Jesus lets Peter have it in front of his friends. He starts by calling



Peter “Satan,” and it goes downhill from there. Then Jesus gathers not just the twelve, but everybody
who will listen: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross
and follow me.”

Some of the rest of what Jesus says is easier to take, “What will it profit them to gain the whole world and
forfeit their life?” Sounds enough like ‘You can’t take it with you” to be found in a fortune cookie. But what
can we possibly do with “deny self, take up a cross, and follow.” Apparently Jesus does not expect his
followers to fare any better than he will.

Friends, what does it mean to follow someone who has been executed by the state? Are we expected
to die for what we believe? Do we have to give up personal ambitions, forget about our own comfort,
speak to people we do not want to speak to, listen to people we do not find interesting, care about people
we don’t like, be true in those places where Christianity is not welcomed, and walk toward rather than
away from people who are hurting?

Why would we follow someone who suffers and then tells us that we have to do the same? Who doesn’t
already have enough suffering in their lives without looking for more? What will we have left if we give
ourselves away?

Why did the disciples follow Jesus? Why didn’t Peter leave and go home? Because Jesus practiced and
pictured the character and possibility of all of us at our best. Because Jesus gathered around himself a
community and gave them the gifts to be the church through pain and joy. Because there has been no
more since to match Jesus’ work and deeds.

My brothers and sisters, our day-to-day decisions are not likely to lead to martyrdom, but each day we
have to decide if we will give away our time and attention. Giving our lives away may mean turning the
other cheek, standing with the people who are losing, doing good that all receive no applause. Giving
our lives away may mean sitting in a house where some one has died, treating discarded people as
children of God, shopping for someone else’s groceries. Giving our lives away may mean baking cookies
that we won’t eat, reading stories to someone else’s children, visiting someone else’s mother in the
nursing home. Giving our lives away may involve watering someone else’s plants, washing dishes we
didn’t dirty, discussing current events that don’t interest us. Giving our lives away may mean talking about
our faith when we would rather be silent, doing good for people who will do no good for us in return,
weeping when others weep. Giving our lives may mean praying not for an easier life but for strength to
give our lives away and discovering that if there’s nothing for which we would die, then we don’t have
enough for which to live.

Jesus says: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake and
for the sake of the gospel will save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their
life? In the name of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. AMEN.


