Bawtry Churches Together 2010  
LENT ADDRESS 1
In pairs:  What do you understand by discipleship? Flip chart 
Models of discipleship:
· Bejing tank man 
· 9/11 – surprised?
· Canon Andrew White, Vicar of Baghdad.  Of the men he has baptised in Baghdad in the past few years only one remains alive!  For Christians in some parts of the world baptism literally means death!
On April 9, 1945 a young German was executed by hanging. It was one month before the 2nd World War’s end and one week before the allies reached his prison camp.  He was 39 years old.
His name was Dietrich Bonhoeffer .  He was a Lutheran pastor and theologian.  He was also a participant in the German Resistance movement against Nazism, and founding member of the Confessing Church. 
As he was taken away to be executed he said to a fellow prisoner, "This is the end -- but for me, the beginning -- of life." 
The camp doctor who witnessed the execution wrote: “I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer ... kneeling on the floor praying fervently to God. I was most deeply moved by the way this lovable man prayed, so devout and so certain that God heard his prayer. At the place of execution, he again said a short prayer and then climbed the few steps to the gallows, brave and composed. His death ensued after a few seconds. In the almost fifty years that I worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely submissive to the will of God.”
In the years since, the theological and devotional writings of Bonhoeffer have become a highly significant challenge to the Church and to those who would call themselves DISCIPLES of Christ.
One of his books is called “The Cost of Discipleship”  and in it he wrote: 
“When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die”

In 1981 David Watson wrote this book “Discipleship”.  At the beginning of the first chapter referring to Bonhoeffer’s words he writes:  “In this startling statement we have he essence of the radical, uncompromising nature of true Christian discipleship.  Certainly there are different forms of dying ; not every Christian is called to literal martyrdom, as Bonhoeffer was himself.  But every Christian is called to a clear and dedicated discipleship, whatever the personal cost may be.”
Nothing has changed since Jesus first called a few fisherman at the side of the Sea of Galilee.
Notice, “Jesus called …”  Normally in Judaism of that time the disciples chose their Rabbi!
The word disciple appears almost 300 times in the NT, 25 x as a verb and 264 as a noun.
In secular Greek it means an apprentice to a trade, a learner.  It gives us the word discipline
DISCIPLESHIP is the overall theme of these next 5 Thursday evenings.   

Lent gives a particular opportunity to review our discipleship,
· to apprentice ourselves afresh to Jesus
· to learn about ourselves some more from him
· to discipline ourselves 
to pray a little more, 
	to read the scriptures a little more, 
		to reflect a little more, 
			to give ourselves a little more


Pattern of each week will be to take a theme from within discipleship and kick it around a bit, with input, discussion and reflection.

I want to particularly offer you a different angle through three things:
· art
· hidden people in the story, the bit part players of the Passion. Those who appear fleetingly yet poignantly on the way of the cross.
· Hidden issues within discipleship

So here we go:



 “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die”
said Bonhoeffer

Tonight’s discipleship theme is DEATH or if you prefer MORTALITY.  

Why do I say mortality?  Because I honestly believe that many of us live our Christian lives as if we are never going to die!

We live as if this life is a continual dress rehearsal.  
It is not.  
cf. Hindu discussions on reincarnation. They think there is always another chance, another go.
We don’t get another chance!

Jesus us calls to come and die now not tomorrow.
We are not called to prepare for discipleship, but to die for Christ now today... that is discipleship as Bonhoeffer described it.

But more importantly we know that dying is part of discipleship because that is how Jesus described it:
"If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 35For whoever wants to save his life[c] will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  
Mark 8: 34, 35


Question:  “Do you touch wood?”
Lots of people do: for luck, part of English superstition
Yet “touching wood” has its origins in Christian faith:  pilgrims to the Holy Land in the early centuries went looking for relics, of the crucifixion, especially bits of “the true cross”!   cf St Helena 

Relics become a powerful evocation of faith. People would touch them, kiss them (and still do today).

The cross of Jesus is not about superstition or luck.
The cross of Jesus is about the deepest love in the universe:
· the love of God for you, 
· for the greatest saint,
· the worst sinner,
· for us all.
As we walk through Lent we walk the way of the cross.
The world goes its own way but we Christians go the way of the Cross.

I can’t fully explain the cross to you.  
I can only bring you to the cross and say
He did this for you.
And he calls you not just to touch the wood of the cross, to stroke it , finger it .... but to take it up, 
to embrace it if you will for the love of Jesus!

Jesus Christ walked the way of the cross
· He was born to go the way of the cross
· He lived going the way of the cross
· He died going the way of the cross

The death of Jesus is rarely mentioned in the Scriptures without some meaning being attached to it.
We do not merely read “Christ died”
but    “Christ died for our sins”
and   “Christ died in accordance with the scripture” 
or      “ at the right time Jesus died…. “

The death of Christ is pregnant with meaning  - holy meaning.  It is also pregnant with a holy mystery

That meaning and its mystery was a problem to the first disciples.  They were totally perplexed and dumbfounded when several times Jesus predicted his death, as in this passage in Mark.  Peter objected publicly and Jesus rebuked him strongly for doing so.   

The death of Jesus and its meaning remains a problem to us modern day disciples.  There is deep meaning and challenge in it – but a certain hiddeness!

Mark has Jesus often instructing the disciples not to tell...  We’ll come back to that hiddeness later.


But let’s just now stick to our mortality and the call to die as disciples.



Words at Ashing in Communion for some Christians on Ash Weds
Remember you are but dust and to dust you shall return.   Turn away from your sins and be faithful to Christ.
· I love those words
· I am in awe of those words
· I fear those words...
For they speak to me of my mortality.  
Our Discipleship is borne out of a recognition of our mortality.  Modernism has removed death from sight in the west.  Death rarely occurs in community today in Britain.  It is carted off elsewhere, be it nursing home, hospital, ambulance.... 80% of deaths occur outside the home.  No so in Third World and in the East.  

Think with me for a moment:  Think of where you have come to, and think of where you are going.  You and I are on a journey between 2 helplessnesses:      the helplessness of birth and the helplessness of death.
Remember you are but dust and to dust you shall return.   
Lent raises the question of what comes in between.
Ask yourself then, how are should you live in between?  How are you going to live?

That is the question of discipleship.
And remember the second of the two sentences from Jesus: 35For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  

For the person who enters the death of Christian discipleship, everything is turned upside down.  What we thought was death dealing becomes life bearing.  What we thought brought life,  brings death!


Two monks from a very strict order came upon a river which was in full flow.  A young girl was stranded on the near bank afraid to wade across.  The elder monk lifted her on his shoulders waded through the torrent and put her down on the other side.  
Through the rest of their journey the younger monk became more and more exasperated until they got to their destination that night, and he could hold his tongue no longer.  He went to the older monk and said.  “Our Order forbids any physical contact with women for fear of corruption and the carrying of a mortal sin.”
My friend said the elder man “I put her down on the other bank and left her there.  You have been carrying her with you ever since!”

Come and die! says Jesus, not only every day, but your whole life through.  For true discipleship involves the conviction of our own mortality and doing something about it!

We so often live as if we are immortal, superhuman; 
as if we can go on and on holding up our own worlds and maybe other people’s.  We are truly indispensable to others, to God and ourselves!

In truth we are afraid to let things die, including ourselves!  We have formal and informal preservation societies for all sorts of things in our lives that need to be put to death!

Well I have some bad news and some good news:

The bad news is that we are all going to die, 
we are mortal human beings.
The extremely good news is that 
I can guarantee that there is only one Saviour of the world and it is not you … or me!

Reactions so far?  Make sense?


I promised you some Art on the theme.  Here it is:

Salvidor Dali masterpiece 
Christ of St John of the Cross 

First went on show at Kelvingrove Glasgow in 1952, and has ever since aroused admiration, criticism and controversy. 

Groups:  Have a look.  What does it say to you?
What’s missing?

· The striking angle of the crucified Christ, 
· the eerie contrast of light and dark, 
· It is devoid of nails, blood, and a crown of thorns, because, according to Dalí, he was convinced by a dream that these features would mar his depiction of Christ. 
· The composition of Christ is also based on a triangle and circle (the triangle is formed by Christ's arms; the circle is formed by Christ's head). The triangle, since it has three sides, can be seen as a reference to the Trinity, and the circle may be an allusion to Platonic thought.[1]

The title refers to Dali's principal inspiration for the painting - a pen and ink drawing made by the Spanish Carmelite friar who was canonised as St John of The Cross (1542-1591). The Saint had a vision in which he saw the Crucifixion as from above, looking down.
Dali proceeded to paint the Crucifixion set above the rocky harbour near his home village in Spain.
 The painting caused controversy for a variety of reasons. Modern art critics felt it was a backward step, as it was painted in such a traditional style. 
The price of £8,200 was considered high. The Spanish government is said to have offered £80 million for it a few years ago!
"In the first place, in 1950, I had a 'cosmic dream' in which I saw this image in color and which in my dream represented the 'nucleus of the atom.' This nucleus later took on a metaphysical sense; I considered it 'the very unity of the universe,' the Christ!" 





Now the hidden person - SIMON OF CYRENE  
Someone to read:
Mark 15:16 -31
16: The soldiers led Jesus away into the palace (that is, the Praetorium) and called together the whole company of soldiers. 17:They put a purple robe on him, then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on him. 
18:And they began to call out to him, "Hail, king of the Jews!" 19:Again and again they struck him on the head with a staff and spat on him. Falling on their knees, they paid homage to him. 20:And when they had mocked him, they took off the purple robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him. 21:A certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus, was passing by on his way in from the country, and they forced him to carry the cross. 22:They brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha (which means The Place of the Skull). 23:Then they offered him wine mixed with myrrh, but he did not take it. 24:And they crucified him. 

For those disciples who will embrace it
The cross is a place of changed plans.

Jesus began by carrying his own cross – modern scholarship suggest probably only the crossbar, but that would be heavy enough. It was too heavy for a man already half dead from flogging and torture.  So weak was he that the soldiers realized he would not make it to Calvary without help.

Enter Simon of Cyrene, a bit part player in the passion – or is he?  A certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus, was passing by on his way in from the country, and they forced him to carry the cross.

To Simon went the actual privilege of carrying Christ’s physical cross with his Saviour – though he little knew it at the time, for it was forced on him.  

Yet he did embrace the cross on the day of crucifixion!
Cyrene is in North Africa, so he was almost certainly black, a “God fearer”, a Jewish convert, who was passing by on his way in from the country to the Passover Feast.  

At last he gets to Jerusalem:
· a few minutes and the Temple would be in sight
· and then he can put his feet up in his lodgings and have a welcome wash and rest.

But at the last moment his practical aspirations are shattered, his plans are forced to change.  He is seized by Roman soldiers and forced to carry this man’s cross uphill to the Mount of Calvary, the “Place of the Skull,” in place of some condemned man!  There to lay it down and watch as this Jesus is savagely nailed to it and raised up from the ground.

I wonder if it was because he was black? 
Racial prejudice is nothing new! 

· He had come to celebrate the Passover of the old covenant and witnesses the consummation of the new.
· He came to worship at the Temple but finds himself in horror and wonder at the foot of a cross.
· He came out of religious duty and service but finds himself offering an unrepeatable act of service to the Servant King.

Someone has called Simon of Cyrene “the patron saint of changed plans”, of plans going wrong, yet turning out differently and better.

Be aware that when your plans for the day, for the year, for your life go wrong, it could just be God doing a new thing, calling you to a new and deeper place of humility, of discipleship, of service… 

It is highly likely that later Simon realised the deeper significance of this awful inconvenience to his plans.  
For Mark calls him the father of Alexander and Rufus.  

Why would Mark know the names of his children or indeed expect anyone else to know or be interested, unless Simon himself and his sons were by this time (the time of writing the Gospel) members of the community of faith in Jesus.  It’s almost as if he’s saying, “You know Alexander and Rufus – it was their dad who carried the cross!”

Simon of Cyrene was in a special way the first to follow behind Jesus in the way of the cross.


What about us and our discipleship?
· Will we sacrifice our status for others?
· Will we voluntarily climb down from our egos to serve?
· Will we be identified as Christian by our actions as well as our words?

· What about your plans today?
· What about the plans for the rest of your life?

This Lent the world goes its own way but we go the way of the Cross.

Simon discovered that the cross is a place of changed plans and changed directions!   
So can we ….

There may be something of Simon of Cyrene in us all.
The cross is a place of change plans

How has being a disciple changed your plans?

You raise me up



