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Over the past four weeks, Pastor Jeff and I have been preaching a series of sermons exploring the 

meaning of church membership. We began with the history and theology of baptism, since 

baptism has been understood as the ritual of entry into the faith and family of the Christian 

church, and we’ve also explored what a church is, and what it means to join a church.  

 

In his sermon two weeks ago about what it means to be a church, Pastor Jeff suggested that a 

church is defined as  “a community of people who are connected to God and God’s purposes; 

who are following (or are seeking to follow) Jesus; who are in covenant with each other and with 

God as we seek to live a life grounded in love; and who desire to be in a deepening relationship 

with God as revealed in Jesus.” I really like this definition, and I agree that it resonates with what 

we’re doing as a community here at Niles Discovery Church. 

 

Last week, Pastor Jeff explored what it means to join a church, suggesting that uniting with a 

church is about “being part of that community that is connected to God and God’s purposes by 

following Jesus.  It’s about being in covenant with the others in the community and [being in 

covenant] with God as we seek to live lives more deeply grounded in love, and as our 

relationship with God, made known to us in Jesus, deepens.” Becoming a member of a church 

isn’t about believing the right things about God or Jesus, but instead is about “committing to 

journey together, in community, following the way of Jesus.” 

 

Today we’ll take another look at what it means to be a member of a church, this time using the 

lens provided by this question: if being a member of a church is about following Jesus, then what 

does it mean to follow Jesus, and how does joining a church help us do that?   

 

I expect that, were I to ask each of you what it means to you to follow Jesus, there would be as 

many answers as people in the room. My own reading and study in the past week (and, well, the 

past years) has yielded many answers to this question. But I’m limited to about 20 minutes here, 

and, just as I had to do with my sermon last month about the history of baptism, I need to boil 

2,000 years of discipleship theology down into a manageable 2,000 words. 

 

As an aside, one of the great things for me—and I suspect for Jeff, too—that this sermon series 

has done for me as a pastor and as a follower of Jesus, is provide an opportunity to reflect on my 

theology about baptism, and church structure, and sacraments, and discipleship in a way that I 

haven’t done since seminary. This is a good thing, just as cleaning one’s closets out thoroughly 

every few years is a good thing. I’ve changed in the last ten years—and my theology has 

changed, too. 
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My metaphorical closet-cleaning this week has brought me to three important understandings of 

what it means to follow Jesus. 

 

First of all, I think that following Jesus means committing to practicing the teaching of Jesus that 

is commonly known as the Great Commandment: to love God, and our neighbor as ourselves. 

One of the ways we know this teaching was significant for Jesus is that it appears in all three of 

the synoptic gospels. Here it is in Mark, the earliest of the gospels:  

 

One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that 

he answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus 

answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and 

with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

There is no other commandment greater than these.”1  

 

In Matthew’s gospel, after saying essentially the same, that loving God and neighbor are the two 

greatest commandments, Jesus adds, “On these two commandments hang all the law and the 

prophets.”2 And in Luke, when a lawyer asks Jesus who his neighbor is, Jesus tells the story of 

the Good Samaritan as an illustration of this greatest of all commandments.3 

 

Aside from appearing in three of the four gospels (and I would argue that it is present in John’s 

gospel too, just not in as succinct a form), the Great Commandment also appears in early 

instruction manuals of Christian theology and practice, like the second-century text known as the 

Didache.  

 

Scholars think that the Didache was written sometime around the years 100 to 120. The word 

didache means “teaching” in Greek, and that’s exactly what the text is. It’s a wonderful little 

book of practical instructions about how to do church. It covers baptism, and communion, and 

prayer—it includes a version of the Lord’s Prayer—and it includes the primary teachings of the 

faith, such as this: “There are two ways, one of life and one of death, but a great difference 

between the two ways. The way of life, then, is this: First, you shall love God who made you; 

second, love your neighbor as yourself, and do not do to another what you would not want done 

to you.”4 

 

For ancient Christians, and for us, following Jesus means practicing the Great Commandment. 

 

The second understanding of being a disciple of Jesus is that following Jesus means making 

oneself vulnerable to transformation. 

 

From the very beginning, transformation was part of people’s experience with Jesus. Throughout 

the gospels, there are stories of people being healed, transforming their lives forever, and of folks 

                                                 
 1 Mark 12:28-31 (NRSV) 

 2 Matthew 22:40 (NRSV) 

 3 Luke 10:29-37 

 4 Diana Butler Bass, A People’s History of Christianity: the Other Side of the Story (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2009), 28-29. 
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who have their assumptions about life deeply challenged by Jesus’ questions and teachings. In 

the gospel reading from Mark, we hear how the first disciples, Andrew and Simon and James and 

John, leave everything they’ve known in order to follow Jesus. Their lives are never the same 

again. 

 

In her wonderful alternative history of Christianity called A People’s History of Christianity, 

Diana Butler Bass notes that “Christianity seems to have succeeded because it transformed the 

lives of people in a chaotic world.”5 In the horrific living conditions of the first century Roman 

Empire, the Christian way of life offered even those on the very outer margins of society—the 

peasants, women, and slaves—a “meaningful ability to reorder their lives.”6 

 

For us, it is no different. Our lives may be much better off than those whom Jesus taught and 

healed in the first century, and those first followers of the new Christian faith, but we, too, are 

constantly having our lives transformed by our relationship with Jesus. UCC Pastor Emily Heath 

says that to be a follower of Christ:  

 

you can’t just stand still. You have to be willing to move with Christ. When we are 

moving with Christ and following him, you cannot help but be transformed.  […] 

Sometimes that is going to be wonderful, and sometimes it’s going to be staggeringly 

difficult. And it’s going to happen again and again. Even when you think, “I’ve reached 

the summit… there’s nothing more God can do with me,” that’s when you are going to be 

changed again. But the good news is that if the transformation really is about, and comes 

from, God, then it is always going to be life giving.7 

 

Notice how Jesus tries to encourage the rich ruler in the Luke reading to a transformed life, but 

the man refuses—because real transformation, especially when it asks us to give up the idols of 

the material world, is hard, and uncomfortable, and inconvenient, and, maybe, too much to 

manage. 

 

But finally, if we do practice loving God, neighbor, and self and open ourselves to 

transformation, then we participate in the thing Jesus preached about more than anything else: 

creating and living in what the gospels call the Kingdom of God.  

 

When Jesus talks about the Kingdom of God or, as the gospel of Matthew puts it, the Kingdom 

of Heaven, Jesus isn’t talking about the afterlife, though many people interpret it that way. The 

word “kingdom” implies a particular place, and a hierarchy, the way earthly kingdoms are 

organized. But that’s not what Jesus is talking about, either. Throughout the gospels, Jesus uses 

all sorts of metaphors to explain what he does mean by the Kingdom of God. Listen to how 

writer Rachel Held Evans describes these many metaphors: 

 

The kingdom is like a tiny mustard seed, he said, that grows into an enormous tree with 

branches wide and strong enough to make a home for all the birds. It is like a buried 

                                                 
 5 Ibid., 26. 

 6 Ibid., 28. 

 7 Emily C. Heath, Glorify: Reclaiming the Heart of Progressive Christianity (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 

2016), 44-45. 
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treasure, a delicious feast, or a net that catches an abundance of fish. The kingdom is 

right here, Jesus said. It is present and yet hidden, immanent yet transcendent. The 

kingdom isn’t some far-off place you go when you die; the kingdom is at hand—among 

us and beyond us, now and not-yet. It is the wheat growing in the midst of weeds, the 

yeast working its magic in the dough, the pearl germinating in a […] shell. It can come 

and go in the twinkling of an eye, Jesus said. So pay attention; don’t miss it.8 

 

I love the way Evans goes on to describe the Kingdom of God:  

 

In contrast to every other kingdom that has been and ever will be, this kingdom belongs 

to the poor, Jesus said, and to the peacemakers, the merciful, and those who hunger and 

thirst for God. In this kingdom the people from the margins and the bottom rungs will be 

lifted up to places of honor, seated at the best spot at the table. This kingdom knows no 

geographic boundaries, no political parties, no single language or culture. It advances not 

through power and might, but through acts of love and joy and peace, missions of mercy 

and kindness and humility. This kingdom has arrived, not with a trumpet’s sound but 

with a baby’s cries, not with the vanquishing of enemies but with the forgiving of them, 

not on the back of a warhorse but on the back of a donkey, not with triumph and a 

conquest but with a death and resurrection. And yet there is more to this kingdom that is 

still to come, Jesus said, and so we await a day when every tear will be wiped from every 

eye, when justice will roll down like a river and righteousness like a never-ending stream, 

when people from every tribe and tongue and nation will live together in peace, when 

there will be no more death.9 

 

There is nothing Jesus talked about more than the good news of this kingdom—or “kin-dom,” as 

Pastor Jeff and I like to say, as a way of emphasizing that this is not a realm with a hierarchical 

organization, but a realm where all are family. And this is why we gather together in churches. 

Kin-dom work is hard work. We can’t do it alone. If we are to love God and each other and risk 

transformation and struggle against human empires to create God’s beloved community, we are 

going to need each other to make that happen, and so we gather together in a community to 

support each other in the work. 

 

But it’s more than that: here in the church we have a foretaste of the Kin-dom of God, every 

Sunday morning, and we get to learn and practice our kin-dom skills right here. Here we enter a 

place where all are welcome and no one is turned away. Here we participate in the sacrament of 

communion, which takes the ordinary, earthly elements of bread and juice and makes holy and 

sacred, reminding us that the Kin-dom of God is that place where all are fed and none are 

hungry. Here we practice loving God with our praise and worship, and we practice loving each 

other by lifting each other up in prayer, and then we continue that love and sacredness in the 

Fellowship Hall around an abundant table and no one leaves hungry or lonely. We create the 

Kin-dom right here, every Sunday morning, holding it in our hearts as we go out into the world 

to do the things we can to create that Kin-dom in the rest of the world. 

 

                                                 
 8 Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the Church (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2015), 252-253 (Kindle edition) 

 9 Ibid., 253-254. 
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And as we do that, we create new metaphors for the Kin-dom of God, metaphors for our time 

and place. The Kin-dom of God is like a van loaded with fresh and nutritious food that shows up 

just when and where hungry people need it. 

 

The Kin-dom of God is like someone who shows up to the care home every single week and 

visits a person who doesn’t have any family in town. 

 

The Kin-dom of God is like a group of people attending a bystander intervention training, 

learning how to support their neighbors of other faiths. 

 

The Kin-dom of God is like an empty, weed-covered, unused plot of ground that sprouts safe and 

secure temporary housing for those who are homeless. 

 

This, my friends, is what it means to me to follow Jesus, and why I am a member of this church. 

What does it mean for you? 


