CELEBRATING DISCIPLES?

Last weekend a baptism celebration was held at the wildly popular church we attend up in Lafayette. The pastors call it a “party,” and it truly is something to see. Two inflatable pools at either side of the stage are typically needed to handle the non-stop flow that lasts for 20-30 minutes,, and on a given weekend there are 6 services! It’s a truly wonderful and amazing thing to behold. 


One man who looked to be in his 50’s [I can relate] went forward, hobbling to the pool as he leaned heavily upon his cane. It took two strong men to get him into the pool, and the extreme expressions etched across his face as he valiantly went through the motions to be immursed made it evident he was in excruciating pain. But he was determined, and completed the process as they helped him stand up with same consequences he endured going in. I believe the water dripping from his hair down to his face probably hid the tears of suffering and joy that were most likely there, but there was nothing to hide mine as I watched him. Here was a man who had found his “Pearl of Great Price” and was willing to do anything to be obedient to baptism while declaring his new relationship with Jesus to the world. Everyone around me cheered wildly for him, as was common for many who were involved that night. It reminded me of a graduation ceremony, where you could tell by the cheers where family members and friends of the person being baptized were sitting.


I’ve been witness now to four of these services in the year or so we’ve attended this fellowship, yet in that same time frame I’ve never seen a “making of disciples” celebration. I guess it’s not surprising given the stated goal of the church to “provide safe places for people to bump into Jesus” [for more on this see my blog from August of this year on my website, www.Thereconnectedchurch.org]. If the goal of our evangelism is the Great Commission [to make disciples], the command to our leaders is to lead converts into discipleship, and the goal of our Christian sojourn on this earth is to become disciples, then why don’t we ever celebrate when people reach that milestone? 
Jesus celebrated His disciples by calling them “friends.” He explained to them alone what the parables meant and He acknowledged their high place among the throngs by going everywhere with them in tow while warning off many others. When Peter was in the midst of his identity crises as Jesus was being condemned by the religious leaders, people who saw him out in the streets repeatedly acknowledged him as one of the disciples what was constantly “with Jesus.” It was obvious to all who Jesus’ disciples were, because He made it obvious to them. He celebrated their lives above all others, to the very end when He made them the focus of His high priestly prayer in John 17.

In his book outlining the incredible right of passage Robert Lewis and two of his friends took with their teenage sons, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, he speaks of what he calls “spiking events” that mark critical junctures in the journey of the apprentice. He relates this to the game of volleyball, and compares them to setting and volleying events also necessary to win. But the proper spike is a final and defining blow that seals the victory every time. People need spiking events as they proceed through the process of following Jesus in this life. They need to be encouraged as they slay the dragons and deal with their own frailties all along the way. They need to be helped through their defeats and rejoiced with in victory, but unfortunately we have taken the challenges from men in the church that bring them into either. 
This has yielded what John Eldredge refers to as “Really nice…and bored…guys” rather than disciples. After doing a good job of getting men to “bump into Jesus,” the polls reveal we’re doing a not so great job of creating excitement along the rest of the way. It is difficult to find a church today that celebrates discipleship, I believe because there are so few leaders following the model of the Good Shepherd by leading a group of men they out of their temples to become disciples. Our model is to celebrate men’s conversions, then sit them down in our sanctuaries and homes to endlessly study the owner’s manual without ever taking them out to practice. 
Wouldn’t it be marvelous if once in awhile we actually discipled a man, and then one of our pastors came forward in a church, brought him to the stage, and let the witnesses from the congregation declare what Jesus had done through him that made him a disciple? They would need to do this because a true disciple of Christ would never toot his own horn, and if put up front would not want to say anything for self-glory. He would follow His Lord’s example when asked to justify himself by saying, “Who do men say that I am?” However, if he was a disciple there would be plenty of people there to answer that question. But not to worry, for in our current system of teachers and students such celebrations are rare or non-existent. Can you ever remember such a thing happening at your church? I can’t. Oh, we celebrate our “missionaries” who go for a week every year to help the needy in foreign countries, but a disciple who daily endures the grind in the love of Christ here at home? Really?
[Next issue: conclusion]

One other reason disciples aren’t being celebrated in the church today is found in the “Reveal: where are you?” study from Willow Creek Church, one of the largest churches in the world. The sad fact this study uncovered is that most true disciples are fed up with the institutional church, and are the most likely among all groups polled to want to leave her sanctuaries for the very reason they feel they don’t fit in any more, and their gifts are not being utilized. In most congregations they are known as “Mavericks” because they aren’t satisfied with endlessly administrating activities in the temple, teaching Sunday school and Bible studies, and being involved in church politics: the things that occupy most of the time of church leaders who do fit into the mold of the Classroom. Disciples of Jesus are out in the community doing what He did, and what the church should be doing. Most have long since given up trying to pull the sheep out of the temple when the shepherds won’t go themselves. They’ve watched the whole process long enough to understand sheep gather with their shepherds, and they won’t follow subordinates, even if those subordinates look more like Jesus than they’re shepherds do.
So most disciples must leave the church and start their own ministries to follow Jesus, or become involved in the parachurch ministries of others who have gone before them. If the church was doing her job parachurch ministries would be completely unnecessary, along with most government social services and psychological counseling sessions. I know what it feels like to be one of those Mavericks, because it is my story. I never could understand the point of teaching without leading, or learning without applying. I couldn’t find any precedent for the way we do church in America in anything Jesus taught or did, and hence couldn’t find a place where I fit in. Oh, I did try for a number of years because of my love for the people in the church, but ended up having to “fade to black” or become a divisive force within her.

I had a opportunity once to try to change the system when I was asked to be the director of a men’s ministry because of my missional passions. I spent two years working hard to build up the group around my written ministry plan given to leadership before they hired me. That plan was centered around “three D’s: discovery, development, and deployment of giftedness,” and it was going quite well until we got to the deployment phase. We had formed a number of new men’s small groups in the development phase, and it was these that were to be the launching pad for deployment. Once I began encouraging the small group leaders to turn their focus to an external and missional one they became uncomfortable, and this was when I was rudely awakened to the fact that sheep don’t follow subordinates. The men followed me only as long as I followed the pastor’s lead. He was a great teacher and a good man, but a solid traditional church guy and not a shepherd. His idea of church was solidly in the Classroom camp, and therefore so was the mentality of his sheep. 

Because his sheep never saw him outside of the confines of the temple leading anyone away from Bible studies and Sunday services himself, they parted company with me at the point I began urging them to do something he would not. They eventually complained to him because I would not back down in my desire to see them do something with Gospel, he sided with them, and I stepped down knowing that any further involvement on my part would only lead to division. Not surprisingly shepherd and sheep stayed in the safe confines of the temple, where they reside until this day some 10 years later. They never hired another men’s ministry director. 

It is such an odd position we put our disciples in these days. They love the church because Jesus who abides in them loves His church, and so want desperately to lend their gifts for her edification, but she would not. We neither support them, nor encourage them, nor give them the celebrations they so richly deserve. I have pondered the reasons for this for many years, and the only conclusion I can come to as to why we don’t embrace disciples in the church is the same reason the “church” leaders of His day refused to embrace Jesus. It’s found in John 12, at a time when the Pharisees were consternating over exactly what to do with Him. They had tried everything they could think of to attack and discredit Him before the people, because they felt their power base and their “religion” crumbling right before their eyes. They “therefore said to one another, ‘You see you are not doing any good. Look, the world has gone after Him!’” I can only conclude the leaders of our modern day temples shun true disciples because they know they are doing the things they themselves should be doing, but aren’t. They’re afraid if disciples are given too much credit “the world might go after them,” and then they’re financial empires would crumble for lack of sheep interested in staying within their comfortable confines any more.
And so we celebrate one more graduating class of converts, stick their rear ends in the bleachers of our lavish gathering places, and they spend the rest of their lives being taught endlessly what to do without ever being shown how to do it. We turn them into theoreticians and doctrinal philosophers who endlessly ponder the questions without really finding any answers. Men soon tire of theory without practice in any venue of life and so eventually find themselves sitting in Sunday services, anxious for it all to end so they can return to the worldly pursuits that at least allow them to be involved. 

It pains me to say that in a way it makes me sad when I see all of the hoopla over the conversion of men, because I fear what will become of most of them in the Classroom system that now dominates the American landscape. The newness of milk will wear out, as will the effectiveness of teaching without practice, no one will shepherd them into meat eating, and they will end up part of the 90% who think following Jesus comes in somewhere behind a comfortable lifestyle and being a good financial provider and a “really nice guy” in the priorities of life. 
Don’t get me wrong, I rejoice at the scene of so many coming forward to claim Jesus as their Lord. But there’s a celebration I rejoice in far more because I know that, unlike with new converts, “fruit that remains” will never be found languishing on the sidelines wondering what following Jesus is all about, or giving up on the concept altogether. I pray, minister, and live for the day one disciple is made from all of our converts, for that is the the Great Commission Jesus commanded of our priorities. And I pray and live for the day disciples are embraced and brought back into the fold to share their passions and their gifts, rather than being ignored and misunderstood in the church that is supposed to be about their making. 
