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Holy Trinity Sunday/ May 18, 2008
“Faithful Disciples Live the Great Commission”

Matthew 28:16-20

Pastor Wayne Zschech
“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

There’s a difference between being a member of the Church and a Christian disciple. According to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America you become a member when you receive the sacrament of Holy Baptism and a confirmed member when you publicly affirm that baptism at your confirmation. You remain on the rolls as an active confirmed member so long as you receive the sacrament of Holy Communion and make a contribution of record at least once within a two year period. 
If this were the extent of one’s faithfulness to the mission and ministry Christ calls us to join him from the waters of baptism we probably wouldn’t be standing here right now. The light of Christ would have been snuffed out long ago. The only way the Christian faith spread and faith communities grew was by people being made disciples and not just members of a religious group. This is why Jesus gives to his apostles the Great Commission in today’s gospel lesson. Being a disciple as one who follows our Lord Jesus Christ is much more than simply being a baptized member of a local church who shows up on Christmas or Easter. But it does begin in those waters of baptism.
Nearly fourteen years ago Kate and I, like sixteen other parents this day, brought our daughter Brigitte Kathryn to the font to be baptized. Like those other parents, we  promised God we would live with her among God’s faithful people, bring her to the word of God and the holy supper, teach her the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, and the Ten Commandments, place the Holy Scriptures in her hands, and nurture her in faith and prayer. 
We parents made these promises, because without teaching and modeling our faith in a risen Christ, how could our children ever come to have faith? How could they begin to appreciate the gift of eternal life given them by their union with Christ’s death and resurrection in the waters of baptism? For baptism without faith is as useless as a check for a million dollars you never endorse. It’s still a priceless gift, but your signature it is of little use in your life. Disciples sign the gift of salvation and new life given in baptism with a faith life that bears witness to the marks of discipleship. 
And just what are those marks of discipleship or faith practices? The ELCA emphasizes seven faith practices of discipleship. They are prayer, worship, study, service, invite, encourage and give. Prince of Peace Lutheran Church in Burnsville MN condensed these seven into six by combining invite and encourage and as a result created a unique way to remember all of them. 
They call it PoWeR SuRGe because a disciple first receives “power” from God’s Holy Spirit through daily prayer, weekly worship, and regularly reading the Bible. Filled with this power the disciple “surges” forth in service toward others, relationships centered in Christ, and giving generously of one’s time, talent and treasure toward God’s work in the world. 
And if you look at the promises each person makes who affirms his or her baptism you can see how each of these faith practices or marks of discipleship are in some way a part of them. A disciple receives power through daily prayer. It might be just a prayer before your meal, but it is a prayer of genuine thanks to God who is the creator of all things for what you are about to receive. Prayer is how we stay connected to God the Father who provides for us, God the Son who has saved us, and God the Holy Spirit who strengthens us in faith.
A disciple receives power through weekly worship. I’m not talking about just “going to church.” Disciples gather for worship to hear God’s word of grace, love, forgiveness and hope. Disciples gather for worship to sing their praises to God and offer thanks for what the Lord has provided in the past week and we look forward to in the week to come. And when the hymns aren’t to our liking a disciple remembers that we aren’t singing them for our benefit, but God’s. 

A disciple receives power through regularly reading God’s word in scripture. It might be the short verse or passage found in the Christ In Our Home devotional. It might be in a weekly Bible study either here or another church, or even on-line. It might be simply reading the assigned readings in the Daily Lectionary provided in the back of the ELW. The Bible is a book of faith written by people of faith so others may come to faith in God. The more we read the stories of God’s faithfulness in it, the more our faith is strengthened in the God revealed in its pages.
Having received God’s power through prayer, worship and reading the Bible a disciple surges forward in service to others. Maybe we volunteer in our church pantry downstairs or make a meal for the fourteen girls in court mandated counseling at My Father’s House. Maybe we take an angel or two off the Advent Giving Tree and go shopping with our family for those who are less fortunate. Maybe we travel to Bosnia or North Carolina to spread the good news of the hope our resurrected Savior, Jesus, offers to all the baptized. Disciples serve the needs of others above themselves.

Disciples also invite and encourage people into or in a relationship with Christ. Disciples tell their story of faith in the risen Jesus. They share their relationship with God in Christ and the difference it makes in their lives. Then they invite others to share in that relational experience as well. They invite them to worship. They invite them to Vacation Bible School. They invite them to any event that will provide them an opportunity to know the Jesus they have come to know. And then they will encourage them in that relationship. 

Finally, a disciple surges forth in giving generously toward God’s work in the world with their time, talent, and treasure. There’s a reason we will be giving these 17 youth envelopes today. It’s not because we expect them to “pay up” now that they are “full members” of the Church. They were full members on the day they were baptized. Today they affirm what their parents said on their behalf. But today they also declare their intention to be an active participant in ministry rather than simply being a recipient. God has given them gifts and talents that can be used in God’s kingdom breaking into this world. They also will occasionally earn some money from which a portion can be given back toward God’s work in the world that the envelopes they place in the offering plate provide. 

Thirty years ago I stood before my pastor, parents, and congregation to affirm my faith in God the Father who created me, God the Son who saved me, and God the Holy Spirit who sustains me. Over the last thirty years of prayer, worship, reading scripture, serving others, inviting and encouraging people into a relationship with Christ, and giving ten percent of what God has first given me toward God’s work in the world my faith has only been deepened as a Christian. 

It has sustained me when my mother died of cancer long before I met my wife and we had our child. It has guided me when our future was unclear or uncertain. It has given me hope in the midst of despair, and strength in the times of weakness as I am sure your faith in our risen Lord has done the same. A piece of paper may say we are a confirmed member of a church, but the lives of faith we live bear witness to whom we follow and trust as a disciple. Let us go then, and make disciples and not just church members. 
