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Bill Fogelman, who died several years ago, was a big guy, tall and with plenty of girth, you could say.  He was also a man with a great big heart, kind and soft spoken, like a big old teddy bear.  But don’t be fooled; Bill was nobody’s pushover.  He was very smart and very, very wise, a strong leader, with a strong personality, a strong presence in any room he entered.  And Bill Fogelman was deeply into the heart of Presbyterianism.  Now, when I say that, I’m not just referring to his role as executive of our Synod, though he was much into that, much involved with Presbyterian policies and politics, a gentle man yet definitely a power in our denomination.  But, when I say that he was deeply into the heart of Presbyterianism, I’m thinking about his keen interest in the Presbyterian heart, that is, what makes a Presbyterian tick.  He was a gifted theologian, but in this case his interest was more sociological, in the sociology of Presbyterianism.


He was interested in us as a social organism, interested in our “groupness,” if you will, and in what attracts that “groupness.”  Why does somebody choose to be part of the group called “Presbyterian?”  Or to ask it another way, What is it about Presbyterianism in general which attracts some people, but not others?  Is it the theological beliefs we emphasize?  Is it the democratic nature of our polity?
It probably does involve our theology and our way of being church.  But Bill suspected that there might be something else which attracts certain people but not others to Presbyterianism.
After years of astute observation, he decided that, for the most part, Presbyterianism does not attract brand new Christians.  Brand new Christians are attracted to the emotional flair of intensely evangelical groups, whose fervor is more like theirs, the fervor of someone who, for the very first time, has had a rich and dramatic spiritual experience.  Presbyterianism attracts what might be called second wave Christians.  The first wave is intensely emotional, spirituality primarily structured in the ecstasy of an emotional response to Jesus Christ.  The second wave is composed of people who don’t stop valuing the emotional aspect of faith, but who begin to sense a need for something more.  They are not looking for something to take the place of emotional spirituality, but something to add to it, to deepen it and broaden its scope.  They want an intellectual dimension in their spirituality, want to think about what they believe, want to be able to ask thoughtful questions, want to seek their own answers, not just regurgitate the pat answers which, at first, satisfied them.  What attracts certain people but not others to Presbyterianism – it’s our emphasis on learning, our emphatic appreciation of our intellectual ability to think as faithful people.

Now, this is not to suggest that Presbyterianism attracts only those with over the top IQs.  It is to say that Presbyterianism attracts people who may not be geniuses, but who are smart enough to know that they don’t know all there is to know and who want to learn more.  So, the magnet that pulls people into Presbyterian “groupness,” at least in part, it’s our profound appreciation for education and for learning.  Of course, we Presbyterians certainly are not the only group of Christians that attracts people who want to use their minds as well as their emotions in their lives as Christians.  But we are most definitely one of those groups.  Therefore, one of the most important words in the vocabulary of Presbyterians is the word “disciple,” which as you know means “student.”
The word “discipleship,” we use it colloquially to incorporate many different aspects of Christian living.  But we know that, before you can function well within discipleship, you must first be a disciple, a student, willing to learn what discipleship is.  So, beginning Sunday after next, we’re going to delve into certain Bible passages which offer to teach us what disciples need to be taught.  But before we go there, please remember that no one has to be a disciple; Jesus of Nazareth never forced anybody to become a learner, a student of his.
He was constantly surrounded by huge crowds of followers, and he extended that invitation to become disciples, but some of them said “Thanks, but no thanks”; they were content to be “just followers”, and Jesus, not at all angry, gave them his blessing.  See, some of them weren’t there to learn from Jesus, weren’t interested in learning a new way of life.  They were “just followers,” following him mostly for personal reasons, mostly because they hoped that by staying close to him they would receive something for their old way of living, something to fix or to enhance their old way of living.  They really weren’t interested to learn into new living.  And Jesus never put down anyone who chose to remain “just a follower.”  He loved all those followers, fixed what was fixable, enriched their lives with his care, and sent them back to their old lives with his blessing.
I think there must have been some sadness in Jesus, though, sadness with their choice to remain in their old way of life, when what he could teach them, this new way of believing, this new way of living, could lift them into the joy and peace of kingdom life in their here and now.  But he never forced anybody to become a disciple, never threatened anyone:  Become a disciple or else!  And maybe that’s because you have to truly want to be taught, have to truly want to learn, have to truly want to be a disciple.

Sometimes, though, I wonder about how casually we use the word “disciple.”  We hear it frequently, but I wonder if we modern day Presbyterians really hear it, or does this oh so “churchy” word go in one ear and out the other, this word that’s so very familiar?  I don’t think it’s a matter of familiarity breeding contempt, as the old adage goes.  But maybe familiarity does breed a kind of casual, nonchalant “ho-humness” about the word “disciple”, with an assumption that oh well of course if you’re a Christian you’re a disciple.  Perhaps we ought to take the word “disciple” much more seriously, because a disciple, within the “Life As A Christian” picture, is a student whose teacher is Jesus Christ.  I wonder if we really think about that; probably not.
I’m guessing that mostly we see ourselves taught by people around us and by the reading we do, not really aware that, as disciples, our teacher is Jesus Christ, present with us as Holy Spirit.  Trouble is, becoming aware of that might cause some people to back away from learning as disciples because, with the Spirit involved, we might have to think some new thoughts, believe some new beliefs.  You know, odd as it may sound, to be a disciple necessitates a courageous decision, a very courageous decision to be a learner.  But, thanks be to God, Madison Square Presbyterian Church is chock full of courageous learners, and if you’re one of them, you sure would like our adult Sunday School class and our Wednesday group!

Anyway, Sunday after next, we’ll start delving into Bible passages which can teach people who want to learn as disciples.  We’ll begin by going into the Bible story I read to you today.  Meanwhile, maybe you could haul out the Bible you have at home, read this story from the gospel of Mark, and do some thinking of your own.  Especially think about the question Jesus asked that blind man:  “What do you want me to do for you?”  Think about why Jesus might have asked that man that question.  And then, if you want to go further, let the question Jesus asked become personal.  Think about how you might answer it, perhaps in lots of different ways.  And – who knows? – the Spirit might become your teacher right there, leading you to see something you need to see about yourself and maybe leading you to see something you need in your life as a Christian.
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