Deepening Our Discipleship

One of my idiosyncrasies is water temperature.  When I drink water, it has to be freezing cold.  If the cup is not filled to the top with ice, I simply cannot drink it.  When I take a shower, the water has to be boiling hot – if it doesn’t burn, it’s not hot enough.  If I had to drink lukewarm water or shower in lukewarm water, it would literally drive me insane.

I want to speak for a moment about being lukewarm individuals.  In our society today, being lukewarm is very safe.  For example, when it comes to business or politics, many people tend to be wishy-washy, middle of the road, and agreeable to both sides. However, when it comes to religious conviction, especially as members of the church, we simply cannot afford to be weak.

I would like to share a poem with you by Dan Dunkee, entitled “Lukewarm.”

He was an average kind of guy, said the one.

I agree, said the other.

He was somewhere between a B and a C while in school.

That’s not good and it’s not bad, said the other.

His passions were regular, Didn’t stray from the norm?

About average, said the one.

Not dynamic in sinning, said the other.

Politically, he was the middle of the road.

Didn’t cause trouble? Asked the other disappointedly.

Didn’t cause anything, said the other one shaking his head.

Did he help his neighbors?

About average, not hot and not cold.

Was he religious?

He wasn’t what you’d call unreligious, exactly, said the one.

About average, asked the other? Right, said the one.

That’s about it then, said the other.

I don’t want him, said heaven.  Neither do I, said the other.

The Lord made his position very clear in Revelations 3:15-16.  It reads: “I know thy works, that thou are neither cold nor hot.  I would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth.”  Perhaps His displeasure with us when we are lukewarm is because we are trying to get the blessings of the gospel, while avoiding the responsibility and sacrifice membership requires.

In October of 1992 Neal A. Maxwell gave a talk about deepening our discipleship.  In the introduction he said, “These remarks are not primarily for those who are steadily striving and who genuinely seek to keep God’s commandments and yet sometimes fall short.  Nor is this primarily for those few in deliberate noncompliance.  Instead these comments are for the essentially “honorable” members who are skimming over the surface instead of deepening their discipleship and who are casually engaged rather than “anxiously engaged.”

President Ezra Taft Benson once said, “I testify that as the forces of evil increase under Lucifer’s leadership and as the forces of good increase under the leadership of Jesus Christ, there will be growing battles between the two until the final confrontation.  As the issues become clearer and more obvious, all mankind will eventually be required to align themselves, either for the kingdom of God or for the kingdom of the devil.”

Things are becoming very black and white, brothers and sisters.  The Lord made it very clear that we cannot serve God and Mammon; that we should be in the world, but not of the world.  At the end of the world there will be only two groups, the wheat and the tares.  As Joshua said, “Choose ye this day whom ye will serve.”

Being a member of the church is not easy. We all know that.  I once had a conversation with a couple of nurses I worked with.  After learning about some of our beliefs, they both said, “I could never be a Mormon – it’s too hard.  You guys have to do too much stuff.”  It is true – we are required to do a lot of stuff, and at times, it can be a bit overwhelming.

Mary Ellen Edmunds once suggested that we should adopt the following as the 14th Article of Faith. “We believe in meetings – all that have been scheduled, all that are now scheduled, and we believe that there will yet be scheduled many great and important meetings.  We have endured many meetings and hope to be able to endure all meetings.  Indeed we may say that if there is a meeting, or anything that resembles a meeting or anything that we might possibly turn into a meeting, we seek after these things.”

Which reminds me of a poem my Dad used to say: “Mary had a little lamb, it turned into a sheep – and when it joined the Mormon church, it died from lack of sleep.”  

I remember a time in my life feeling a bit overwhelmed by it all, and perhaps even a little resentful.  I knew that the purpose of the church was to build families, and yet it seemed that the church required so much of our time, it was difficult to spend time together as a family.  You may have had similar thoughts.  I wondered how long I was going to have to keep it up.  

Bruce Hafen answered this way: “In most human interaction, our commitments are of limited scope and duration.  We ask, ‘How long must I do this?’ or ‘How much of this must I take?’ There is some identifiable point at which we may say, ‘That is enough.’  But when we belong to Christ and he belongs to us, as when parents and children truly belong to one another, both will stay as long as it takes, and both will give all there is.”

Those of you who have taken science classes have probably learned about the cell cycle.  Cells go through phases, first the active stage of division, then a resting phase; dividing phase, then resting phase.  In the gospel of Jesus Christ, there is no “resting phase.”  There is no such thing as being “done.”  Sometimes we do our visiting teaching and then think “Oh good, I am done for the month” or “Oh good, I spoke in sacrament meeting - now I won’t have to speak for a year.”  Work and sacrifice are constants in the gospel, and once we accept that fact, we will resent the sacrifices less.

While struggling with feelings of being overwhelmed, I also learned another valuable lesson.  I have never had trouble paying tithing.  It makes perfect sense to me.  All of the money I have comes from the Lord, and therefore I don’t find it difficult giving him 10% each month.  It’s His anyway.  I thought about this principle in terms of my time.  Every breath I have comes from God.  Every morning that I wake up, every additional week that I live, is a free gift from God.  I should be willing, therefore, to give the Lord at least 10% of my time, since it is His anyway.  Just something to think about.

Sometimes we use the excuse “I’m too busy.”  We all live very complicated lives.  But I am reminded of the calling of the original twelve disciples.  When Christ called to them, what were they doing?  Sitting on the beach waiting to be called as disciples?  No.  They were fishing.  That was their livelihood.  They were in the middle of their workday, trying to provide for their families.  Peter could have simply answered, “Well, I would really like to help you, but I’m kind of busy right now.  I get off work at five and I’ll try to see what I can do to help you then.”  But instead, as it says in the scriptures, “They straightway left their nets and followed him.”  What a good example for us all.

If you’re too busy for the Lord, you’re too busy.  Christ is not something you try to squeeze into your daily planner.  As Neal A Maxwell reminded us, “Each of us is an innkeeper who decides if there is room for Jesus.”

Yes, it is true.  If you gave up the church, you would have a lot of things.  You would have all day Sunday to do whatever you want.  You’d have 10% more of your income.  You would have your weeknights free.  But think of what you’d have to give up in return.  You would have to say goodbye to the Holy Ghost, to the knowledge of who you are and why you’re here, and to priesthood power.  You would not have the primary or mutual to help you raise your children, but then again, you wouldn’t have them for eternity anyway.  I think that we are getting a good deal, brothers and sisters.  If a sacrifice is giving up something good for something better, then being a member of the church is definitely a sacrifice.

So what exactly are we asked to give?  I think C.S. Lewis said it best.  “Christ says ‘Give me All. I don’t want so much of your time and so much of your money and so much of your work.  I want You.  I have not come to torment your natural self, but to kill it.  No half-measures are any good.  I don’t want to cut off a branch here and a branch there.  I want to have the whole tree down.  I don’t want to drill the tooth, or crown it or stop it, but to have it out.  Hand over the whole natural self, all the desires which you think innocent, as well as the ones you think wicked – the whole outfit.  I will give you a new self instead.  In fact, I will give you Myself.  My own will shall become yours.”

As Joseph Smith once said, “A religion that does not require the sacrifice of all things never has power sufficient to produce the faith necessary unto life and salvation.” Vaughn J. Featherstone said, “The cost of discipleship everlastingly and always will be the same.  It is, simply, all that we have.”

I have thought a great deal lately about the early saints of the church.  As I have studied their lives, their trials and persecutions have become very real to me.  I honestly do not know how they did what they did.  I know that if I had been called upon to do what they did, I would not have made it.  I honor them and thank them for teaching me what it means to be valiant.

As Glen L. Pace said, “With all the prophecies we have seen fulfilled, what great event are we awaiting prior to saying, ‘count me in?”  What more do we need to see or experience before we get on the train and stay on it until we reach our destination?”  It is time for a spiritual revival.  It is time to dig down deep within ourselves and rekindle our own light.”

I pray that each of us will deepen our discipleship and become anxiously engaged in a good cause.  There is no better cause.  In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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