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Fr o m P r ay e r f u l L i s t e n i n g …

Being Sent

A member of the Spiritan community, Fr. Tony is a former professor of Mission Studies at Catholic Theological
Union in Chicago. He is also a Bearings Letter contributor.
At the time of Jesus, listening was considered critically important. The ancient Israelites were not very
sophisticated in medicine or biology but, like every culture, they had a working definition of what it
meant to be human, which included characteristics like standing upright on two legs; a capacity for
language; and perhaps the ability to show emotion by laughing or crying, and so on. Reduced to its most
easily remembered, to be human meant simply this: having ears—and using them to listen, to hear, and
to respond appropriately.

Once we realize this, much of Jesus’ teaching becomes immediately understandable.
He constantly challenged people to behave responsibly, telling them in effect that many of them
were failing to live fully human lives. He reminded them that the greatest commandment, the
Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4), began with the word LISTEN: “Listen [or hear] Israel, the LORD God is a great
God, and you shall love the LORD with your whole heart, soul, mind and strength.”
But he reminded the people that although they had ears, they often failed to listen and respond
appropriately. “Blessed are those who hear the word of God, and put it into practice” he would say (Luke 8:
21), or, approvingly, “Blessed are your ears for they have heard, and your eyes for they have seen, for many
have longed to hear what you hear and see what you see” (Matthew 13: 16). He also accused some of being
willfully hard of hearing, deliberately deaf to his words.
So, when we consider discipleship, it is not difficult to relate that theme to the topic
of listening, and reflect on how it might apply to our own contemporary lives.
• Do we realize just how important listening is?
• Do we really listen as carefully as we might?
• Do we actually hear what we need to hear?
• Are our lives affected in any way by what we hear?
• And how, then, do we respond as human persons with ears to hear?

Several years ago, a graduate student of theology, studying in Chicago where I teach, asked a simple
and direct question: “Are there, she said, “any Christian disciples today?” She explained that Muslims
understand disciples (of the prophet Mohammed) to have been only those who actually encountered
him during their respective lifetimes. After the prophet died, there were no more disciples, and when
the last disciple died, discipleship no longer existed. I told her that the Christian understanding
was very different, and that there are indeed disciples today. Together, she and I undertook a
careful study of discipleship, which proved mutually beneficial.

. . . To C o m m i t t e d D i s c i p l e s h i p
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So what is Christian discipleship?

Jesus and the Rabbis

Being Sent

Jesus was a pious Jew; but he was NOT a rabbi. People sometimes called him “rabbi” out of respect
for his teaching, but it was no more than a term of honor—and one that he did not like very much
(Matthew 23: 8). He was what we might call a regular or “lay” person, and some even scoffed that
he was “not yet fifty” (John 8: 57)—implying that he could not have completed the required studies.
When others claimed to know his family, they were implying that he could not possibly have slipped
away for rabbinical studies without them knowing. That he was an itinerant, a wanderer, a man
without wife or family—these were also signs that he could not have been a rabbi. A rabbi was a
pillar of Jewish society and a mature, highly-trained, married man. Not strictly a rabbi then, Jesus
was different from those who were in at least three ways that relate directly to discipleship.

First

A potential rabbinical student—a would-be disciple—would seek out a rabbi in order to become
his pupil. The best (most pious, intelligent, and socially acceptable) students and the most acclaimed
rabbis would find each other, while the less able students would have to be content with a less
accomplished rabbi. With Jesus however, it was the very opposite. He was quite explicit in his
reminders to his own disciples: “You did not choose me; no, I CHOSE YOU, and I sent you out to bear
much fruit” (John 15: 16). This is critically important: whoever becomes a true disciple of Jesus, then or
now, must experience a vocation, a call, an invitation from Jesus himself. Such a call will then demand
a response; and a response to a call from another person is a very different thing from taking an
initiative oneself. An initiative springs from the subject as agent; a response presupposes another
person (the one who calls) and another’s agenda (not one’s own).

Second

The rabbis taught tradition and were punctilious about this aspect of their profession. Jesus, of
course, would likewise maintain that he taught the tradition: “I did not come to change a jot…”
(Matthew 5: 48). But he also taught with imagination and pastoral concern: the Sabbath was made
for people, and not vice versa, so he was at pains to attend to people’s needs on the Sabbath (Mark
2: 27). He was also not above saying inflammatory things: “You have heard it said […] but I say to
you” (Matthew 5: 21-45), even as he followed up with: “I came not to destroy but to fulfill” (Matthew 5:
17). There was both novelty and authority in his words, and they constituted an implicit threat to
the more orthodox teachers of the Law.

Third

The fact that the best rabbis attracted the best potential students meant that discipleship was an
elitist affair: poor or less-intelligent students would be excluded. More, it was elitist because only
men could become rabbis; women were automatically excluded, whatever their qualities might
have been.
Here is the greatest difference between Jesus and the rabbis: not only did he call his disciples
rather than vice versa; not only did he interpret and apply the Law with authority and
compassion; he specifically called women, outcasts, sinners and those suffering from sicknesses of
every kind, not to mention non-Jews. These choices made him controversial as well as different,
none more so than his explicit inclusion of women.
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So how do we fit in?

Being Sent

Any and every one of us can identify with someone or some category of people chosen by Jesus.
The discipleship of Jesus was radical, inclusive, and egalitarian. Notwithstanding the disparities
or distinctions between those Jesus called—by gender, age, intelligence, social and moral
respectability—his was intended as a discipleship of equals (Mark 10: 43-44). These three differences
between Jesus and the rabbis make his discipleship unique and—for those called (then and now)—
liberating, ennobling, and cost-effective, as we shall see.

Mission, Jesus and Discipleship

Among the many breakthroughs in Biblical Studies, particularly during the second half of the 20th
century, has been the rediscovery of the true significance of Christian mission and of the relationship
between God’s Mission and Jesus, the institutional Church, and God’s people, individually and
collectively
Briefly, Jesus himself came to bring the eternal mission of the Holy Trinity—of outreach, healing,
and reconciling love—literally down to earth, so that we could later pray that “God’s will (may) be
done on earth as it is in heaven.” Mission should be understood first and foremost as originating in,
or even describing, the Trinity: God is its subject. For the work of Jesus to be continued after his
resurrection, he confided his mission to those who would become disciples; in other words, he comissioned them.

But who exactly were the disciples, and what were (and are) they
commanded to do?

The answers to these questions have also opened up new perspectives for the Church and its
members.
“Mission” first and foremost, describes God’s ongoing activity. While Jesus, the Church, and we
ourselves are all servants or instruments of God’s mission, we should, strictly speaking, avoid
speaking of “the Church’s mission” or “my mission.” We must remember instead that God’s
Mission has the Church as its instrument, and not vice versa, just as God’s Mission has me, or
us, as its servant, and not vice versa. In fact God’s (eternal) Mission had Jesus himself (historically
incarnated in first-century Palestine) as its servant par excellence. And Jesus was at pains to remind
his own disciples that he came, not to do HIS own will but to do the will of the ONE who sent
(“missioned”) him.

So where do we fit into the grand scheme of this mission?

Actually, our involvement or commitment is necessary, not in absolute terms, but as “contingent
necessity”: that is, although we are not indispensable (for God can surely act without us), it is God’s
providential plan to involve us in the work of bringing about of the Realm of God.
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THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP

Being Sent

The word disciple, as a noun or a verb, occurs about 250 times in the New Testament, yet curiously
it is not really defined—or, perhaps better, it is something of a shape-changer. No single definition
applies to everyone, yet discipleship itself can describe the way of life of a wide variety of people.
Discipleship refers to one of the many ways in which people attempt to follow Jesus from wherever
their current context places them. The most elaborate description of discipleship occurs in Matthew’s
Gospel (11:25-26), and is prefaced by Jesus thanking God for hiding the significance of much of his
teaching from “the wise” and revealing it to “mere children.”
At first glance this statement is surely rather curious. “The wise” in this sense are the worldly
wise, the self-important or complacent or those who think they have nothing to learn. The “mere
children,” by contrast, are people who are quite well aware that they still have a great deal to learn.
Typically, children are forever asking questions, perpetually curious, and looking for answers or
understanding.
It is people like that – people with genuine curiosity and imagination,
people who are still seeking, people who have not stopped asking questions,
and growing – for whom Jesus thanks God: they can become disciples.
Even though Jesus is looking for an attitude that is more commonly identified with children, he is
not literally inviting children to be committed disciples. No, he is looking for mature people of faith,
people who are reflecting on life’s challenge and significance, people who want to live meaningful
lives and make a difference in the world in which they live. Discipleship is not for children literally.
And if we look at the strategy of Jesus himself, exploring his recorded encounters with would-be
disciples…
the rich man or Bartimaeus (Mark 10)
• the woman crippled for eighteen years (Luke 13: 10 )
• the Canaanite woman who begs for the scraps from the table (Matthew 15: 21)
• the woman at the well (John 4: 2)
• or the better known “Twelve”
•

				
…we begin to see a composite picture of discipleship emerging.
It can be seen as a journey in three stages:

1. Call

		

2. Disturbance 		

3. Co-Mission

Stage One — Call or Encounter

Discipleship, we must not forget, is not a result of individual initiative but is the response to a call.
Ours is an “initiative culture” where people thrive on creativity and self-actualization. Some wouldbe disciples might follow that approach, with all the best intentions of course, and then expect God
to be grateful for their initiative! But discipleship results from a call and many people feel that
waiting for someone else’s initiative and then responding to it is a sign of weakness!
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R E spo n d 		

R E spo n d 		

R E spo n d

Being Sent

But Jesus, we noted, is quite clear: “you did not choose me; no, I chose you.” And that’s where the call
comes in. Sometimes it is very clear and explicit, as when Jesus calls Peter out of the boat to come
to him on the water (Matthew 14) or Zacchaeus to come down from the sycamore tree (Luke 19).
But sometimes it is more implicit, developing out of an encounter that may sometimes appear
accidental. Whether it is explicit or implicit, Jesus and some potential disciple are brought face
to face.

Stage Two — Disturbance or Displacement

Meeting Jesus is the beginning of a process, but it is only the beginning. “By their fruits you shall
know them,” said Jesus of his true followers or disciples. And the fruit of an orchard depends on
many things: soil, climate, pollination, blossoming, time, and husbandry among others. In terms
of the process of discipleship, we can identify the phase following the initial call or encounter, as
one of disturbance or displacement: Jesus will challenge us all to modify personal agendas and
yield personal initiatives, in order to be redirected or refocused, and to respond to the demands
he makes on us: his call.
“There is a disturbing quality about the urgency of Jesus’ call, that those who want
a quiet life are bound to resent and resist,” says biblical scholar James G. Dunn.
Unless we are willing to be disturbed, trusting that the disturbance or displacement implicit in
discipleship will actually prove life-giving to us, we are not yet ready. “Unless you put your hand
to the plow and do not look back,” says Jesus, “you are not ready for the kingdom or realm of God.” (Luke
9: 62)

The God of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament is a God who DISTURBS.
But this God does not coerce or force; we are free to acquiesce or to resist. Disciples are those
who become willing agents of God’s plans. So disciples actually ask, in so many words, to be
disturbed and brought into “right-relationship” with God. Assuming then that we have become
willing instruments of God’s purposes, disciples must make a further commitment: to actually
become themselves a disturbing presence in the world. Why so? Because we are called to
change the world, and that requires disturbing the status quo.
We must be particularly careful to become a true Godly disturbance– lest we simply become
social activists, political ideologues, or bullies– but without the Godly focus (exemplified in the
pursuit of God’s righteousness and not our own self-righteousness) that a disciple must cultivate.

Stage Three — The Sending Out Together

What is commonly called New Age spirituality or religion, while often noble in intention, can be
problematic if pursued too slavishly by people who consider themselves believing Christians.
The problem unfolds like this: New Age techniques and behaviors tend to concentrate on the
subject, the self, and a sense of personal well-being. All well and good, given that so many
people have a poor self-image or have experienced violence or other kinds of victimization,
whether from the institutional Church or from individuals who betrayed their positions of trust.
But concentrating on the self and one’s own well-being is actually too modest a proposal for a
Christian.
5
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The Sending Out Together cont’d

We are called in order to be sent, not simply in order to be rehabilitated and restored to a sense of
personal self-worth. Jesus has a deeper purpose in mind. He calls and chooses people who will
become his witnesses throughout the world. So there is a public, as well as a personal dimension to
discipleship: “by their fruits you will know them,” said Jesus.
Everyone called to be a disciple of Jesus is called in order to be sent. And disciples are sent precisely
to continue the work Jesus came to undertake: to love, to forgive, to reconcile; to feed and clothe
and heal; to restore the broken-hearted and enfeebled; to build bridges and to mend fences: in short,
to help build the City of God, a world of justice and concern for all.
That is the co-mission given to anyone of us with ears to hear Jesus’ invitation and the imagination
to act wherever we happen to be—not wishing we were elsewhere or making promises of future
action, nor procrastinating instead of proclaiming the promise and hope of Jesus. It is, of course,
the work of Jesus before it becomes our work. Just as Jesus said he came to do the will of his Abba,
that he was co-missioned by God to do on earth what was being done in heaven, so we, in turn, are
co-missioned by Jesus to continue on earth what he initiated two thousand years ago.

The mission is not ours. We are not the inventors or instigators.
We are called to be the faithful disciples, co-missioned by the one whose mission it is.
When we consider discipleship today, we must be aware that it presents a paradox. Disciples
are called individually (that is, every disciple experiences a personal, individual call), but they are not
called to be individualists. We live in a highly individualistic culture, but the intention of Jesus
was to form a community from the individuals he called. This community would become,
in time, the Church.
Today particularly, disciples must find and operate within a community (of believers) lest they
find themselves isolated and dispirited when faced with the enormous task that discipleship calls
us to address.

In Conclusion

“Are there any Christian disciples today?” asked my Muslim student. The answer should be: “Look for
yourself!” There certainly should be, if the intentions of Jesus are implemented. And there certainly
are, if one looks carefully. Yet it is also appropriate to acknowledge that there could, and should be
many more. Some of us are simply not living up to the standards we know we will be judged on.
But others, it seems, have never really understood the significance of their baptismal call to lifelong
discipleship. Some may suffer from a certain false modesty, but others have never understood the
true scope of the Christian vocation that encompasses each and every baptized person.
A narrow understanding of “Christian vocation” continues to pervade our thinking, since it is
still widely understood as describing only ordained clergy or others who commit to full-time
Christian service.
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Being Sent

“Who do you say that I am ?”

“Who do you say that I am?”, said Jesus to Peter.
It is a question that demands an answer and a commitment. But it is not addressed to Peter
alone; it is asked of everyone on whom the waters of baptism
have been poured.
What are we, what am I, prepared to do to show that this is
potentially the most important question addressed to each and
every follower of Jesus?
The immediate answer is the answer of faith, summarized by
Peter: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”
The subsequent answer, the answer of action, is:
“I will deny myself, take up my cross daily, and follow YOU.”
Those who can formulate these answers are the disciples of Jesus,
whether yesterday, today, or tomorrow.
•

Have you experienced a call?
God may well be calling you through the voices of the poor, through your own
awareness of injustice, or when you find yourself uncomfortable with your rather
privileged life.

•

Are you willing to be disturbed?
Disciples need a sense of adventure. Disciples are risk-takers—which does NOT
mean they lack prudence and common sense!

•

Are you the kind of person who might be willing to be
committed to a cause—even if it was not originally your own idea?

You may be more of a disciple than you think. You are certainly invited to consider
discipleship. It is, after all, another word for committed or confirmed Christian.

Take time to reflect on the questions below.
Use your journal respond to A N Y of the questions that call out to you.

Re-read the Article and Review the Questions Below.
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Q u e s t i o n s a n d R e f l e c t i o n s Being Sent
We Are Called

When in your life have you been aware of a sense of call?
What led up to that calling and where did it lead you?
How has Engaging Spirituality influenced the way you live out your call daily life?

We Are Called Together

Who are the kinds of people you feel called to connect with and care about?
What unlikely friendships have developed in response to your call to engage the world?

We Are Co-missioned

To be co-missioned is to be sent with others.
Who are the people in your life who share your sense of being called to live deeply an love broadly?
What people, place or activities come to mind when you hear the words “mission“ and “disciple”?

We Are Disciples Sent Together Into the World

If discipleship is risky and costly, what has choosing the way of the cross cost you?
How would anyone know you are a committed, commissioned disciple?
What practices have integrated into your life in response to the daily demands of discipleship?
“The spirit of the Lord is upon me for God has anointed me to bring good news to the poor
and sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the
oppressed go free and proclaim the year of God’s favor.” Luke 4: 18-19

Where will Engaging Spirituality take you?

How do you plan to continue the journey, and with whom?
What will you do to stay receptive to the outgoing movement of the Spirit of Jesus?
What will keep you grounded in God’s mission as you embrace life with an unprotected heart?
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