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More Than Just Signing on the Dotted Line- Erin Tamayo 

Mark 8: 27-34 

I want to start this morning by asking you to do a little self reflection and a little 

reflection about your church.  First of all, for those of you that consider yourself 

Christians, I want you to think about what makes you a Christian.  If you don’t place 

yourself in this category, but you know someone who does, please ask yourself: what 

does it take to be a Christian?    

After you have thought about this for a few moments, now direct your mind to 

your church.  If you are a member of a church, direct you attention to it or if you are not 

a member of any church, think about some of those that you have visited.  Think about 

this question:  what makes a church a good and successful church? 

Now I want to tell you a story…When I was in college, I had a roommate.  A girl 

about my same age that was studying teaching just as I was.  We were very close and 

although she would probably have categorized herself as Christian, as many Americans 

do, she never went to church or talked much about God.  One day however, she met 

some new friends who were quite animate about her coming to join them for dinner.  

She did and invited me to come along.  I didn’t know why but I felt quite uncomfortable 

at their house as they talked to her about salvation and Christ and accepting him as her 

Lord and savior.  They tried to convince her that this was the way to go.  I think I 

returned once to a dinner with these girls but after that, my roommate continued to go 

for a couple more times alone.  Until one day she came home with tears in her eyes and 

told me that she had accepted Christ as her Lord and Savior and that she had been 

saved.  I of course was so happy for her but I couldn’t help being a little skeptical.  She 
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began attending the church where her new friends attended but felt out of place.  She 

stopped attending church but was satisfied knowing that she has been saved because 

she was able to say the right thing: I believe in Christ as my Lord and Savior. 

  After witnessing this I was even more disillusioned with popular evangelism and 

how people could go about recruiting strangers to "sign on the dotted line" but would 

simply drop them after they won one more soul for Jesus.  Is this what being a Christian 

is all about?  Saying I believe but having no outward transformation?  No dedication to 

the greater good?  No change in character?     

How many Churches preach that all you have to do is "say" the right thing and 

you'll be saved.  How many churches command you to say " I accept Jesus as Lord and 

Savior" but fail to provide Christians the  knowledge about how to live out this faith.  

What's more, when salvation is individualistic, people respond to faith in an 

individualistic way and fail to respond to the intrinsic relationship between themselves 

and others.  In other words, when salvation is only about me and God, then my 

response in my life as a Christian is merely about me and God without taking into 

account the living conditions of those around me.  But before we go more into this,  

Lets go back to the scripture found in Mark and examine the call to become 

disciples that Jesus himself set before his followers.  And then lets look at the scripture 

reading for today's message again in light of what it means to be a true follower of 

Christ.  

Some people have said that the Gospel of Mark is like a fast paced slide show.  

Especially throughout the first part of the Gospel, we are only given glimpses of each 

frame but the author doesn’t give us a lot of details.  But we do get the basics.   
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  If we want to examine what it takes to become a true follower of Christ, we 

should go back to the first chapters of Mark and look at the call stories of Andrew, 

James, John and later Levi.  In his call to these 5 men, no stipulations are given, no 

rules or regulations. No one is asked to make a statement of faith before they are 

allowed to follow Jesus.  These men in and by the lake are merely invited to follow 

Jesus with the promise that they will “become fishers of men” (1:17). Although you 

realize, it’s not an easy feat to leave one’s profession to follow Jesus, there are no other 

provisos required. 

  After the first cycle of miracle stories, Jesus appoints the 12 disciples so that they 

may preach and have the authority to drive out demons. Again no provisions for 

discipleship are given at this time. Later he commissions them to replicate his own 

mission of teaching and healing (6:7-13) and they return with apparent success (6:30).  

If you look back on your life, especially those of you who had to make a 

conscious decision to become a Christian, were you asked to “do” before you were 

asked to profess faith?  How would this have affected your understanding of what it 

meant to be a Christian?  So often we ask people to profess their faith before they have 

a full understanding of the life they will be asked to lead.  I ask you this morning if this is 

beneficial?  Don’t you think that each individual should be given the chance experience 

the life changing ministry that a Christian is called to live before we are so eager to have 

them sign on the dotted line and profess their faith so that we can pronounce them as 

married to the church. 

I don’t know about you but in college I was able to take a class entitled the 

sociology of courtship and marriage.  In this class the professor, a wise older lady, 
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demonstrated to us that so often we urge ourselves to dive into a lifelong commitment 

with a person before really giving ourselves the chance to know them.  Really giving 

ourselves the opportunity to understand how our lives, our ambitions and our own 

beliefs fit together.  We think that because we have developed a strong love for 

someone that we should hurry up and get married before anything changes.  However, 

this has lead to the high and even outrageous percentages of divorce in our country.  

Instead the professor urged us to take the time to really get to know the person.  To see 

them in as many different aspects of their life as possible and to allow them to walk with 

us and see our lives as well.  Only after truly getting to know the person, who they are 

and their beliefs will we be able to make that lifelong commitment which leads to a truly 

enriching life together.  

This aspect could be applied to our lives as a Christian and our commitment to 

Christianity and to the church as well.  Now Im not saying that you should spend years 

getting to know your church before you become a member, but I am saying that it is 

important to know that as a Christian, much more will be demanded of you than just 

signing on the dotted line.  There is much more to being a Christian than profession of 

faith.   To be a true follower of Christ, it takes a lifelong commitment not only to Christ 

but to the bettering of God’s kingdom here on earth.    

Let me point out that becoming a Christian and joining church membership as I 

am speaking here are two different things.  But both are commitments that do take 

some degree of dedication.  And since I have come here to Immanuel, I have learned 

that church membership not only takes dedication on the part of the new member but 

also on the part of the congregation as well.  Here you have a group of “connectors” 
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who become acquainted with “new-comers” so that they may come to know more about 

what it means to be a Christian (if they themselves are from other religious traditions) 

but especially connectors help newcomers understand Immanuel Presbyterian Church 

in general and what it means to be a member here.  In this aspect I have learned so 

much from you.  Thank you. 

Lets return to the scripture reading for today and see what happens here in light 

of this message.  In the 8th Chapter of Mark, where we find our reading for today, the 

tone begins to change.  But before we talk about the reading for today we need to take 

a look at what many scholars have entitled the Messianic Secret.  (Joke about what is 

that)  but really what these scholars are referring to is the tendency of Jesus throughout 

the gospel of Mark to conceal his identity rather than to reveal it.   

  In examining this idea of the secret, we see Jesus’ first attempt to conceal his 

identity as he forbids demons to speak, in the first chapter. A similar incident is reported 

in 3:11-12. In addition, Jesus, time and time again, prohibits those whom he has healed 

from spreading the word about his identity(1:44, 5:43, 7:36, 8:26). But why does he do 

this? 

  and in today's reading, we see Jesus asking the question about his perceived 

identity, he first receives the answers of the popular opinion: Jesus people think that you 

are John the Baptist, Elijah, or another prophet.  But then he digs deeper, he asks his 

disciples: but who do you say that I am.  Peter answers: You are the Christ.  And Jesus 

tells him not to disclose this information.  (Hey don’t tell that to anybody!) 

  But why does Jesus tell him, and previously those that he had healed, not to 

reveal his identity?  Some people say that he silences them because it is merely not 
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time for his identity to be revealed.  However, others have gone below the surface to 

take a closer look at the Jewish understanding of who the Messiah was believed to be.  

This is how we can gain a deeper understanding.   

  Peter says to Jesus, you are the cristo,j but in those times, its important to note 

that people were awaiting a messiah or an anointed one and they expected this person 

to be an ideal king empowered by God who would deliver God's people with one mighty 

blow of his arm and establish God's righteous kingdom.   

  But as we approach the 8th chapter where our reading for today lies, Jesus 

begins to open the disciples eyes,  He begins to show them that they don’t exactly 

understand what it means to be the "Christ."  And he shows them that being a disciple is 

more than just saying the right thing "You are the Christ" but it’s also living a life in 

accordance with the acts he is about to do.  He begins to open up their eyes and tell 

them that he will have to suffer, an idea that would be counter to everything that the 

"Christ" would be expected to do.   

  In other words, Jesus doesn’t want Peter to spread news that he is the Christ 

because Peter doesn’t really completely understand what it means yet.  He doesn’t 

quite understand the role and work of the Christ, nor does he completely understand 

what will be required of him as a disciple of the Christ.    

Then Jesus begins to teach the disciples that there will be suffering involved.  And he 

will be killed.  But that there would be resurrection in the end.  and Peter says "get real 

Jesus, the Christ is supposed to be all powerful, the Christ would never be made to 

suffer, what are you teaching these people?"   
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  So Jesus tells the disciples and others, come gather around, its time that you all 

hear this: then he lays out three commands for discipleship.   

First, a follower must deny him or herself. This is not a command to give up everything 

that a person enjoys merely for the sake of asceticism but it is a call to put God’s will 

first in one’s life, and also to give up self-promoting ambitions for the sake of the whole 

(body of Christ). The second demand is that disciples take up their cross. The image of 

a cross at this time was much different than the symbol of the cross that many people 

where around their necks today as a piece of fashion jewlrey, back then it was one of 

crucifixion, extreme tortures and something to be dreaded.  Again something that was 

not expected of the Christ. The third command is given as: follow me.  

  How confused the disciples must have been!  But the truth is, Jesus knew that he 

would be leaving them soon.  The disciples would become those in charge of spreading 

the news.  They could not attempt to seek more followers until they came to some 

understanding of what Jesus' life meant and that they too should have to "do" rather 

than just "proclaim."   

 I want to let you know that just this past week I had the opportunity to join the 

new members’ dinner here at Immanuel.  This is where the Session meets with those 

seeking to become members to your church.  I was impressed that Pastor Frank set 

before them 9 commitments of membership of the Presbyterian Church and explained 

each one.  This means that the leadership of your church cares about having quality 

members who fully understand their role as members. 

 And I ask you to return to your reflections about what makes a good and 

successful church?  With numbers of membership especially in the Presbyterian Church 
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dwindling.  In fact, membership in Presbyterian churches between 1990 and 2008 has 

lowered nearly 20%.  In times like these it’s a temptation to go out there on the streets 

and search for new members who can profess their faith without giving them the full 

understanding of what it means to be a follower of Christ.  Especially now that 

Christianity has become the face religion of the empire of the United States, its easy to 

forget that being a Christian takes commitment and life dedication.   

If Peter would have gone out and told others that they should follow the Christ without 

having the full understanding of what this meant he would be doing more harm than 

good.  He would be recruiting people to a mission that they did not fully understand.   

 In a conversation with one of my mentors Rev. Julio Ramirez, he explained to me 

that nowadays we are more concerned with increasing our membership that we don’t 

care much about the quality of those members or of their commitments to Christ and the 

church.  He explained to me that we have to be careful not to attempt to make our 

church fat but rather strong.  It’s much better to have a membership that is fit and strong 

in their understanding and commitment to the Gospel than to have a church which is fat 

with members merely signing on the dotted line to join the club for salvation. 

 But if we don’t measure the success of our churches in the number of members 

within our walls, how can we measure the success of our slice of the body of Christ?    

We could start by acknowledging that although the membership in our national church 

has dropped so drastically over the past 20 years, there has been an increase in 

financial contribution per member of over 60%.  And this is even after adjusting for 

inflation.  But it’s not all about money, it’s about commitment.  Here are some other 
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metaphors put out one pastor- David Phillips on alternative ways to measure church 

success: 

This pastor suggests that instead of using membership numbers, church success could 

instead be measured by: 

1. The number of adoptions people in the church have made from local foster 
care.  

2. The number of pictures on the church wall of unwed mothers holding their 
newborn babies in their arms for the first time.  

3.The number of former convicted felons serving in the church  
4. The number of phone calls from community leaders asking the church’s advice  
5.The number of organizations using the church building  
6. The number of days the pastor doesn’t spend time in the church office but in 
the community  
7.The number of emergency finance meetings that take place to reroute money 
to community ministry  
8. The number of people who have gotten better because of free health clinic you 
operate  
9. The number of people in new jobs thanks to the free job training center you 
opened  
10.The number of micro-loans given by members in your church  
11.The number of churches your church planted in a 10 mile radius of your own 
12.The number of undocumented immigrants who have found sanctuary within 
your church walls.   (ok I added that last one but I think its valid).  

 
In closing I would like to share a quote from Mother Teresa:  When asked about success and her 

ministry she replied: “I don’t pray for success, I pray for faithfulness.”  And may it be so with 

our churches. Amen. 

 

  


