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I have a sign hanging in my home office that says, “No one may truly know Christ, unless he follows Him in life.”
But what does it mean to know Christ, and how is it different from following Him? So easily will many of us identify ourselves as Christians, as Orthodox Christians who believe in God. What, however, does this belief imply? What impact does our faith have in our everyday lives? Do we simply believe some facts about Jesus? Do we solely accept what the Church teaches about Christ? Or do we pick and choose what we want to believe? And how does this belief concretely affect our lives?

There were two interesting things I read recently related to this topic of believing and following Jesus. First of all, I read about George Barna’s latest book, Futurecast, which summarizes the findings of national surveys over the past 20 years. From their annual surveys, they’ve found that Americans prefer to create or understand their religion or faith in a way that will fit their lifestyle, not the other way around. "We are a designer society. We want everything customized to our personal needs -- our clothing, our food, our education," he said. “Now it's our religion.”

It seems that American are not too interested in understanding what the Church has been teaching for the past 2000 years. We know better than people of the past, and we want our faith to agree with however we choose to live, whatever that lifestyle may be. Barna goes on to say that America is headed for "310 million people with 310 million religions."

Throughout the history of the Church, one’s “orthodoxy,” holding on to the “true faith and true way of worship,” has played an extremely important role in the lives of Christians. Yet our contemporary, individualistic, and self-centered “you can’t tell me what to believe because I know what’s best for me” attitude is greatly distorting and disfiguring the traditional Christian faith! And this is why for many, little difference can be seen in one who calls themselves a Christian, from one who totally denies any faith.
So I ask again my original question, “What does it mean to know Christ, and how is it different from following Him?”

Before I address the point of following Christ, I want to share something else I recently read during our Saturday morning Bible Study, where we are studying the letter of James. In this beautiful letter, James warns, “You believe that there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe – and tremble!” Saint James seems to be warning us that belief itself is not enough. Believing things about God, or about His Son Jesus, does not make us an authentic Christian or a faithful follower of His! Proper and true belief is an important part of following Christ, but it is only a part, not the whole!
Authentic and sincere belief should lead to concrete fruit in one’s life, to a holy way of living. “You will know a tree by its fruit” Jesus taught in his sermon on the Mount. “Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers,” St. James exhorts. “Faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” And St. John the Theologian, whose memory we celebrate tomorrow, adds, “Those who say, “I love God” and hate their brothers or sisters are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.” We cannot separate what we believe from how we live!
Knowing about Christ is different than knowing Christ. Knowing Jesus is different than following Him. Following our Lord and walking with Him as a true disciple and intimate friend implies learning from Him and striving to imitate Him. Such faith demands that we allow His Spirit to live freely in our lives, so that He may inspire, nourish and guide our lives in all that we do. An authentic disciple of Christ will not try to create a faith to fit his or her lifestyle. Quite the opposite! Our lifestyle must come in line with our Orthodox Faith. Our worldview must be formed by our understanding of Jesus Christ. Our words, deeds and even thoughts must come under the influence and reign of our Lord!
With this understanding then, belief and faith play a central role in who we are; they become the most integral influence in who we become. And as we walk through life with Christ, we come to understand Him and know Him all the more deeply. This is the meaning of that opening statement, “No one may truly know Christ unless he follows Him in life.”
In today’s Gospel reading, we heard the initial call of Jesus to his first disciples, Peter, Andrew, James and John. Little did those fishermen know how much their lives would radically change because of their decision to follow Christ. Surely they had some faith from their Jewish heritage and tradition. Of course they must have believed in some way this charismatic rabbi Jesus. Yet look at how their faith developed and changed and grew as they walked with the Messiah. By knowing and following Jesus, their faith completely changed, and it didn’t change according to their own desires and ideas. They denied themselves and their own understanding, while opening up their minds and hearts to allow Christ to transform them. They would have laughed or even scorned the idea of a “designer faith,” a faith that fits whatever we choose to believe, our chosen lifestyle.
Believing in Christ is demanding and challenging, yet he gave his first followers the freedom to choose. You can follow me, or you can walk away from you any time you want, the choice is yours. But if you do choose to follow me, I want your all! I want your entire being! I want to transform you into the likeness of me. I want you to crucify your own ideas and understandings and beliefs, and allow Me and My teachings to grow in your life! When you call yourself a Christian, you should remember that you are called to become an icon of me!
As we hear in today’s Gospel story about the first disciples, let each of us reflect upon our own discipleship with Jesus Christ. Are we sincere students of our Lord, seeking to learn and grow, and allowing His Spirit to nourish, guide and transfigure each one of us.
“No one may truly know Christ unless he follows Him in life.”
