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Motivation for Discipleship 

The version of the Act of Contrition I was taught in my Catholic grade school said 

something like, “I’m sorry for my sins because I dread the loss of heaven and the pain of hell.” 

That is not a version that works for me as an adult Catholic. It makes it sound like what makes us 

follow Jesus is the desire and hope for future reward and avoidance of future punishment. Be 

good, follow the rules today becuase of what it will bring in the future. But that is not what it is 

about at all. 

Shane Claiborne, in his book The Irresistible Revolution quotes Tony Campolo as asking: 

Even if there were no heaven and there were no hell, would you still follow Jesus? Would 

you follow him for the life, joy, and fulfillment he gives you right now? 

And Claiborne’s response is: “I am more and more convinced each day,” he says, “that I 

would.”   If he were St. Paul, he might have phrased it, “The love of Christ impels me.”  What he 

is conveying is the sense that what motivates discipleship is being in a deep love relationship 

with God now, a relationship and love out of which all of our actions flow. We don’t do good so 

that we can be happy with God later. Instead we do what we do because that is the only possible 

response of a being in a love relationship with God. It is the joy of that relationship now that 

motivates me. 

How do you answer the question put by Campolo? 

 

How do you describe the motivation for your spiritual life? 
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Go Into the Whole World 

In each of the three synoptic Gospels, Jesus commissions the disciples before he departs 

from them.  And the language used in Luke and Matthew is similar to Mark’s. In Matthew, Jesus 

says, “go and make disciples of all nations.”  In Luke He tells them it is written in the law of 

Moses that “repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, would be preached in His name to all the 

nations.” 

What Jesus commands of his disciples, he also commands of us: Go out into the whole 

world and preach my Gospel. In his Apostolic exhortation, Christifideles Laici, Pope John Paul 

II wrote:  

The entire mission of the Church, then, is concentrated and manifested in evangelization. 

Through the winding passages of history the Church has made her way under the grace 

and the command of Jesus Christ: “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the 

whole creation” …and “lo, I am with you always, until the close of the age”…. “To 

evangelize,” writes Paul VI, “is the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her most 

profound identity.” 

This can be something of a challenge.  We have all heard the expression “preach to the 

choir.” It is quite easy, isn’t it, to preach to the choir, to go out among the already converted.  But 

our task is much more difficult.  We are asked – no, charged – to go outside of our own small 

circles into the whole world and to preach Jesus, to go out and preach the Good News to all 

peoples.  And that is an entirely different matter from preaching comfortably within our own 

prayer or church groups. 

Wherever we are and whatever we do, our speech and our actions signify who we are.   

Spend some time reflecting on: 

 What do my speech and actions in public signify?   

 

Am I really doing all I can to be Christ for the world – for all the world?   

 

Am I preaching the Gospel to all creatures?  
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Answering the Summons 

 

The Gospels all contain accounts of the ways in which  Jesus “summoned those he 

wanted and they came to him.”  We are told in St. Mark’s Gospel that among those he 

summoned were “Twelve, whom he also named Apostles.”  

Those twelve were an incredibly diverse group, including fishermen, a tax collector and a 

zealot primarily interested in seeing the Roman forces overthrown. They included well-known 

names as well as some of whom we know nothing. They included the bumbling Peter, who never 

seemed to get things quite right, and Judas, who would betray Jesus. 

It is good for us to remember the Twelve who were called. Doing so reminds us that God 

doesn’t only call people who look or act a certain way. He doesn’t only call those who look holy, 

those who occupy certain positions, those who will get all the answers right. 

Instead, God calls each and every one of us. Whatever our our strengths and weaknesses, 

whatever our talents, whatever our leaning, God has some task to which we are each uniquely 

suited. Ours is a God who writes straight with crooked lines, as the saying goes, who looks at 

each of us and says: I can work with that. 

Jesus summoned those he wanted “and they came to him.” As the Apostles were called, God 

calls us and leaves it to us to decide whether to respond. 

Reflect today on how you answer that call.  
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I Did Answer Yes 

 

An article in the November 2, 2009 issue of America on pastoring atheists quoted some 

lines from Dag Hammarskjold’s journal, Markings, that have always resonated with me. 

Hammarskjold wrote: 

I don’t know Who – or what – put the question. I don’t know when it was put. I don’t 

even remember answering. But at some moment I did answer Yes to Someone – or 

Something – and from that hour I was certain that existence is meaningful and that, 

therefore, my life in self-surrender, had a goal. 

For me these words captures something of the reality of the spiritual journey for many of 

us. There is a part of us that wants everything figured out in advance. We want to know all the 

particulars, to have all the “i”s dotted and the “t”s crossed. We want to know exactly what it is 

we are signing onto. 

But there came a point where we – perhaps tentatively – said yes, without a whole lot of 

assurance as to exactly what all the terms and conditions were. Maybe, like Hammarskjold, we 

couldn’t even really articulate who we were saying yes to or what we were affirming. But we 

said yes and surrendered to something larger than ourselves, certain that it gave meaning to our 

lives. 

I now have words for the “Who” I said yes to (although I don’t think I did at the first 

moment I said yes).  

How do you articulate the “Who” to whom you said yes?   

What is it that you affirm in saying yes? 
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Jesus’ Growth in Understanding 

 

St. Matthew’s Gospel records Jesus’ encounter with the Canaanite woman. The woman 

approaches Jesus and asks him to heal her daughter. He replies, “I was sent only to the lost sheep 

of the house of Israel.” But the woman persists until Jesus agrees to do as she wishes. 

The passage is a helpful reminder that even Jesus needed to grow into an understanding 

of his mission. Many people seem to think Jesus came out of the womb with a full understanding 

of his destiny. This ignores that fact that Jesus was fully human as well as fully divine and that 

he grew in knowledge and understanding. 

When Jesus first sent out his disciples, he tells them (in Matthew 10), “Do not make your 

way to gentile territory, and do not enter any Samaritan town; go instead to the lost sheep of the 

House of Israel.” It is clear that in the early part of his public ministry, Jesus viewed himself to 

be the savior of the Israelites – and thus his disciples were charged with gathering the lost sheep 

of the House of Israel. However, by the end, he is saying something very different. In each of the 

three synoptic Gospels, Jesus commissions the disciples before his ascension. In Matthew, Jesus 

says, “go and make disciples of all nations.” In Mark, he tells them to go into the “whole world.” 

And in Luke he tells them it is written in the law of Moses that “repentance, for the forgiveness 

of sins, would be preached in his name to all the nations.”  

How does the knowledge that even Jesus didn’t have it right from the beginning?  That he 

had to continue to discern and to pray and to grow in his understanding of his mission? 
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May You Come To Know Your Gifts 

 

One of best gifts I’ve ever received from another person is the “blessing bowl” my friend 

Mary gave me when I moved from NY to Minneapolis.  The bowl is filled with folded, sealed 

cards, each containing a different message and came with an invitation to reach into the bowl 

when I needed a lift or, indeed, at any time.   

One of the blessings read: “May you come to know your gifts, and may you come to 

know that you are the greatest gift of all!”  Both parts of that message are important, but a couple 

of words about the first: 

We are not always good about recognizing our giftedness.  Sometimes we can’t see our 

gifts at all.  Sometimes we know the things we are good at but we don’t think they are 

important.  They come easy to us, so we don’t see them as real strengths. 

But we need to be able to see our own gifts, which come to us from our loving God.  We 

are each given gifts to use – and we all have different combinations of gifts and talents, but we 

can’t use them if we fail to recognize them, to own them 

Wilkie Au and Noreen Cannon write, “To imitate Christ today is to follow the 

movements of God as they unfold in the unique and particular patterns that shapes our personal 

path.”   The psychologist Josef Goldbrunner says that, “Authentic sanctity is always bound up 

with the uniqueness, with the limited talents and potentialities of the individual.” 

So the questions to reflect on today are: 

What are my gifts and what does God expect from me and my particular gifts and 

talents?   

How can I have fidelity to the path by which I am uniquely called to love in the world?   
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The Early Christians 

 

Each Easter season, we read from the Acts of the Apostles about the early Church.  They 

are good stories for us to reflect on. 

We’ve all heard the expression God writes straight with crooked lines.  It was the 

persecution of the followers of Christ that led them to “scatter…as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and 

Antioch.”  As I heard a priest say during a homily one day: who knows: but for the persecutions, 

the disciples might have stayed in one geographic area and Christianity might be a small sect 

today.  Instead, they went far and wide “proclaiming the Lord Jesus” to all the world and “the 

word of God continued to spread and grow.” 

The other thing we get from these readings is a sense of the power of the Sprit, which is 

so evident in the disciples as they travel preaching and healing.  Peter, who often seemed so 

bumbling during the time he walked with Jesus, heals the ill, raises the dead and is able to 

persuade his brothers that eating with uncircumcised people is no sin.  Wherever the disciples go, 

large numbers of people join them.  “The hand of the Lord was with them.” 

The other thing captured in Acts is the joy with which the disciples proclaimed the Lord 

Jesus with joy.  No half-embarassed, “yeah, I was raised Christian (but it doesn’t really have 

anything to do with who I am).”  But a sense of joy in sharing their knowledge of Christ with the 

world.  They were proclaiming the “Good News” and they knew it was good. 

How do we proclaim the Good News?   

If it is not with the joy and commitment of the early disciples, why not?  

 


