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                                     THE STORY OF A LEADER 

 

“We read to know we are not alone.” Whether you are talking books or blogs, letters 

or e-mails, Jane Austen or Jacqueline Wilson, we read to know we are not alone. We 

read to reassure ourselves that the thoughts, the emotions, the questions, the 

experiences of our lives are not unique to us but are and always have been shared by 

other people. 

Do any of you remember Topsy and Tim? When my sons were little, we worked our 

way through the entire canon of Topsy and Tim: Topsy and Tim go on holiday; Topsy 

and Tim have a picnic; Topsy and Tim go to the dentist; Topsy and Tim have a new 

baby; Topsy and Tim ride on a train; Topsy and Tim’s mother loses it totally and 

hurls them into the wheelie bin…. Utterly boring but they served a useful purpose 

because they told stories about the things that were likely to be going on in the life of 

your average three year old. So going to the dentist, for example, was not as scary as 

it might have been because Topsy and Tim had been to the dentist and come out 

smiling. And if your three year old was having mixed feelings about his baby brother 

then he could hear how Topsy and Tim coped with their new baby and it was all OK. 

We read to know we are not alone. 

 

Choosing the title of a book is as important as writing the book itself, because the title 

needs to make an immediate connection in the mind of the person who is looking at 

the book shelf. I remember hearing of the publisher who brought out the book “The 

Revenge of the Middle-Aged Woman” saying that this title alone was bound to attract 

a huge section of the British population, namely middle-aged women and anyone who 

had anything to do with them, which is most of us.   

 

“The Bible” admittedly, is not a riveting title but when you remember that it is 

actually a collection of books, some of the individual titles are far more exciting. 

When it first came out “The Gospel of Mark” would have had a huge appeal. The 

word “Gospel” means “good news,” so it would have had the aura of many of our 

most popular self-help books - hey everybody this is important, life-changing stuff, 

which you, personally need to hear. Then the author, Mark, if he is the person we 

think he is, was well-known and popular in the early Christian church, plus tradition 

goes that he acquired a lot of his material from the apostle Peter himself, known by 

Roman Catholics as the first Pope. So this Gospel would have had celebrity 

endorsement. These days, it would have had a signed photo of Peter on the cover and 

an introduction written by him personally.  

 

The book was also about this man, Jesus of Nazareth and he, by the time it was 

written, had become a focus of worship in the Christian church and a focus of intense 

curiosity in the rest of the population. He would have been a figure rather like the late 

Princess Diana in the popular press: what kind of a person had he really been? Was he 

as charismatic as people said he was? Had there really been a conspiracy to bring 

about his death? And what were those weird resurrection theories all about? Jesus had 

excited a tremendous amount of public interest so this book-Good News, about Jesus, 

by Mark and endorsed by Peter- would have been a best-seller.  

We read to know we are not alone.   
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People would have been interested and excited by this book but perhaps though, what 

they might not have been prepared for was the high level of personal challenge in its 

pages. It was about a famous person and yet it was not about him. It was not just 

another celebrity biography screaming “Look at me, look at me, look at me” on every 

page. Jesus had a tendency to point people away from him toward God and the 

kingdom of God. He did not want people to spend all their time speculating on who 

he was and how he did it, his diet and his image. He wanted to reconcile men and 

women to God and to commit themselves to the kingdom of God. 

 

Yet neither was this book a self-help manual: Kingdom-building made simple; a book 

you could dip into as you felt inclined; a useful reference when a particular issue 

came up such as divorce, homosexuality, euthanasia, Sunday shop-opening- you find 

a clear statement, plus ten bullet points, copy it out, shut the book and return it to the 

reference shelf. The Gospel did not work like that because it was about Jesus. It was 

about a compelling leader who, on every page, was challenging you, personally, to 

follow him. And he was not talking about guidance in just one area of your life:  the 

bit that decides where and when to go to church or how to make decisions on tricky 

moral issues. He was talking total, unconditional, life-transforming obedience.  

Follow me, he says to Peter and Andrew, James and John, Levi the tax collector. And 

they left everything to follow him. That is one powerful challenge and you find the 

same gauntlet being thrown down to every person who reads the book. 

 

Perhaps I should just say at this point that the response of the first disciples was 

probably not quite as dramatically naive as it sounds to us in twenty-first century 

Britain. You get the idea of this person they have never seen before, wandering up to 

them without any introduction, saying “Follow me, chaps” and without any thought 

whatsoever, they leave their homes, their families and their livelihoods to go with 

him. At this point many modern readers just switch off because we think that no way 

would we do that; no way could we do that; no way ought any sane person to do that.  

But going back again to the time when the book was written, you need to realise that 

the expectation of a great and holy leader had been part of popular culture for 

centuries. Men and women were brought up to look out for this mighty leader, with a 

unique combination of political and spiritual gifts who would bring the nation back to 

God and, hopefully, achieve world domination at the same time.  

You also have to remember that in a turbulent history of constant occupations and 

rebellions, people were used to risking everything they had in order to follow great 

leaders into battle. Voltaire’s ideal of staying at home, minding your own business 

and getting on with cultivating your own garden had not hit first century Palestine.  

And it is also certain that the men we heard about today would have known Jesus 

before they followed him. As the Gospel says, he had been around the area already, 

preaching the kingdom of God and we know from other Gospels that certainly the 

first four disciples had met and talked with Jesus before he invited them to follow 

him. It was still a high challenge and they still had to stake their lives on him but they 

were not quite so naïve or irresponsible as to wander off after the first stranger who 

says Follow Me. 

So we can come back into the story now. The challenge is still there for us, even 

where we are. As we read this book we are confronted with a man who calls us to 

follow him into the kingdom of God. And if we do so, we shall find that everything in 

life and in us becomes challenged and changed.  
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We read to know we are not alone.  Yet again, we may persist in saying that we have 

little in common, character-wise with those twelve men who were named as Jesus’ 

“official” disciples. However you understand the story, they still appear to have given 

up their normal lives, homes and jobs to follow a wandering preacher. They become 

pioneers in a new religion; movers and shakers of a whole new world.  Not many 

people are made of that kind of stuff. Most of us would not know where to start. 

 

But were these men so extra-ordinary? We actually know very little about them but 

what we do know is hardly super-human. Peter had a mouth that worked faster than 

his brain, James and John had notoriously short fuses-even Jesus called them sons of 

thunder-, Levi or Matthew as he was also known was a corrupt tax official, Simon the 

Zealot was a freedom fighter, Thomas was man who had serious doubts and Judas 

ended up betraying Jesus to his death. I rather think that if Jesus applied for a job as a 

human resources manager, he would not even make the short list. 

And if you read on into the history of the early church, it is other names that come 

into prominence: Paul, Silas, Barnabus, Mark, James the brother of Jesus; while many 

of the original twelve fade into obscurity.   

 

So these twelve were not super-human and most of them never achieved celebrity 

status. Once again, we can be drawn back into the story. These men were ordinary 

human beings after all and perhaps the most important thing to note about them was 

that they followed Jesus simply because they wanted to. Yes, he must have had a 

compelling personality but he was not a bully, he was not a brainwasher and he quite 

obviously did not employ an elitist selection procedure. People followed him because 

he answered a need in them and awoke a potential in them. When they were with 

Jesus they felt as though they had come home, to the place where they wanted to be 

and the people they dreamed of becoming. 

In a play called “Nicodemus” Andrew Young has John trying to explain to 

Nicodemus why he followed Jesus: I only know that as we followed him…. we were 

not walking on the earth at all; it was another world where everything was strange 

and new and shining. We pitied men and women at their business for they knew 

nothing of what we knew. …..Perhaps it was some miracle he did? It was indeed; 

more miracles than one. I was not blind and yet he gave me sight; I was not deaf and 

yet he gave me hearing; nor was I dead, yet me he raised to life. 

 

These men had exactly the same longings that any of us have. They longed for love, 

unconditional love, yet powerful love that could bring out the best in them. They 

craved forgiveness for everything they had messed up in life and a powerful 

forgiveness which could give them second chances, and third… and fourth. They 

dreamed of a better world and of someone who could lead them and keep them 

inspired in creating it. They wanted something greater than themselves in which they 

could trust. They wanted to experience God as a living reality rather than as a 

textbook theory. All of this they found in the person of Jesus, because in him they 

found that living reality of God and that was why they followed him.     

Yes, Thomas would still have doubts and Peter would still put his foot in it. James and 

John would shout their mouths off and Simon would use his fists to do the talking. 

They would none of them be as wise or as brave or as loving as they ought to be but it 

did not matter because they had learned that the living reality of God was to be found 

through an ongoing relationship with Jesus Christ. His love made up for the 

deficiencies in theirs. His power was stronger than their weakness. His forgiveness 
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was their salvation. In him they found everything they had ever wanted, which was 

why they found it possible to put their whole lives freely at his service.  
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So Mark’s Gospel is a book you read “at your peril” because it might just change your 

life.  

As a celebrity biography, it does not work. It tells you very little detail of the life of 

Jesus of Nazareth. 

As a self-help book it does not work. It does not give you quick, straightforward 

answers to difficult questions nor simple strategies for dealing with complex issues.  

But then, celebrity biographies and self-help books only scratch the surface of our 

lives. Mark’s Gospel reaches right down into the very depths as it tells the story of a 

life that stirs up questions about life and death, God and humanity, why we are here 

and who we are, love and hatred, good and evil. 

The life of Jesus does not exactly provide us with the answers but with a challenge to 

commit ourselves to following this leader into a relationship of deep discovery.   

 

We read to know we are not alone. 

There is nothing weird or strange about the questions we ask about life; about the 

power we are looking for; about the sense of God somewhere/somehow we 

experience. We share all of this with men and women from every time and culture.  

There is nothing crazy or misguided about following a leader who offers you love, 

forgiveness, saving power and the reality of God’s presence in your life. Innumerable 

people have done this and have lived to tell their stories of full and blessed lives.  

There is not even anything particularly frightening about committing yourself to 

following Jesus Christ because this is not an examination nor an observance of 

standards of behaviour nor a signing away of all independent thinking, initiative and 

fun for the rest of your life. It is an ongoing relationship which can clear the guilt 

from behind you and the fear from in front of you. It can expand your dreams and 

supply you with the strength to fulfil them.  

This book is good news, wrote Mark right at the beginning. 

It is the story of a life: Christ’s life and yours. 

Amen. 

 

SILENT REFLECTION.       

 


