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They were astounded at his teaching, for he



 
taught them as one who has authority.






Mark 1:22


The Bible is a big book, but sometimes frustrating in its absence of details.  Take the story we read today.  Jesus seemingly is walking along, comes upon Andrew and Peter fishing, tells them to "follow him" and off they go--immediately, Mark tells us. What?  Would anybody really do that?  

In all likelihood, events which took place over some time were telescoped, consolidated into a brief encounter in Mark's story.  Presumably these fisherman had heard about Jesus, perhaps even had watched him as he began preaching, maybe even had some conversation, where he honed in on their needs.   But their response is summarized in a word: they followed.   We telescope events all the time.  Family dinner time---so, what did you do today, kids.  "Gees, Dad, I went to class, ate lunch, had volleyball practice. Same old, same old. "  That's it? That's the whole day?  Telescoping.  Mr. Caesar, how did things go on your trip to Gaul, "I came, I saw, I conquered."  

We'd like a few more details.  Here's the "Zebedee and sons fishing corporation," a family business built on blood, sweat, and tears.  And then Jesus comes by, and says a few inspiring words, and James and John take off, immediately, leaving their dad back in the boat.  Can you imagine what's going through Zebedee's mind? "You're going to walk away from this business I've spend my life building for you.  I know I told you to follow your dreams, I know I wanted you to follow your faith, but I'm the one going to have to pick up the pieces as you seek a cushy life following this idealistic rabbi." 


Of course, we know nothing about these details, or what motivated these fisherman to follow, what spiritual or psychological need was met that would cause them to make such a seemingly impulsive undertaking.   This is because Mark's concern seems to be not where the life of faith starts, but rather on the next steps, where this following Jesus leads.  


In this year's sermons we are looking at the seasons of life, and some of the important milestones along the way.  We began with baptism, and were reminded last week, that though baptism takes an instant, we spend a whole life living into our baptism, understanding what it means to belong to God and be a follower of Christ.  Sometimes it does seem as though what gets us started is impulsive—your aunt keeps after you to get your children baptized,  or you realize your child thinks Easter is all about jelly beans and you figure its good to be exposed to religion or you hear there's a kid friendly church down the street, or you just feel there is something is missing despite my having a great family and a good job. 


And it may not be clear when you start, where it might be going, and only gradually do you begin to grasp that this enterprise is more involved that you first thought.  Maybe Jesus' charisma leads Andrew and Peter and James and John to follow, but almost immediately they are led to become part of community where they begin to be instructed in what it means to be a follower.  They go with Jesus as he teaches in the synagogue and are astounded that he teaches them with authority.  But it's not only words, it involves action.  Jesus has this powerful encounter—a struggle with these "unclean spirits" these forces alien to God.  And Jesus takes it as his business to heal this man, and restore him to his right mind so that he can become the person he was intended to be.   And we read these baby followers are amazed that Jesus has authority like this.  Jesus has authority to transform, to change, to make a difference.   


As you read the gospel, you are struck by the fact that these disciples didn't have the foggiest idea what they were getting into when they dropped all to follow.  That was simply the beginning of the process by which they would be shaped to become disciples.  


It clear from the gospels—and indeed the whole New Testament that this is the business of the Christian community, the church---to shape disciples who live and serve like disciples.  If we're not doing that, whatever else we might be doing, we're not doing our job.   


The Christian journalist Philip Yancey grew up in a rather poor family in the deep rural south in the 60s.  During high school he decided he wanted to deconstruct and then reconstruct his identity, because he was embarrassed by his roots.  He had the idea that people associated his background, with "Hee Haw" and "The Beverly Hillbillies."  He figured people would hear his accent, look at the small country church he attended, see the clothes he wore, and view him as backward, ignorant, racist.    And so he engaged in a makeover, totally changing the clothes he wore, the music he listened to, the magazines he read.  He shunned the southern politisms, "yes ma'am, no sir." He broadened his horizon to rid himself of any residual parochialism.   He worked hard to get rid of the accent, and did so well that people who met him in his adult years were amazed to discover his roots.   


Maybe you have known someone who tried that; maybe you have taken stabs at doing that at various points in your life, trying to reinvent yourself.  


Yancey said that in many ways his transformation worked, and he developed a self understanding and perspective on who he was which fit comfortably.  But as he matured he began to see the limits to a self-constructed personality.   In the ways most important to God, he realized he had failed miserably.  Nothing of this transformation had to do with becoming a disciple.    He realized he was still selfish, often joyless, lacking in real compassion for others.  When he looked at the fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5 –patience, love, kindness, peace, he realized that with the exception of self-control, he pretty much blew the rest of them. Thos qualities, the characteristic of a disciple, must be grown, rather than constructed, cultivated by God's indwelling presence.  Becoming a disciple is not a "question of our own doing; it is a matter of making room for God so he can live in us." 


Becoming disciples involves discipline.   It doesn't just happen, but requires practice to see how Jesus taught, watch how he acted and then follow that.   Amy, don't know if this is true, but most pianists say they can tell the difference in they don't get to practice.  The great concert pianist Artur Rubenstein said that "If I omit practice one day, I notice it. If two days, the critics notice it.  If three days, the public notices it."      The Christian life likewise involves daily acts of will, a deliberate reorientation to a new—and in some ways—unnatural—personal identity.  

This is why we so often say the Christian life involves the development of habits—the habit of prayer, of coming to worship, of reading the Bible, of engaging in acts of service, of giving on a regular rather sporadic basis.   Philip Yancey, chastened by his realization that he was falling woefully short of the living out the fruit of the spirit, made it a discipline to pray through the list in Galatians: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self control?  Try that for a week and consider.  Do I dispense love, exude joy and peace, exhibit patience?  Why is it I can be so patient with some people, and find others can irritate me in an instant?  Put me on hold for 10 minutes, and then have the call disconnect—I soon discover how much gentleness I really have.   When you begin doing an honest self-appraisal, you soon become humbly aware that any progress in these areas comes as a result of God's work.  

The Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard, after he made a commitment to follow Christ, said "Now, with God's help, I shall become myself."  One of the fears which holds us back from a fuller life in Christ is that we will be turned into something we're not, a religious fanatic.   But what actually happens is we learn to engage in the lifelong process of becoming who we are, realizing the selves God intended for us.  One of the great biblical commentators Rabbi Zusya, said "that in the world to come, I will not be asked, 'why weren't you Moses?' but rather 'why were you not Zusya?'  By the gentle nudging of the spirit and the discipline of our spiritual life, I'm being prodded and poked to become the Rich Reifsnyder I'm intended to be, not the Alex Iden or Bryan Corsnitz I might think I'd like to be.   

These craggy fisherman who followed Jesus so quickly, didn't become disciples on their own, but in the community, with the twelve, and they listened and watched and learned, and acted and tried it on for size, and failed, and tried again.  


Sometimes we ask "why the church?"  Why is it necessary?  Can't we be a Christian on our own, without the entanglements?  The bottom line is that it is in community, in connection with others, rubbing up against those flawed, but forgiven sinners, that we come to know what it is to be a follower and are prodded to keep at it, when it is tough.


A few years back we began asking mentors to work with our confirmation classes.  We asked ourselves, "what are we trying to accomplish with our confirmands."   We realized they could learn a bunch of facts about Christianity, utter the right doctrinal and ethical beliefs,  but still not get what it is to be a Christian.   What we really wanted to do was show the confirmands what it looked like to live as a disciple, which meant becoming something like an Avery Ramspeck or Woody Bouquest or a host of other people who are in that lifelong process of being shaped as disciples.  That' s what Jesus did; he connected the disciples with each other; they hung around with him.  They saw how he acted, how he taught by telling stories, how he handled situations of grief or conflict or hurt or doubt or anger.   Mentors aren't simply to be imitated. They aren't perfected Christians.  Mentors mentor by saying authentic Christian life involves acknowledging you are a work in progress toward becoming the person God wants you to be; It may involve admitting that you take three steps forward, two back, that there are times when you are feeling confident and alive in the faith, and other times when you are feel confused and uncertain that you have made progress in the faith.  We learn what it is to be a Christian in the context of this messy community of faith, where God promises to dwell and shape us if we allow him in.    Christianity is nothing if not authentic, honest. 


Now, of course, the problem with this disciple shaping, is that the disciples the Bible envisions are strong, subversive agents of a radical new kingdom, God's kingdom.  But we have tended to domesticate discipleship, even slipping into imagining the goals we have for ourselves and the goals God has for us are the same.   We forget that almost immediately Jesus engaged in struggle with those who had ideas what he should do and be.   I don't know exactly what the fishermen who followed Jesus were expecting, but I'm pretty sure it wasn't a journey to the cross. 

Sometimes my favorite authors are the most disturbing, and that is certainly true of Eugene Peterson.  Long a pastor in Bel Air, MD,he has written a number of books stressing the disciple building character of the church.  In them, while encouraging us ministers, also really takes us to take for simply settling for being chaplains to the hurts and needs of a congregation (not that there is anything wrong with that), instead of rising to the challenge of leading the charge of ushering in a new kingdom.  He reminds us the when Jesus discipled his disciples he taught them the language of battle—we fight not against flesh and blood; danger—your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion; and austerity ( take up your cross and follow me).  

I wonder, is Peterson right?  Have we so tamed the language of faith, that when we say "the kingdom of God is at hand" no one gets apprehensive as if we had just announced a powerful army is poised on the border, ready to invade.  When we say we're in the business of building disciples who forgive enemies, and love those who persecute us, and show gentleness and self control, and do not let the sun go down upon our anger, and need to repent, and actually believe that love is the only thing that endures---no one breaks into a cold sweat as if we actually expected these radical ideas to be implemented.  These words enter the conversation with no more of a splash than grocery prices or baseball scores. 


The building of disciples is the business of the community of faith; it can't be done without that community.  Because we've let the vocabulary of faith become too familiar sometimes God has to work indirectly, wiggling his way into our world when we least expect it. 

As we've said, it's the work of a lifetime, but we should never be confused what the work of the church is—building disciples who believe, as theologian Dorothee Solle puts it, "that the kingdom of God is possible.  Faith means that you are confident that this world can be challenged in the direction of that kingdom.  It means that you are convinced that this is not a dream, an illusion, or a figment of an overexcited religious or ethical mind.  That faith should be so firm and so strong that you are willing to work in order to help it grow."  

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST
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