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Genesis 12:1-9

Mark 1:14-20

There is a lot about this passage that does not make much sense.

First of all, this isn’t the way things work between a rabbi and his disciples.  

Here’s the way things worked in Israel:  anyone who wanted to be a disciple would apply to a rabbi “to become one of that rabbi’s talidim.  We often think of a disciple as a student, but being a disciple was far more than just being a student.  The goal of a disciple wasn’t just to know what the rabbi knew, but to be just like the rabbi.

“…a student would present himself to a well known rabbi and say, ‘Rabbi, I want to become one of your disciples.’

“When a student applied to a rabbi to be one of his talidim, he …wanted to learn to do what the rabbi did.

“So when this student came to the rabbi …the rabbi wanted to know a few things:  can this student do what I do?...can this [guy] be like me?  Does this [guy] have what it takes?
“The rabbi would then question the student.  …about the Torah, about tradition,…about the prophets and the sages and the oral law…

“The rabbi would grill this …[guy] because he wanted to know if  this [guy] had what it takes…

“If the rabbi decided that this [guy] did not have what it took, …then he would send the student home….But if the rabbi believed that this [guy] did have what it took, he would say, ‘Come, follow me.’… You can be like me.”   (Rob Bell, Velvet Elvis, p. 129-131)

That’s the way things worked in ancient Israel.

But in this passage, it’s the other way around.  The rabbi  comes to the disciples.  He does not grill them.  There is no examination or interview.  Yet he chooses them. It makes no sense.

And look whom he chooses:  that makes no sense, either.  He chooses fishermen.  Men whom society look upon and see as peasants, ordinary laborers, if society sees them at all.  There is nothing learned or educated or elite about them.  No leadership development candidates.  

But Jesus looks upon them with a smile upon his face.  What do you think he sees when he looks upon Simon and Andrew,  upon James and John?  He sees men who can be like him, men who can do what he does.

Be like the Son of God?  Do what the Son of God does? Fishermen, really?
That makes no sense.

Their response does not make much sense either.  “Immediately” they leave their nets and follow him.  Immediately they leave their livelihood, and the family business.  Immediately James and John leave their father –despite what it says in the Torah.
They do not know where this Jesus will lead them.  They do not know how long they will be gone.  They do not know what’s up ahead, what his plans are – do they even know what it means to be “fishers of men, of people”?

There is a lot they don’t know.

But this is what they do know:  they know this man in front of them has got something –


perhaps they have heard him preach in Galilee

perhaps they have heard about what happened at his baptism –not far from here, in the river Jordan.  The heavens had opened up, and a voice had said,  “This is my Son.”  
They know he has a magnetism, a goodness, a compelling presence, a powerful message a deeper wisdom…

they have Jesus, standing before them, looking upon them with favor – they “behold the One beholding them, and smiling,”  (Anthony De Mello)…
and in his presence, it all makes perfect  sense. 

Anglican priest Sam Wells draws on words of a spiritual writer of the 20th century when he writes:  “Live in such a way that your life would not make sense without Jesus.”  (adapting Emmanuel Suhard in sermon in Duke Chapel on Dec. 11, 2011)

Live in such a way that your life would not make sense without Jesus.
Simon and Andrew, James and John are about to do that.  These good Jewish sons will go on with Jesus to fraternize with enemies, feast with prostitutes, touch untouchables, violate protocol, confront rulers and emperors, sleep in palaces, sleep in prisons, cross continents, sail on seas, speak to thousands, stand at the mouths of tombs, give away all but a staff and sandals… and none of it will make any sense to those who look upon these fishermen, unless they have also looked upon Jesus.
Simon and Andrew, James and John, with Jesus, will ‘go in stages,’ as did Abram and Sari, and they will become like Jesus, they will do what Jesus does.  They will be his disciples.  
What about your life does not make sense, apart from Jesus?

You are chosen.

Jesus has looked upon you– what do you think Jesus sees when he looks upon you?  He sees someone who can do what he does, someone who can be like him.  “If the rabbi calls you to be his disciple, then he believes you can actually be like him.” (Bell, p. 134)  

Behold the One beholding you, and smiling.  (De Mello)
Jesus has chosen you, and called you to a life that doesn’t make sense, apart from him.  
And so you find yourself preparing a lesson on Saturday night and getting up on Sunday mornings when you could sleep in;


you find yourself giving away a portion of your hard-earned income, sometimes to people you will never see and from whom you will get nothing in return;


you find yourself setting the alarm for a half hour earlier, or stealing away from the t.v. at night, to spend time in prayer or reading the scriptures;


you find yourself waging battle in your soul because someone has hurt you badly and you will not allow the natural inclination to hate or seek revenge take hold of you – you fight to forgive;


you find yourself boarding a flight to a disaster area to clean up the muck, on your vacation,

or offering an empty bed and setting a place at the table for a stranger,

or running for office, or visiting a prison, despite your fears…
You find yourself doing things that don’t make sense, apart from this Jesus.

Gregory Boyle is a Jesuit priest who works in Los Angeles, in the area of the city with the highest rates of gang activity and violence in the nation.  In 2010, Los Angeles claimed 1,100 gangs with nearly 86,000 gang members.  Over the 20 plus years Father Greg has been involved with ministry to gang members, he has officiated at hundreds, hundreds of funerals. Father Greg grew up on a dairy farm.  He started out as a pastor, but Jesus took him by stages into this ministry --  he now heads up Homeboy Industries.  Their mission is  “jobs, not jail.”  Thousands of youth have come to Homeboy ‘when they are ready to ‘hang up their gloves.’”

 Fr. Greg, or Fr. G, or just “G”, as the homies call him, started with a bakery, then added a tattoo-removal service, and over the years there has been a grafitti business, a plumbing business, an alternative school, a silk-screen business, a café – “where women with prison records, young ladies from rival gangs, waitresses with attitude will gladly take your order”--  (Tattoos on the Heart, p. 8)  
Surrounded by housing projects, homelessness, gang warfare, herion addiction, Father Greg is a long way from the dairy farm.  Who could have predicted this? He says he wouldn’t have any other life. He is a fisher of people. 
He writes in his book Tattoos on the Heart,  “In 1990 the television news program 60 Minutes came to Dolores Mission Church. …Mike Wallace arrived at the poorest parish in Los Angeles in the stretchest of white limousines, stepped out of the car, wearing a flak jacket,…prepared I suppose for a journey into the jungle.

“…we are sitting in a classroom filled with gang members,” he remembers, “all students in our …Alternative School.  Wallace points at me and says, ‘You won’t turn these guys in to the police.’  Which seems quite silly to me at the time.  I say something lame like, ‘I didn’t take my vows to the LAPD.’  But then Wallace turns to a homie and grills him on this, saying over and over, ‘He won’t turn you in, will he?’  And then he asks the homie, ‘Why is that?  Why do you think he won’t turn you over to the police?’  The kids just stares at Mike Wallace, shrugs, … and says, ‘God…I guess.’

Boyle reflects on this:  “…Not much in my life makes any sense outside of God.  Certainly, a place like Homeboy Industries is all folly and bad business unless the core of the endeavor seeks to imitate the kind of God one ought to believe in.  In the end, I am helpless to explain why anyone would accompany those on the margins were it not for some anchored belief that the Ground of all Being thought this was a good idea.”   (Boyle, Tattoos on the Heart, p. 21)

His life makes no sense, apart from Jesus.
If your life doesn’t seem like the adventure you think discipleship should be, 

if you feel like you are only catching fish rather than joining in some larger purpose, some greater movement, being a fisher of men and women, 

if the world is too much with you, and the kingdom of God not near enough at hand…

then  perhaps your life makes too much sense.
Perhaps you have been called to be a disciple, but you have responded sensibly – not as these fishermen did. They did something that made no sense:  they let go.

They let go of their nets.  
They let go of all that was familiar…
they let go of what they expected of their lives, and of what others expected of them…

they let go of whatever plans they had been hatching, whatever goals they were pursuing…

they let go of creature comforts they had accumulated…

they let go of family roles … 

they let go of the people they had been

and latched on to the person before them, Jesus.

If they had not let go,

if their nets had tied them to this spot on the shore,

think of what they would have missed!  

Kathleen Norris observes,  “The sad truth is that the harder we resist change, … the more we shortchange ourselves.”  (Norris, 40 Days with Kathleen Norris, p. 96)

What do you need to let go of so you can follow Jesus beyond the boundaries of your heart and mind and soul, your current existence,  into the realm of God which is closer than you think –indeed, which is already here?
Some of us-- I suppose most of us-- try to follow Jesus while still clinging to our nets, dragging them along with us.  And we don’t get very far into the kingdom of God.

Jesus has looked upon you, upon me, and seen someone who could be like him, who could do what he does, and he says, “Come on, follow me.”

Let’s not shortchange ourselves.

Let’s help each other let go…

and live our lives in such a way that they make no sense, apart from Jesus.

As Father Greg says, “God’s ways are not our ways…but they sure could be.” 
They sure could be.
Amen.

