January 23, 2011

Isaiah 9:1-4; Psalm 27:1-9; 1 Corinthians 1:10-18; Matthew 4:12-23

There are many calling stories in Matthew’s gospel, and we have one this morning, from chapter 4, as Jesus walks along the side of the Sea of Galilee.  He sees Simon and Andrew and he calls them.  Later, he sees James and John and  he calls them too.  In this fourth chapter, we have four disciples who leave everything in response to this call from a man they had never met before, a man who sees them and sees into them, a man whose voice suddenly brings their lives into a renewed focus.   Now this is not the first time that God has been calling people in Matthew.  It was back in chapter 1 when that whisper of the divine love was first heard by mere mortals, and one mortal in particular, a righteous mortal, a man by the name of Joseph.  That voice continued to rumble through the wilderness, until it was heard by those magi from the east.  But this voice was not heard so much as it was felt and known.  God called Joseph in a dream, but God calls these magi with a new kind of language, softer than a whisper, a star burning in the night.  And in chapter 3, God reached out to a man in the Jordan, preaching in the wilderness, speaking to and through John the Baptist with a message of repentance and the coming of the kingdom.  So, yes, while these fishermen may be the first disciples of Jesus, these are not the first people that God has spoken to and called.  We will find out later that in this gospel, Matthew will include his own call story.  In chapter 9, this tax collector will leave all that wealth for the true riches found in a relationship with Jesus Christ.  But I begin to wonder as I read all these stories, what is it exactly that Jesus is calling his people into?   And why is it that God seems to have moved from calling a righteous man and mighty kings from foreign nations, and now is talking to fishermen in their leaky wooden boats, God is talking to ordinary men who throw nets into the sea?  I would understand if, I don’t know, maybe Andrew was a righteous man, or if James was not the son of Zebedee, but the nephew of Quirinius, the governor of Syria – you know, important people.  But this is not the story that Matthew tells us.  Jesus is walking along the side of the sea, in the far region of Zebulun and Napthali, not in the Temple or in the courts of the political leaders.  Jesus is no longer talking to the righteous but the unrighteous.  Jesus is no longer having a conference with the king, but is mingling with those who are not only on the edge of the sea, but on the edge, on the fringe, on the periphery.  But then again, isn’t that really where God speaks to you and isn’t that where God speaks to me.  On the edge, in those tattered moments, those loose ends, those parts of our lives that brush against chaos and freedom, those areas that are mingled with fear and hope.  In those moments when we are on the edge, the cusp, the threshold, isn’t that where we can hear that voice of divine love, in that thin space of who we are and who we are called to be.   

This is how Jesus begins.  He does not go to the Temple to attract members of the scribes and Pharisees - that is because he is not building a new religious institution.  Jesus does not go to the members of the Essences or any other monastic community – that is because he is not building a secluded brotherhood of the recluse separated from the world.  Jesus does not go to the Zealots or any other kind of militant radical faction built on violence and misguided biblical interpretation – that is because he is not interested in founding yet another terrorist organization bent on overthrowing the Romans.  Jesus begins his ministry, he begins this new community as he walks along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, calling ordinary people like Peter and Andrew, people like James and John.  If Jesus wanted to build a community of the comfortable, he would know where to find people like that.  But Jesus resists that temptation, and instead calls people who are found on the edge of the sea, on that fine line between land and water, on that ever changing landscape along the beach, walking along the edge, Jesus calls into being and Jesus loves into being this new kind of community.  It is not clearly defined but it is real.  It is not based on religious rules but on a relationship.  Peter and the others leave their nets, and everything else that ensnares them, they follow the call, they put their lives in the hands of the One who sets them free.  And all this cannot be done in the confines of the Temple, mountain caves of the Essenes, or the military training camps of the Zealots.  This new community takes is shape and takes its strength from the edge, in that sacred space, that thin space between who we are and who we are called to be.    

And who is it that we are called to be?  Some of that comes through in the second reading this morning, the reading from 1 Corinthians.  Paul writes this letter to a deeply troubled and divided church, plagued with controversy and conflict.  This small congregation is made up of a wide variety of people who never seem to agree on anything, and seem to constantly find themselves embroiled in one argument after another.   According to a woman named Chloe, one of Paul’s colleagues in ministry, there are quarrels and disputes among the believers in Corinth.   Now, if we were to look at this letter, we would see that some of the concerns are quite serious and have the potential to tear the community apart.  This is not who the church in Corinth was called to be.  Paul is not concerned about a church in conflict, but what he is concerned about is how they are dealing with that conflict, and where that conflict is leading them.  He reminds them that this church, this community of faith, is not like other ones they may have seen at the temple or in the synagogues, or the social clubs that some of them belonged to.  This is different.  Their life together is not about aligning themselves with Paul, Apollos or with Cephas.  Their life together is rooted deeply in a relationship with Jesus Christ.  Their life together is not about rallying around Paul, but about practicing humility.  Their life together is not about adhering to the teaching of Apollos, but about extending the hands of forgiveness.  Their life together is not about claiming that Cephas is the one we need to be listening to, but instead, allowing compassion and understanding to guide their speech.  For Paul, the conflicts and arguments are not just an organizational problem: these things are robbing the Cross of its power.   They are trying to win arguments as opposed to seeking Christ crucified. And so, Paul calls them back, guiding through that thin space that lies between who they are and who they are called to be.  Paul wants the Corinthians to know that they are the body of Christ, a people who are holy and set apart.  In fact, as Paul begins his letter, this is how he addresses them.  Paul refers to this squabbling bunch of misfits as saints.  He looks at those who are tearing each other apart with law suits as a holy people.  He listens to how they are divided into factions and rival groups, and he calls them sanctified and gives thanks for them.  And so, Paul speaks to them with love and affection, with gratitude and with a call for peace.  Paul reminds the church about the one who first called them.  Paul brings them to that sacred place, that thin space, between who they are and who they are called to be.

And I am wondering if you and I can do the same.  Next week is vestry.  It is a time for us to gather and reflect upon our past year, how God has guided and protected us, the challenges we have faced and those challenges were significant.  St Paul’s has changed.  It is not the same place it was before.  And while there is some grieving that may need to be done, some letting go, some setting those things aside, that is all part of what it means to be called.  The disciples in Matthew’s gospel needed to set aside one way of life: they left their nets.  And then moved into something new that they did not understand and could not see clearly.   And so it is in this place.  Walking along the side of sea, on the edge, on the threshold, on the cusp, of the window of the not yet, in that sacred place, that thin space between who we are and who we are called to be.  And when you and I can rest in that thin space, it can be an incredible gift, a place of transition, grace and truth, a place that Peter, Andrew, James and John found themselves, living on the edge, a place where Jesus calls us to be all the time.  And to be honest, I cannot think of a place I would rather be than here, with you, at this time, listening carefully to where God is calling us, trying to discern those subtle movements of the Spirit, opening the ears of our hearts so we can hear once again, Jesus saying, “Follow me”. 

