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Sermon

Last week, as well as little Lydia, we baptized one of our confirmands, Caleb Williams, welcoming him
into the covenant care and promises of the church… A few months ago, in the midst of a conversation
about our church, and how the congregation works and decides together, and Mary and I and our role
here, he asked, and the particular way he asked pulled me up short, “What made you think that you
should maybe be a minister.” And about six different trains of thought crashed at once, and about five
different explanations of how many papers I had to write, what a Committee on Ministry is, and all the
praying, wow there was a lot of praying, and the costs, there were those, too.

But what made me think I might? This wasn’t about what do you want to be when you grow up… this
was more, what made you feel like you should be a part of this thing with God?

And then, because I was in a room full of confirmands… well, we got distracted and had 17 other
questions, and I don’t think I ever answered.

These fishermen will mess you up, these disciples who didn’t know they were about to be disciples…
they will mess you up because they seem so certain. Immediately, they left the occupation they had
known. Immediately they left the expensive capital they had invested in nets and boats. Immediately
they left their families behind and their whole way of life. Immediately.

Because, why? A promotion? Bigger fish to catch?

Take heart, I come to you, dear friends, with not a single fishing pun in hand.

Was Jesus just that compelling. I think Jesus is really compelling… but still…

There has always been a lot of focus on the fact that Jesus tells the fisher-folk he invites onto his way
that they will fish for people. The image and metaphor reaches out and grabs you, and I think like any
good fishing story, it makes it a little fantastical and a little funny.

But without getting into a face-off with any Greek scholars, I want to suggest we could use a little
more focus on the possibility of Jesus saying, “I will make you fish for people”, as in, “I will make you
fish for the benefit of people.”

Otherwise, I think you end up with credential inflation: fishers for people, who are better than fishers
for fish, who are better than fishers for lobsters… and well, then Jesus wouldn’t be that popular ‘round
here.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Mark+1:14-20


Fishing for fish itself was not a bad idea for these disciples, and at several points in the gospels having
a fish or two laying around is a big part of the story. The difference is what is all that fishing for? In the
Gospel of John Jesus tells, us: we have no greater love than this, but to lay down one’s life for one’s
friends. Now do it with fish. Fish with love, for one another, for the world.

Intention matters, it is transformative. Why you do a job changes the job!

My favorite show on TV right now is The Good Place, which I am going to try desperately not to spoil
as I explain that its about a Buddhist monk from Tibet, a philanthropist from the UK, a Moral
Philosophy professor from Senegal, and, well, a lady from Arizona. They wake up and are told they
have died, but don’t worry, “You are in the Good Place.” Their lives and actions have been carefully
weighed and scored, and they are the 1% who are allowed in.

Of course, they’re human, so immediately the anxiety, guilt and recriminations begin: are they actually
good enough? Did they take someone else’s place? Has there been a mistake? So they set about
learning how to be good. And this is how you get a 30-minute sitcom where people talk about Kant
and Kierkegaard. The beautiful moral that I think is developing? Trying to be good is, in fact, about
90% of being good.

Now, many of us have known, or will know, a season in our lives when work will just be… work. The
net is just a never ending string of knots that must be tended to, the boat a series of tasks and
maneuvers… that monthly report just an almost meaningless collection of facts that don’t really
change all that much.

What I really couldn’t figure out how to sum up for Caleb months ago was something like this: I was
working a job that I was supposed to be working, succeeding in the ways I was supposed to succeed,
and yet everyday I kept finding my heart and my relationships more and more broken… until one day I
parked my car on the roof of the Westchester Mall and ugly cried until I was empty, and thought to
God, when I had not thought anything at God for a decade or so: “If you could just get me out of this,
please, I will give my life.”

And then I laughed, when I don’t think I had in months and thought at God, “That’s probably not how
it works is it? Fine, I’ll do it anyway.” Because what I had just tripped into backwards was what I had
been so hungry for, a purpose and calling to all my busy ness and work. Something that would be
worth living for.

That’s not the story of how I discerned a call to ordained ministry, that’s another ball of foil… but it is
the story of how God and I decided my life was for something besides me. That’s what made me think
I might be a minister, because no matter what I did, I was going to do it for something.

Jesus calls, and baptizes, and… well, don’t tell anybody that Jesus didn’t really have a confirmation
ceremony… but here’s how I think about it: if baptism names and signifies God’s already beloved-
ness in the one baptized, confirmation might be the underlining that that very beloved-ness — that gift
— is for something.

Because you can fish for people, you can fish for fish. You can be a theoretical physicist or you can be
a dog catcher. But if you don’t find a real living, breathing reason for it? Well, it can exhaust you, and
drain you, and some dead part of me can tell you from the top of a mall somewhere, it can eat you
alive.



We live in a time when we are discovering the purposes of the institutions and shapes of our society
have been taken for granted. We live in patterns of expectations so small that we settle for the stock
market going up, the government doing its basic tasks, or not, maybe even the church just quietly
existing off in the corner somewhere.

But hope is meant to be large, and life is meant to be for life. We forget that
* corporations exist not just to benefit shareholders, but to give dignity and living work to employees,
and improve the general welfare of the economy,
* that stock market gains only matter if they indicate the burgeoning financial stability of our whole
culture, not just the few,
* that government is meant to be not the lowest common denominator of what must happen to enable
us to live individually, but what can happen when we are called into an idea like America collectively.

One of the gifts we can share in community, particularly in church, is the gift of walking with one
another as we discern our purpose: what we will work for, play for, begin for, and even what our
retirement is for! I hope that this is a place where you are encouraged, in our worship and our learning
together, and encouraged by one another in that discovery. Above all, I hope that we each individually,
and collectively take the the time of quiet, of prayer, of deep listening to the joys and hurts of our lives
and the world around us.

What are you working for? What are your gifts for? I hope that they are for the family and people that
you love, certainly. But I also hope you just consider the possibility that you, your gifts, your work, are
invited into that greater love and life that we are so hungry for in human life that thousands of years
ago, fishermen sprang up and ran to share in it with Jesus.
What would that change about your to do list? How are you, like those first disciples to turn your nets
in a new direction that might make all the difference for others?

You’ll be hearing a lot about our All-Church Gathering, Spirit Matters on March 9th and 10th… what
you really need to know about that is it is a conversation about, what are we for? How shall we use
the gifts of our community?

We pray give us our daily bread, not so that we might individually just get by one more day, but that
each day we, the royal-est, grand-est, all-y’all-est we might experience the miracle of having enough,
of being enough, because on the day we all are a part of God’s answer to that prayer, the world will be
changed. And it will have been changed by farmers, scientists, and tractor mechanics, and solar
vehicle makers, and bakers, and sure get a candle-stick maker in there, and doctors, and probably a
lawyer—redemption’s right in the book, right? And teachers, and preacher, and fishers. If we can be
prayerful enough in our farming, and doctoring, and mechanics-ing, and fishing for that prayer to
come true, with God’s help in and through us—it will…


