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Epiphany 3A, 2014

Much of the following is taken from David Lose, workingpreacher.org
Recently, the Lilly Endowment awarded a grant to a team of religious leaders and ministers from five institutions:  the Catholic Theological Union, Duke Divinity School, Fuller Seminary, Princeton Seminary, and Luther Seminary.  The grant was to allow the group to study the topic of “Christian vocation”, our calling from God.  Now, all of the folk from these institutions reported that “vocation” was a significant category in their teaching and preaching.  At the same time, however, it turned out that most members of the congregations they serve don’t feel called.  Most of the folks listening to their preaching and teaching on vocation, that is, don’t see most of what they do outside of the church as worthy of God’s attention and interest.

One of the reasons for this was revealed in a survey in which it was discovered that clergy tend to greatly overestimate the amount of satisfaction, meaning, and purpose that their people derive from their work.  For most of the folks in the pews, work was considered not a calling, a vocation, but rather, well, work, with moments of meaning and purpose but often devoid of significant connection to whom they really believe themselves to be and to the rest of their lives.

Where did the people surveyed find the greatest sense of fulfillment, meaning, and purpose?  In relationships.  Even those who identified their work as a source of meaning and fulfillment usually cited their relationships at work as of particular significance.

All of which seems to highlight one phrase in today’s Gospel reading:  “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of people.”  Not “emissaries of the kingdom” or “heralds of God” or “disciples of the Messiah” or “witnesses of the divine” or even “the first Christians”;  but rather fishers of people.  All of those other things may have been implied or may eventually come to be, but what strikes me is that Jesus is calling these first disciples not into work but into relationship.

David Lose believes that we in the Church have too often stressed the arenas in which we exercise our God-given gifts and calling:  we speak about ministering in our community, family, work, or school – those arenas in which we carry out ministry.  We have also emphasized the roles we play as employees, employers, parents, citizens, volunteers, and the like – each role with it’s own calling to ministry.  What we have not emphasized are the concrete relationships in which we are involved and the actual persons with whom we are in relationship.  And yet to be a “fisher of people” is most surely a relational ministry.  Jesus calls these first disciples into relationship with himself, with each other, and with all the various people they will meet over the next few years and, indeed, the rest of their lives.  
And Jesus issues the same call to us -- to be in genuine and real relationships with the people around us, and to be in those relationships the way Jesus was and is in relationship with his disciples and with us:  bearing each other’s burdens, caring for each other and especially the vulnerable, holding onto each other through thick and thin, always with the hope and promise of God’s abundant grace.  Sometimes that call -- to be in Christ-shaped relationship with others -- will take us far from home;  and sometimes it will take shape in and among the persons right around us.  But it will always involve persons -- not simply a mission or a ministry or a movement or money given to a cause;  but actual, flesh-and-blood persons.  What our bishop calls “hands-on ministry”.
Thursday night at our Church Development Institute at Cathedral Ridge, our diocesan camp and conference center, our bishop gave a compelling talk relating to mission.  He stated that everything starts with God and God’s mission.  A quote he often uses is:  “It is not the church of God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission that has a church in the world.”  (Beyond Duty:  A Passion for Christ, a Heart for Mission by Tim Dearborn)  It all starts with God, not with us.  God’s mission, not ours.  What is often overlooked when we read today’s Gospel passage about Jesus calling his disciples to be fishers of people is how unheard-of it was for a teacher, a Rabbi in Jesus’ day to choose and call his own students.  The way it was always done in Jesus’ day was just the opposite:  a young man would approach a teacher and ask if the teacher would take him on as a student.  The initiative was always with the student.  But not so with Jesus!  Jesus had a mission, and he took the initiative to call others to participate in his – not their – mission.  And has it not been the same throughout most of the Bible?  God took the initiative to call Abraham to go to an unknown place of God’s choosing, there to form a people through whom God wanted to bless the whole world.  God took the initiative and called Moses to free his people from slavery in Egypt.  Again, Moses was the instrument of God’s mission.  God took the initiative in calling David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, St. Paul, and many, many others to participate in God’s mission.    
And what is God’s mission?  Our Prayer Book states that it is “to restore all people to unity with God and each other in Christ.” (p. 855)  St. Paul writes:  “It is all God’s work;  he reconciled us to himself through Christ and he gave us the ministry of reconciliation.” (2 Corinthians 5:18, NJB)  Or as The Message translation puts it:  “All this comes from the God who settled the relationship between us and him, and then called us to settle our relationships with each other.”  Jesus’ call to these fishermen, to make them fishers of people, was a call into renewed and reconciled relationship:  relationship with him, with his heavenly Father, with each other, and with those whom they would meet in their daily lives as they followed Jesus.
Dr. Lose puts it this way:  Jesus called ordinary people right in the middle of their ordinary lives to be in relationship with the ordinary people all around them --  and through that did extraordinary things … and he still does.

Mission – sending forth – begins with the Trinity:  God the Father sends the Son into the world;  God the Father and the Son send the Holy Spirit;  and then Father, Son and the Holy Spirit send the church into the world.

“Mission,” writes pioneering theologian David Bosch, “is thereby seen as a movement from God to the world;  the church is viewed as an instrument for that mission.  There is church because there is mission, not vice versa.  To participate in mission is to participate in the movement of God’s love toward people, since God is a fountain of sending love.” 

To participate in mission is to participate in the movement of God’s love toward people, since God is a fountain of sending love.  St. Francis prayed that God make him an instrument of his peace;  we, too, are called to be instruments of God’s flow of reconciling peace, love, and compassion.  The focus is never on us doing mission;  rather, it is on us as instruments of God’s mission.
Many of you are already participating in this movement of God’s love toward people, and have been doing so for years.  We will recognize that fact after our luncheon today, as we do each year on Annual Meeting Sunday.  But perhaps you haven’t envisioned or interpreted what you have been doing in quite these terms.  To help you imagine yourself as an instrument of God’s mission, I am going to invite you –right now – into an imaginative exercise.  Close your eyes for a minute [pause], and call to mind one person with whom you are in relationship.  Perhaps it’s a relationship that brings you particular joy, or sorrow, or frustration, or hope.  It doesn’t really matter, just so long as it’s significant.  Once you have that person in mind, I invite you to take a moment to pray for that person … and to believe that God is using you to make a difference in the life of the person for whom you are praying.  [long pause]  As you open to God and respond to God’s initiative, believing that you are making a difference in the life of that person, God will be using you to be his instrument in that person’s life.  [you may open your eyes]
Jesus called ordinary people right in the middle of their ordinary lives to be in relationship with the ordinary people all around them --  and through that did extraordinary things … and he still does.

Perhaps all of us here at Christ Church could, in this coming year, be more attentive to the sign above that door as we go forth into the world as the last movement of each Sunday’s Eucharist – that sign which says, “You are now entering the mission field.”  Perhaps all of us here at Christ Church could, in this coming year, be more open, receptive, and responsive to the Gospel truth that we, like Jesus and his disciples, are instruments of God’s mission of love and care to those around us – especially our neighbors in need – drawing all of us into deeper, Christ-shaped relationships with those whom God has placed in our lives.  For that, I think, is precisely what it means to be a fisher of people.  
Amen
