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Scripture: Mark 1:14–20

Introduction to Scripture
The first Christians didn’t call themselves Christian. That name came later. The first the

Christians didn’t think of themselves as the thing that we now call church. More than

anyone else, that was an invention, not of Jesus, but of the apostle Paul. The name that the

early church people did use, that captures my spiritual and linguistic imagination the most

these days… that name was The Way. They were followers of The Way, together, moving

forward as one as their teacher had laid the path before and pointed ahead of himself when

he could not go any further.

For each of us, there is a beginning, a time when our way is pulled into The Way. Our

scriptures are full of these stories… I think there’s a reason for that… we love to be assured

that it’s not just us, that that “on-ramp” moment was a little disorienting and strange for

everyone.

So, it’s not just you. Once two guys went out to try and catch some fish…

Sermon
It’s annual meeting season. The period of time in which we distract ourselves from the

weather and post-season football by reviewing our finances for fun. I know that some of you

really do enjoy it, and I say the Lord bless you and keep you. I also heard someone say you

can always tell a really troubled church when they schedule the annual meeting for

SuperBowl Sunday in the hopes that no one will come. So, clearly, we’re in pretty good

shape, picking the Sunday when it seems like the culture, the news media, everybody is

maybe a little too bored.

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=288856981


Meeting together like this is our practice, one of hundreds of little rituals that we express as

a community. But I find myself needing to talk about the why. I find that of my skeptical

friends when it comes to the whole religion thing, most of them can get behind Jesus as a

concept. They can grant that Jesus was a person, or at least could have been, and that he

could have been a wonderful teacher, and a really nice guy. He drew people who were

interested in his message. His teaching inspired. But why church? Why do I have to go to a

place? Why do I have to be with people?

We’ve got to own that over the centuries church has done a lot to make church none too

appealing. The church has been on the wrong side of just treatment of women, of people

of color, of people of other religious traditions… but really, churches have sometimes been

tough places for the treatment of, well, us, too.

It is a radical thing, then, to still be engaged in this spiritual practice of community. This,

particularly, is true in a time when community is being broken down, sometimes by the very

fact of our connectedness, and some of the anxiety it can bring.

I listened to a report the other day about fear.[1] An environmental psychologist, named

Roger Hart, beginning in the 70’s started a study about the movements of children in a

small Vermont town. He followed them, he asked them where they were allowed to go, and

where they weren’t, where the scary places were, where they liked to play. He created a

map of where and how they moved around. One of the not at all amazing–for this time–

things he found was that by age 10, these children had complete, unsupervised range of

their town. Even the lake at the edge of town.

Then, recently, the psychologist went back, to study the children of the children he had

mapped out all those years ago. It turns out that living in that same town, in which there

had been no increase in crime, no significant change in life within the town, the children of

that town who had wandered across town to play unsupervised in the lake? Their kids didn’t

leave their home, or their property.

To a one, these parents who had been children experienced the fear that comes from
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having an almost limitless connection to all of life’s possible dangers.

I want to go ahead and name that Jesus does a little abduction here in our story today.

These disciples were nestled safely in their families. In ancient Israel, you needed two

pieces of information: your mother’s faith and your father’s occupation. Those two items

more likely than not set the entire path of your life the moment you were born. Leaving the

protection of those two facts was simply not done. When they leave their nets, the greek is

just a little shy of “they divorced their nets” they abandoned their nets, and the identity

that they had given these fishers of fish.

All for what?

To join a band of people following in a new way. In the course of that following, their world

would grow to be thousands of times bigger than it would have been on the shores with

their nets. Their net became a web of connections and stories and testimonies that did

indeed fish for people. It also became a story of differing opinions about how to walk the

Way before them. It became a way to learn the hard way that every person you meet is

another opportunity to learn that God would like to remind you that yours is not the only

opinion. It also became a way to learn the hard truth that every person you meet is another

chance for God to tell us that life is fragile.

I was talking with a someone recently. We were noticing together the irony of community.

The deeper and broader your connection to a community, the more complicated your life

is. We all have our challenges, our families all have their challenges… but when you really

open up? People struggle, people mess up, people need forgiveness, people need

comfort, people get sick, and almost all the time it turns out, people are mortal, and our

place in the world is one that oh so delicately trembling on the edge of pain, or accident, or

loss.

It is a huge risk to make a bigger world for yourself. Even by one person at a time.

You are the church. That old net still growing wider and larger and more interconnected.



Every line that connects you to one another is both a strengthening, and a risking.

So, every Sunday, we welcome those who are here for the first time. And you are most

welcome.

But, also, this day? Thank you. If this is your first time here, thank you for being so bold with

yourself to walk into all that risk and wonder and newness that it takes to be open to new

experiences and places and people. Thank you for bringing yourself and where you are at

this day. Whether you came because you were full of praise, or you came nurturing a

tenderness and a hurt that you can not even bring yourself to name.

You should know that we welcome you so intensely here because we were strangers here

once, too.

If this is not your first time here today? Thank you. Because the longer you hang the richer,

the deeper, and the more tender those connections are. The more likely you’re going to

have the growth experience of disagreeing with one another. Of learning from differences,

of growing from the richness of shared experience here. All of that, when you could have

been comfortable at home. Untangled, but then un-stretched.

As the old song goes, “Once we were no people. But now we belong to each other, and to

God.”

The Theologian Marcus Borg died this week. He would say that something like this was at

the heart of that mystical experience on the beach that led these disciples to take off in a

new path…

…

“As an epiphany of God, Jesus discloses that at the center of everything is a reality that is in

love with us and wills our well-being, both as individuals and as individuals within society.

As an image of God, Jesus challenges the most widespread image of reality in both the

ancient and modern world, countering conventional wisdom’s understanding of God as one



with demands that must be met by the anxious self in search of its own security. In its place

is an image of God as the compassionate one who invites people into a relationship which

is the source of transformation of human life in both its individual and social aspects.”[2]

God doesn’t have a fish quota for you, God has simply decided that you, good friends, are

part of the net. That through your weaving, your connecting, you will draw in even more

and more and more until the harvest of relationship overflows all the walls of our fear of one

another and we are one with the love that was before we were is now and ever shall be.

World without end. It’s good to meet with you, and it is great to be tangled up with you.

You are the Church. Amen.
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1. Listen to Invisibilia’s “Fearless” for this story.  ↩

2. Marcus J. Borg, Jesus: A New Vision: Spirit, Culture, and the Life of Discipleship  ↩

http://www.npr.org/programs/invisibilia/377515477/fearless
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