A CALL TO FRIENDSHIP

Mark 1: 14After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. 15"The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!" 

 16As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 17"Come, follow me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." 18At once they left their nets and followed him. 

 19When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. 20Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him.


Four things did not happen on that lake shore that we sometimes imagine did happen, sometimes to ascribe more dramatic and romantic effect to the lake shore scene:


One: That Jesus walked up to unlearned, unlettered, unschooled simple peasants and called them to follow him, as if to make something totally new out of whole cloth called “disciples.” Their detractors in Jerusalem may have called them "unlearned" and "ignorant," but that says more about their prejudice against Galileans than it does about these Galileans themselves. From what we're learning about First Century Galilee, we're finding out just how strong Jewish religious sentiments and commitments were, perhaps for the ways in which Galilean Jews  rubbed shoulders daily with Gentiles, Romans and pagans.  Having seen Gentile culture and Imperial policy up close, many of them said, “No thank you; we'd rather preserve our covenant relationship with the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, whatever the cost.” 


So, many, if not most, Jewish children in Galilee were enrolled in some kind of Hebrew school, including the girls up to a certain age, in order to learn the Bible, hopefully by memory. And if you managed to learn it all, from Genesis to Malachi, plus large bodies of oral tradition about who said what about this and that passage and this and that issue, you stood a very good chance of being called "rabbi," or "master-teacher."  A requirement for the job then was that you memorized the whole Bible. This was before the day when people were constantly distracted and attracted by computers, cell phones, Nintendo. Thus they had amazing and nearly instant powers of memorization and retention. And since the only copies of the Bible were on scrolls down at the synagogue, that made memorization all the more pressing. You didn't depend upon having the text always close at hand, zipped up in a leather Bible cover. You filed it away in your head.


Having done all that, you knew you had arrived and would be called “rabbi” or “Master,” when people came seeking to be your disciples. And most self-respecting young men aimed for that kind of honor and responsibility. Their families would have nudged them in that direction too, like the mother who ran to the lifeguard on the beach one day and said, “Help! Help! My son, the future Rhodes Scholar, is drowning!” But if you weren't going to manage all that by the age of about twenty-one, then you settled on another career, and continued working at your piety and practice under someone else who had been recognized as a rabbi. 


What I just described is much like what Jesus did with these four first disciples in today's Gospel text, with one major exception: that he sought disciples and called them, rather than they seeking him. When we look at what Jesus taught them and how, it really looks like they started out with a pretty good base of biblical knowledge for him to work with. They didn't start out as the ignorant, unlearned, unlettered peasant ruffians that we sometimes make them out to be, perhaps out of some kind of heroic romantic idea about Jesus starting his work with peasants schooled only in the ways of fields and waters. 


That should give some encouragement to everyone here working in Christian education: by teaching the Bible, you are giving your students tools and handles with which Jesus can work when he likewise calls them to follow him. And is it any wonder that some of the most exciting missionary breakthroughs are happening when missionaries start by teaching Old Testament stories and prayers? They're doing the same thing: giving people tools and handles that help them hear Jesus' call to follow him.


But that Jesus sought these fishermen out as his disciples either says that he was embarrassingly desperate for followers, or, more likely, that he saw in them something that the usual rabbi selection system overlooked. It was as though he came to them and said, “Okay, so you didn't succeed at memorizing all of our Bible; so you can't remember what Rabbi Ben-Johanan said about marriage and you keep confusing him for Rabbi Ben-Elkhanan; No big deal. Others may not believe in you, but I do; I still see in you the potential for being rabbis in my school with your own disciples some day.” 


For that is what he invited them to be when he said, “Come, and I will make you fishers of people:” rabbis. Rabbis to the nations, to the Gentiles, as well as to fellow Jews. Rabbis who, like Jesus, would go out and seek disciples, and not just sit back and wait for them. So this was not the calling of untutored, unlettered, unlearned men. Jesus' call to discipleship probably builds upon a solid foundation of biblical knowledge. So, if you want to hear Jesus' call to you, keep learning and living the Bible.


The second thing that did not happen on that Galilean lakeside was that a perfect stranger-Jesus- walked up to four other perfect strangers, while they were minding their own business fishing, and said, “Come follow me,” and they  were all so stricken by the man at first sight that they shrugged their shoulders and said, “Gee, why not? I never liked these smelly things anyway.” So, they left their nets, their fish, and their dads and hired help with their jaws dropping down to their chests, and went off down the road asking each other, “Now what did he say his name was?” 


 But in John's gospel we learn that early on some of these men, Andrew and his brother Simon at least, had already met Jesus. Andrew had been introduced to Jesus by his rabbi, John the Baptist, when John pointed him out and said, “Behold the Lamb of God.” Then Andrew introduced Simon and Jesus to each other.  Its very possible that Andrew and Simon, working the same lake in the same business, had already spoken with James and John about Jesus. We also know from Mark's gospel that Jesus already had lodging in the nearby village of Capernaum. Jesus was already a neighbor of theirs. Maybe they even worshiped in the same synagogue. So I don't think this call to “follow me,” came as a complete bolt out of the blue from one perfect stranger to four other complete strangers. They had already had some time to mull over the question of who Jesus was and whether or not they would follow him, before they did. 


And isn't that more like many of our own journeys on the road to saying "Yes," when the master called us to follow him? We hear on Christian radio about these amazing and miraculous instant conversions, and thank God for them, but the norm seems to be that Jesus' disciples take some time watching and meeting the master and studying him through other disciples of his, as Peter did, through his brother Andrew. And people are watching us with the same questions and intent.


The timing of the Master's call had something to do with John the Baptist and his imprisonment.  So, a third thing that did not happen is that they suddenly decided to follow Jesus without any knowledge at all of what they were getting into. Andrew at least knew how risky it could be; he had been a disciple of John the Baptist. The arrest of his rabbi sets a dark and dangerous background for the beginning of Jesus' public ministry. The chance of this happening to them could well have been in the backs of their minds when Jesus called them to follow. Yet Jesus takes up the message and the ministry where John left off, and continued preaching the challenging, bracing and revolutionary news: that the kingdom of God has drawn near.  As John had said, so said Jesus: therefore it is time to repent and believe the good news. That message helped get John in trouble; they had to have known that it might get bring Jesus some resistance, too. And still they followed him. What courage that took.


And that tells us something else I hope we all find helpful: that the work of God, the kingdom of God, cannot be stopped nor hindered for long by any resistance, human or demonic. One servant of God goes down, but another one is ready to take his place and build upon his work. Indeed, God can even take what looks like defeat and transform it into the seeds of victory. The gospel that ends with a victory pulled from the jaws of defeat, in Jesus' death and resurrection, also begins with a triumph pulled from the jaws of disaster, when John's imprisonment makes way for Jesus' ministry. Do you see a pattern here?  People can resist God, as Herod did, but they cannot restrain him. They can fight God, but never defeat him. Not a God who is always a step ahead, ready to redeem every defeat to his advantage.


The kingdom of God has drawn near, and how do we know? Where do we see this earth-shaking global regime change happening? It was easy enough to see in the big public ministry of John to crowds of hundreds and thousands. But now it dawns upon the world even more with Jesus approaching a few people in groups of two, or less. 


But the fourth and last thing that did not happen in today's text is that a teacher simply enrolled some students in his class, a master just hired some more servants, they went through his class, they do his will, and that was that. What did not happen is that Jesus simply called these people away just to learn his ten top rules for living. But isn't that what we usually think of when we say the word, “Discipleship?” That its about learning stuff and obeying the master's rules? But by the end of their internship with Jesus, Jesus will tell them, on the night before  his arrest, “No greater love has anyone than this: that he lay down his life for a friend.....[and] I don't just call you 'servants.' Servants don't know what their master is up to; but I call you friends, because everything I have learned from my Father I have disclosed to you.”


The long-promised, long prayed-for kingdom of God has broken into the world when the best friend humanity ever had invited some people to become his friends. Forever. The realization of that, that this passage, this kingdom, is really all about friendship kind of shook me up. It made me think about the place of friendship in my life, and about myself as a friend to others. 


It made me a think of a men's meeting where one man, just past the beginning of his retirement, found himself hanging around at home a lot, wondering what he was going to do now that he didn't have to go punch in a time clock every day. He and his wife were like the couple I saw in a cartoon, where the wife said to her newly retired husband, “You know, I married you for better, for worse, until death do us part, but, Gee, Honey,  not for lunch every day. Don't you have any friends?”


To which her husband replied, “What do you mean, 'Have I got friends?' I've always been a friendly guy.” That's part of mainstream male culture: we guys sometimes think that if we're friendly to everyone, then that's all that friendship means. But that wasn't what she was asking when she said, “Don't you have any friends?”


If by that she meant friendly acquaintances, sure, the man had plenty. Guys he had played cards with in the lunch room, guys he could talk sports and money with, sure, he had lots of friends if that's what you mean by friendship. But as for someone in his life like Jesus, who had regularly and honestly disclosed himself, from his deepest inner spiritual center, or someone to whom he could, like Jesus, safely disclose his deepest inner  stuff, and as for someone whom he could trust to die for him if need be, and some one for whom he'd be loyal enough to die, well, come to think of it, apart from his third grade friend, who moved away the summer before fourth grade and was never seen nor heard from again, there was only his wife. She had stuck with him through thick and thin. She had seen him cry and heard his pain and loved him all the more for it. Every lasting marriage includes these elements of friendship. But with no one else had he ever really experienced such friendship. That left his wife holding all the weight of her husband's true self in her own hands. And that may sometimes be too much for one person and one relationship however close and loving, even in a marriage. They both realized that he needed friends. 


So, after sixty-five years of being a friendly stranger to everyone, sometimes even a stranger to himself, he joined a men's group and said, “I've got a lot to learn about this friends business. I regret missing out on it all these years. But I'm hoping this old dog can still learn a few new tricks.” Either that or come to the end of his life unknown. So that when people gather for his funeral, it will be as though they are gathering more for the sake of his family, than for his. They'll remember that he was friendly. But they won't really remember who he was. Because no one ever really knew.


I hope he finds someone like Oscar (not his real name). Oscar and I met together regularly at seminary to pray and talk about everything, including about embarrassing personal stuff. One night over enchiladas with mole sauce at a Mexican restaurant we told each other, “Whenever you're really up a creek and need someone to talk to, you can call me any time of the day. Or night.” I remembered that mutual promise one night in Detroit when I was nearly having a meltdown over the painful truth that I could no longer hold at arm's length: that my effort at church planting was not working out and the group was falling apart. So I called Oscar. At 11: 45 PM. It was either that or start banging my head against a wall. Literally. 


“Do you remember how we said we can call each other any time at all?” I asked.


“Oh mannnnnnn.......When I wake up, ýou better hope I do.”


Because of Oscar and that phone call there's no big dent in either a wall or my forehead. And I did not mail back in my ordination, like I was thinking of doing in the solitary darkness of that night. If that all sounds overly melodramatic on my part, I seem to remember that Oscar said so too, true friend that he is. If Oscar outlives me and does my funeral eulogy, or shares during open mike time, I don't mind if he says, “Let me tell you about how Matt woke me up at quarter to midnight one night.” Because I've just told you. 


Whenever Oscar and I get together, its as though we're picking up where we left off, over enchiladas with mole sauce. So, let me ask all of us here: is there an Oscar in your life? And is there someone for whom you can be like Oscar? If there is, give thanks to God. And to your Oscar. Because not only do we all need friendship; friendship is one very powerful way of describing this kingdom that Jesus has announced. No sooner does Jesus announce that the kingdom of God has drawn near, that he demonstrates it by inviting people to be his friends, and by offering friendship to them, saying, “Follow me.” Follow not from a reverent distance. Follow up close, like a friend. And that is how God's kingdom still advances in the world, how new disciples are still recruited and made and shaped: by God's friendship, through our friendship.


There's a lot we can say about friendship. Got a week? But I'll stick to two things that Jesus demonstrated in his relationships with his disciples: The first is an intense loyalty, a commitment to his friends backed up with his own life. As he said, "No greater love has anyone than this: that he lay down his life for his friends." The other one is honesty: a willingness to disclose oneself transparently, vulnerably, truthfully, and a willingness in return to hear and accept the truth from your friend, with a commitment to remain a friend, however painful the truth. Usually we find such transparency and honesty so scary because it may risk our friendship. And usually, we find that it makes the friendship stronger. 


About that first quality of true friendship, a loyalty to another even at the cost of one's life: in some cultures, such loyalty among friends is considered the very reason for life itself.  And the pleasure that makes life worthwhile, despite all its pains and travails. From ancient Greece comes the story of two guys, Damon and Pythias, close friends. King Dyonisus condemned Pythias to death for some crime. Pythias requested permission to go see his family and say his proper goodbyes, promising to return for his just desserts, but the king asked,  "How can you guarantee that you won't just wander off?" 


So Damion offered himself in Pythias' place, to stay in prison and face the executioner if Pythias didn't return in time. The deal was made, Pythias left prison to see his family one last time, and then hurried back in time to save Damion from taking his axe stroke. King Dionysius was so impressed by this display of loyalty on both their parts that he pardoned Pythias on the grounds that they both explain to him the secret of such loyalty and love. 


But no example of friendship will ever match that displayed on the cross, when the sinless One who had the right to judge all the living and the dead took the punishment and paid the price for the sins of the world, so that we wouldn't have to. But that was of a piece with his decision to stay in the Garden of Gethsemanae the night before, to face his false friend and betrayer, and the hostile mob, instead of calling down twelve legions of angels for a pre-emptive defensive strike. For if those angels had pre-emptively avenged Jesus on everyone capable of betraying him, where would it have stopped? What friends would he have left? As Martin Luther said, are not the nails that fixed Christ to the cross in everyone's pockets? And this loyalty that kept Christ unarmed and undefended before his betrayers and killers was also of a piece with the loyalty that brought him back from his tomb. For he returned not to reward loyal, steadfast friends, but to forgive his friends who had failed him, and to give them another chance to get this friendship business right.


Every friendship requires loyalty like that, because the delights of true friendship cannot simply be the just rewards for being good enough friends. They are also the balm and salve and medicine for people who can't help but disappoint each other and fall short from time to time in coming through for each other. If love and friendship were only rewards for the most deserving, we should all be living alone on our own desert islands.


The other quality of true friendship is related to loyalty: honest self-disclosure, which implies that we accept each other's honest self-disclosures. This Jesus did even when teaching. He didn't just impart rules to his friends, he shared of himself, from the deep center of his relationship with God, His Father. And so he still invites us, so he would still impart himself to us, to share his deep inner life with the Father, through prayer, through loving service, through the gift of His Spirit.


Jesus invited them into that deep relationship in good times and bad, such as when he prayed in terror and sorrow in the Garden of Gethsemane. He kept inviting them to pray and keep watch with him, but they kept falling asleep. They couldn't handle a friend who desired their support as much as they depended upon his. "We've come to depend upon you being strong and confident for us, Jesus, how can we handle you being afraid and weak?" And so his terror and sorrow were all the worse for having to pray and wait and face his trials alone.


The true nature of a church is shown not in our moments of strength and triumph and power, like when we're growing and going smoothly from one successful program and event to another, so that everyone says, "Wow, they really have it all together!" The true character of a church, as in friendship, is revealed in our Gethsemane and Golgotha moments of weakness, when the brokenness of the human condition shatters our complacency through, perhaps, a doctor's terrible diagnosis, a loss, the death of someone, or the death of our dreams, a fault, a failure, or a fall into sin or a scandal. Its not the absence of such things, nor just our victory over them that demonstrates God's kingdom, but how we deal with these things when they arise, and if we continue to offer friendship, to heal and to help the casualties of these sufferings and setbacks. 


As I've said in previous messages, the kingdom of God is as much about what once was, as about what shall be. It is not only about God making all things new, it is about God restoring what once was, before our loss of innocence, our fall into sin. Back when the invisible, ever-present God would come into the Garden of Eden looking to walk with his friends, Adam and Eve, in the cool of the day, before he came one day and found them hiding in shame from himself and each other. 


Well, those days of divine-human friendship are back, beginning with the day that the human presence of God came up to four fishermen by the Sea of Galilee and invited them on a very long walk, for friendship's sake. I hope we all can hear him inviting us, too, into deeper levels of friendship with him, and with each other.
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