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St. John’s, Lodi
Epiphany II B

Today in the readings, we have two stories of being called. The first is the powerful story of the boy, Samuel being called by God to be a prophet, and the old man, Eli---a holy man himself--- helps the boy, Samuel, recognize that the unknown voice he is hearing from his bed is indeed the voice of God. “Go back and lie down,” he says, “and if God calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’” 
In the Gospel of John, we hear Jesus calling Phillip, and then Philip turning around and calling Nathaniel. All of the Gospels record Jesus calling his disciples, but only in John's Gospel do we get this account of some of Jesus' disciples being called by other Jesus’ disciples. Sometimes Jesus directly calls people to follow him; and sometimes other people call people to follow Jesus. 
It doesn’t much matter whether you’ve been called directly by Jesus or someone else calls you in Jesus’ name. The life of the Christian faith is all about being called… to become Jesus’ disciples… and then being sent out into the world around us to do the work of Jesus. 
This commissioning of God’s people to do God’s work in the world is summed up at the very end of the Gospel of Matthew after Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus appears to the eleven remaining disciples---Judas, the betrayer, was no longer with them---and says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” And with that, the Gospel of Matthew comes to a close.

This passage, of course, is known as the Great Commission. Notice that Jesus doesn’t say, “Go convert people…” He says, “Go make disciples.” A disciple, according to the dictionary, is a follower… a student… a learner… one who grasps and comprehends something. A disciple of Jesus then, is one who gets who Jesus is, and has taken the life of Jesus into her or his own life. In other words, someone who hangs around Jesus and takes that life into his or her own life and begins to replicate that. 
Before I went to seminary, and I was so very eager to get out to California and get started with my studies, but my parish rector said, “Not so fast…” The “not so fast” turned out to be three years, during which I taught Sunday School, worked with the Youth group, ran the church printing press, played guitar at a folk mass almost every Sunday evening for three years, accompanied the rector on a number of pastoral visits, and most importantly, built by hand a 200 foot rock wall, without mortar, that tapered from three feet high down to about one foot high. All of this that he had me doing for three years, he called “spiritual formation,” a term I had not heard until then. 

At the time, I was confused and somewhat irritated that the rector would have me, a college graduate in Industrial Engineering, building a wall and doing hard manual labor. But looking back on it, while building that wall, I learned more about myself, not to mention, patience, pacing, forbearance and respect for people who do that kind of work all the time, while fitting those rocks together, than just about anything else I did during those three years. 
Jesus formed twelve people. Lots of other people overheard what he was doing and were beneficiaries of his ministry, and so forth. But he formed twelve people. He spent a lot of time with those twelve people. And then he sent them out. And he promised that he would be with them to the end of the age.

It’s what Jesus taught and showed that is the essence. Theologian Dallas Willard, a few years ago, wrote a most extraordinary book, The Divine Conspiracy. He frames the book by reminding the reader that down throughout ages, and across all cultures, two questions have been consistently asked:

1) What is the good life?

2) Who is the good person?

Willard answers his own question by saying that the good life is the life Jesus teaches and shows forth, and the good person is the one who accepts that life and lives it out. He then says that it is the primary work of the church to help its members be formed in the good life, for the good life we see in Jesus is the life for which we were made. If Jesus thought it was the Pearl of Great Price, then we should too. 
This sounds lovely and appealing but Willard reminds us that we have to begin to understand that the good life Jesus lived is exactly the life he refers to in the Sermon on the Mount, when Jesus makes plain that the value system of the Kingdom of God is totally counter-cultural to the values of the world. 
Many of you have asked me about this cross I wear… and I’ve promised that I’d tell you the story behind it. It looks American Indian, but actually it’s Masai. It’s known as a “leader’s cross” and it was a gift from the congregation of St. Peter’s on the Masai Steppe, a community of people who live out in the bush, about 200 miles from the nearest paved road and are part of the Anglican Diocese of Mt. Kilimanjaro, in Tanzania. I was presented the cross during a very lively worship service during which I had the privilege of preaching a few years ago. 
It’s an African custom for visitors to bring gifts for their hosts and always, regardless of the poverty of the hosts, gifts are given visitors. Our delegation of about eleven Episcopalians from Southern California, had presented our gifts---some grain, some money, some presents for the children, pencils and crayons and stuff---and then leaders of the congregation came up to present me some gifts. Before the leader’s cross was presented, I was presented with a handful of smaller crosses, which went to our folks, along with a Masai “authority stick”. After the leader’s cross was presented, then the most senior lay leader came forward (Like this) carrying a live baby goat. The local bishop who had brought us to this place leaned into me and whispered, “They are going to give you the goat… Receive it graciously and then offer it to the vicar and his wife.” Which I have to say, I was glad to do exactly that, as were my traveling companions. 
So I received the goat in my arms and gestured toward the Vicar, who was, of course, happy to have it, especially since, upon our arrival, he and his wife had fed us all roasted goat that they had been keeping for such a special occasion. Not to mention the precious water they used up on our behalf. At the time, Tanzania was experiencing its worst drought in twenty years, and yet they offered us water, so that we could wash our hands and faces after our long journey. And they killed and roasted a goat just for us. That’s capital in Masai culture, where how many cows and goats you have is the measure of a person’s wealth, and therefore, security.

If you’ve ever had the experience of being hosted in a similar setting, then you probably know what I’m going to say next: There was something about their heart, their generosity, their whole manner, that made my head whip around. They were generous out of their sustenance, not out of their plenty; hospitable out of their being, not some kind of add-on. Everyone in our delegation, found ourselves coming alive around them, We recognized that any way we could possibly report our experiences in East Africa could not do justice to the beauty and grace and hospitality we experienced at the hands of these people. Not meaning to, of course, they shamed us with their hospitality. 
The good life is the life Jesus teaches and shows forth. The good person is the one who accepts that life and lives it out.

Dallas Willard again, musing about why the early church grew so rapidly, writes these words:

“Jesus and his early associates overwhelmed the ancient world because they brought into it a steam of life at its deepest. The early message was not experienced as something its hearers had to believe or do because otherwise something bad would happen to them. The people initially impacted by that message generally concluded that they would be fools to disregard it.”

It’s not OUR responsibility to make people Christians and get them into a particular denomination. It IS our responsibility to decide to follow Jesus and his radical message; to take his message into ourselves, and do our best to live it.

Maybe this is why the New Testament writers only used the word, “Christian” three times, and yet, they use the word, “disciple”, 269 times.

