25th January 2009

Mark 1.14-20

Sometimes in life you think you are going one way then all of a sudden there is a change of direction. One minute you can be going to the cup final, the next you are a gallant loser, an heroic failure. Two minutes from Wembley… football….cruel! Mustn’t dwell on it.. move on…

(a reference to how Burnley were two minutes from going to the Carling Cup Final at Wembley to play Man United when Spurs scored to break our hearts!)
In today’s economic climate many are being faced with the challenge to change direction in life. Many face the prospect of losing their jobs, having to change jobs or retrain to give them a chance of a job as the recession bites. It has been argued that older generations expected to stay in the same job for life. I was talking to my mother this week who told me at the age of thirteen her father sent her to a college to learn to be a typist. At the age of sixteen that’s what she became. Her course was predetermined. 
Like many 16 year olds, choosing A levels, I didn’t have clue as to what I wanted to do with my life. At the age of 18 having to choose to go to university, I still didn’t have a clue. Some people don’t discover who they are, what gifts they have, what energizes them and the kind of challenge they respond best to until much later in life.
Today’s generation is more open to choice and changes of direction in career and life. They don’t expect job security. They have been conditioned to be flexible. Inevitably the more commitments you have, family, mortgages, the more difficult it is to make those changes and the more fearful and anxious you may be about making those changes. Responding to a call to change direction in life can fill a person with doubts and fears.
'Change' is Barack Obama's mantra, the ticket on which he has been elected. Jesus starts his ministry in our gospel reading from Mark’s gospel today by calling people to change and believe the gospel. The Greek work metanoia repent means to change one's mind and direction. There was plenty in the inaugural address to suggest that the kind of change for which Obama stands for amounts to repentance: recognition of 'greed and irresponsibility on the part of some'; acknowledgement of 'collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new age'; rejection 'as false the choice between our safety and our ideals'.

Jesus, of course, never gave a specific definition of the 'good news of the kingdom of God', but he gave plenty of allusions to a new shalom – righteous well-being throughout all of creation – and that it was both for the future and immanently present; the kingdom of God was to come and it was also near, and within.  We should both work for it and look forward to it. Obama's address contained themes of freedom and equity, endeavor and the common good, justice and hope – it would not be difficult to find parables ('the kingdom of God is like…') that resonated with those ideas. Obama's inaugural address commends personal, Biblical virtues such as truth, honesty, hard work, courage, humility, generosity, sacrifice, perseverance, reconciliation, loyalty, concern for the poor and respect for the other; virtues that are key to his vision of the future for America.
Barack Obama is no messiah, we must not lay that on him; the scriptures tell us to trust in God alone (Psalm 62). But we pray the world, not just the USA, may be a better place as a result of his presidency. Not just because racial harmony could improve, but because Jonah 3.10 reminds us that change of direction, 'turning from evil ways', espousing kingdom values, has the potential to avert calamity of the worst kind.
He has many admirers before he has even achieved anything. We discussed in my fellowship groups what makes him a person that others are prepared to follow. My discussion groups suggested his charisma, his understanding of others and ability to see all sides of the argument and is reasonable in his decisions, his integrity, and his passion

Jesus came preaching about the kingdom of God and calling people to change direction and get caught up in this movement. People responded to him. Something about Jesus made people want to follow him.
As Jesus walks by the Sea of Galilee, he sees people going about their everyday work, bringing in the daily catch of fish. In the midst of the ordinary, Jesus calls four fishermen, two sets of brothers, with the words “Follow me.” And immediately – a word that Mark uses often to express the urgent need to proclaim the gospel in troubled times, such as those faced by the first readers – Simon and Andrew, James and John leave their boats and their nets and follow. There is no indication in the text about who these four individuals were, if they knew Jesus, or what Jesus saw in them that prompted him to choose them. There is no insight into what they thought as they dropped everything and left their work and their families. Without question, they went with Jesus. What compelled them to go?

Jesus told them that their new work would be fishers of men – go and catch people, men and women. Their work would be to tend to relationships, to care for others, and to invite them to hear the good news that Jesus was proclaiming and work for the kingdom of God – a kingdom of justice and peace. From this time on, everything would be different for these four. He called them not to a life of comfort but a life of service. Someone said that everyone wants something in which they can invest their life. Jesus called these fishermen to a task in which they would have to spend themselves and burn themselves up for the sake of something greater than their own personal comfort.
It is interesting that Mark, known for his minimal use of words, draws attention to the disciples' trade six times in five verses! Could it be that their calling to 'fish for people' hung on temperament and experience, first to consider carefully the subjects' known behavior, then to work out a strategy to capture them and finally to take risks to put the strategy into practice – as successful fishermen would have to do. Certainly, many who have experienced a specific call of God on their lives report that knowledge, skills and experience gained in 'a former life' are rarely wasted. And those whose 'call' they would hardly label as such know how the gifts and abilities with which God has blessed them are used daily in the tasks God invites them to do.

The second part of Barack Obama’s book Change we can believe in is entitled 'The Call', and begins with sketching his years as community organizer, law scholar ('to understand how the law should work for those in need'), civil rights lawyer, teacher of constitutional law, and ultimately State Senator. Gifts and abilities and experiences taken up in a new calling.

Following Jesus means leaving behind past ways of life and embarking on a new adventure. We respond to God’s call, trusting that God supports us with steadfast love. When God calls, what is being asked of us? In what ways do we respond? How can we recognize the one we are to follow?
It is easy for the Church to be preoccupied with maintaining the ordained ministry and servicing the worship and pastoral needs of its congregations. Sometimes we risk neglecting the recognition of the sense of calling to entirely different service that is felt by a large number of its members. I hope you feel that I haven’t. Many people feel called to use their gifts in vocations from teaching to medicine to engineering to looking after a family. You can work for the kingdom wherever you are. I know what I preach on and I know that in the eight years I have been here I have rarely challenged and urged people to consider a call from God to ministry within the church. So forgive me for spending a moment to address this now.
The whole movement that Jesus undertook only got under way because some people responded to his call and gave up what they doing for a living and changed direction and followed him.. We are a called people.  We are called by Jesus Christ. If Barack Obama got on the phone to you, you’d drop everything. We are called by Jesus Christ. Don’t let anyone devalue the importance and place of the church. Because the church is made up of people who are called by Jesus Christ. 

The church needs good leadership. Like any organisation, if you haven’t got good leadership you are not going to get very far. Our denomination, the URC, is struggling to attract good leadership. I have just become a governor of one of our ministerial training colleges and there is a dearth of candidates for ministry at the moment which has a knock on effect for the life and vitality of the church. Local churches need motivated and gifted elders and leaders of church organisations. They need to keep on blooding new leaders and renewing leadership lest they become stagnant and out of touch. 

We can all find reasons for not doing things. ‘I haven’t got the time’ ‘too much like hard work’ and so on. Some people do things too readily without pausing for a moment to consider whether they should be doing it. I wonder what kind of objections Simon and Andrew, James and John made to avoid following Jesus. I wonder what Zebedee, the father of James and John felt when his sons wondered off and left him with the fishing nets?
I was the only member of my extended family to go off to University. My father was hoping my degree would pave the way to a well paid job. So he was a bit disconcerted initially when I told him I felt called to be a church minister. By the time I was ordained he had come round to acknowledge that that was who I was.
I had had many changes of direction after leaving university. Initially I didn’t know what to do. The minister of the church I attended in Nottingham said what are you going to do when you leave university? I said I didn’t know and then casually added ‘got any suggestions?’ Well he did!. He got some grants in to employ a church community worker and got me working for the church for a year. It was a tremendous experience and gave me opportunity to experience church ministry. I then became unemployed for six months; then went to work in a Pork pie factory; and then worked as a social work assistant for Nottingham Social Services. By then I’d been involved in church life and had had experience leading small groups, taking part in worship, leading a youth club. People were encouraging me to consider becoming a minister but I was trying to avoid it. I didn’t consider it to be a proper job. They only worked one day a week anyway. A friend put me on the spot. Stop hiding behind your objections and prejudices. The question is: ‘is Christ calling you?’
I had a nagging feeing that the answer was yes. But every call has to be tested. People can delude themselves that they are called by Christ, and the church in its wisdom has to help individuals discern that call and confirm it where they discern it is present. And so began six months of candidating for ministry and then four years of training to be a minister. This summer I will have been fourteen years as a minister.
Christ calls us to different things. We have different gifts and different roles. But how are we using them for the kingdom of God. Where is Christ calling you?

Let us pray: When Simon and Andrew, James and John heard your call, they knew that suddenly their lives had become different. Your presence called them to a new way of being, which made them ready to give up so very much, to risk so very much. For them, knowing you and being with you made it a step worth taking.

Maybe we don't always appreciate so readily the strength and truth of the call that is also addressed to us.
Perhaps we're more like Jonah, needing several nudges along the way before we see the light.

But thank you, Lord, for not giving up on us, for steadfastly inviting us to listen.
Help us to hear you more clearly and see your truth better in this passing world,
that your kingdom may grow in and around us.
Amen.
