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Epiphany 3A RCL—St. Andrew’s Church—January 23, 2011—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Since Andrew, one of the first of Jesus’ disciples, is our patron saint, we have more opportunities than most congregations to hear the story of how Jesus began his public ministry.  Our connection with Andrew should make us experts, therefore, on the theological concept of vocation, which is the discipline of listening for and responding to God’s call to serve.  As we ponder the details of the account we just heard from the Gospel of Matthew, we should remember that hearing Jesus’ call and recognizing it for what it is, does not necessarily make it any easier to obey.  This is because an authentic call always involves some risk.  One can never be sure at the beginning how the ministry will unfold, how long it will take or what will happen in the end.  An authentic call also demands repentance, a turning away from some routine activity to make room for the new pursuit.  It’s not that our everyday activities are necessarily evil but, when we get stuck in a routine, we fail to see opportunities to encounter God in different places and ways.  In none of the gospels is there a single example of Jesus saying to someone:  “Your life is perfect exactly as it is, and there’s nothing you need to do to enjoy a fuller life of grace.”  Finally, an authentic call always forges bonds with the people we serve, leading us to deeper affection and greater compassion.
Let me offer you this secular example to illustrate these three components of vocation.  A few weeks ago our next-door neighbor called us, asking if we would look after her cats while she was out of town at a conference.  In the thirteen years we have lived next door to her, this is the first time she has made such a request, because she has a standing arrangement with another neighbor who lives on the other side of us.  This time, though, the neighbor couldn’t help her, and, in the words of today’s collect, we readily answered her call to serve.  We soon learned, however, that the service required was a bit more challenging than we had anticipated.  One of her cats is diabetic, and needs to have insulin injections twice a day, a procedure we had never attempted on any of our own cats, not to mention on an animal who doesn’t know us at all.  But having already agreed to help, we decided that we had to go through with it.  As it turns out, giving an insulin injection isn’t as hard as it sounds once you locate and secure the cat.  Despite our concerns and apprehensions, along with one or two needle pricks in our fingers, everything worked out in the end:  the cat is still alive and healthy, we learned a new skill and we have strengthened our friendship with our neighbor. 
Matthew’s account shows how integral are risk, repentance and compassion to authentic Christian vocation.  As to risk, Matthew indicates that Jesus’ ministry was threatened even in its earliest stages.  His cousin John the Baptist had just been arrested in Jerusalem.  His home town of Nazareth, just over the hill from the imperial city of Sepphoris, was dangerously close to hostile political forces.  Therefore, Jesus decided to travel to the town of Capernaum on the Sea of Galilee, in a region that the ancient Israelites called Naphtali, both to fulfill Isaiah’s prophesy that God would someday redeem these lands and also to call his first disciples in the relative safety of an obscure fishing village.  We know, because Andrew is our patron, that those first disciples eventually gave up their lives in Jesus’ service, though not until they brought many people into Jesus’ community.  While they could not have predicted either their brilliant successes or painful failures as Jesus’ disciples, they were immediately drawn to him and willingly accepted the risk that comes with all faithful discipleship.
Matthew’s account makes it clear as well that accepting a call to serve requires repentance.  When Peter, Andrew, James and John chose to follow Jesus and “fish for people,” they had to leave behind their family and friends, their livelihood and their community.  A radical turning from life as they had always known it was unavoidable if they wished to accept the particular call that Jesus issued to them.  A radical turning towards Jesus was equally essential because without Jesus there was nothing to compensate them for taking the risk of leaving their old lives behind.  Although Jesus calls rarely calls us to make such enormous sacrifices, we too must be willing to pull ourselves away from our own selfish pursuits to take up the work of serving God’s people in Jesus’ name.
For service is, in fact, the goal of our calling.  Compassion for others is the sign that our calling is true.  According to Matthew, once Jesus called his first disciples he took them on a journey throughout the entire northern region.  They were his companions when he taught in the synagogues.  They witnessed his work of proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God and curing every disease and sickness among the people.  They helped Jesus build a great community of believers, and soon they were ready to go out and perform these works of compassion themselves.  Thanks to their willingness to risk a relationship with Jesus, to give up the security of their former lives and to share Jesus’ healing power with the people they encountered on their journeys, the community of Jesus’ disciples grew rapidly and continues to grow even now.  We gathered here this Sunday morning are irrefutable proof of the authenticity and the success of the vocations of the first disciples.  As a community of Jesus’ disciples we can do no better than to look to Andrew as a model for Christian service and accept ourselves the call he so readily obeyed.
Although, as I have already observed, we hear Andrew’s story quite frequently, we continue to be astonished by his sudden conversion.  What persuaded those first disciples to drop everything to follow Jesus?  What would Jesus have to do to convince us to follow him in such a dramatic way?  Perhaps the answer is as simple as a personal invitation from Jesus, which is always open to us as well, though often we don’t bother to accept it.  Jesus, of course, usually calls us through the voice of another person—a neighbor or friend, a parent or child, a stranger or even an enemy.  As we weigh the many demands that their requests place on our time and resources, we do well to remember the components of authentic vocation:  a risk that leads to a new kind of life in close community with the people around us.  
None of us will answer Jesus’ invitation every time he calls, but when we do respond, we can be sure that he will be with us to support and guide us, no matter the cost, whatever the risk; for he has already risked his life for us.  If we remain faithful to the discipline of listening for Jesus’ call, eventually we will feel ready to accept the risk of greater intimacy with him.  We will turn away from our daily activities for a moment and comprehend all the good things that God has done for us.  Our hearts will fill up with gratitude and we’ll want to share that good news with the people around us.  And for that moment, we will be like Peter, Andrew, James and John fishing in the Sea of Galilee.  When Jesus asks us to follow him, he is really asking us to do what we are already doing, but with a greater sense of urgency.  Jesus wants us to find in every day some opportunity to share God’s love with each other.  This is how we make this mortal life a blessing to our sisters and brothers, and prepare ourselves for an eternal life with Jesus that is to come.

There are as many ways to accept Jesus call as there are disciples.  The issue is not so much what we do as why we are doing it and who is directing it.  Next week at the Annual Meeting we will honor several members of our congregation who accepted the call—and served faithfully and effectively—as warden, members of the vestry, diocesan convention delegates and members of our nominating committee; and elect new leaders to succeed in these ministries.  Every one of them heard a call and took a risk to serve us.  Every one of them has redirected some valuable measure of time and energy to engage in this work on our behalf.  And every one of them has enjoyed the blessing of deeper intimacy with the people of this congregation by working side by side with other faithful, generous disciples of Jesus.  
For their faithful witness as followers of Jesus, and for his boundless love that has blessed their ministries, we give great thanks.  May we also open our minds and hearts to Jesus’ call, and answer it readily, so that we and the whole world may share in the glory of all God’s marvelous works, through the power of the Holy Spirit and in Jesus’ holy name.  Amen.
