Sermon: Third Sunday after Epiphany, 22 January 2012
Propers:   Jonah 3:1-5,10; Psalm 62:6-14, 1 Corinthians 7:29-31, Mark 1:14-20
Preacher:  The Reverend Addison C. Hall

	This is the season of Epiphany, a season of revelations and disclosures about the person and teaching and ministry of Jesus. An epiphany is a disclosure, a revelation. The season begins with the revelation of Jesus to the Wise Men. The moment of revelation, the scene at the stable with the star overhead, is the dramatic culmination of what we can assume were long years of patient observation of the heavens by these ancient astronomers. Just as the dramatic moment of revelation has its long undramatic prelude, so it has its consequences. The consequences of that revelation to the Wise Men are left to our imagination, but as T.S. Eliot says in his Journey of the Magi, we imagine them to be changed men from the moment in the stable onward. Eliot says, speaking in the voice of one of the Wise Men, “We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,/ but no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation.” The revelation both changed and unsettled them, is Eliot’s suggestion.

	Jesus’ baptism, the second great revelation or epiphany that we celebrate in this season, is likewise a dramatic moment with a hidden prelude. It is preceded by the years of Jesus’ childhood, youth, and early adulthood, about which the gospel writers are almost completely silent. And the dramatic moment in which the voice from heaven speaks and says, “This is my son, the beloved,” is followed by consequences, most immediately by Jesus’ fasting and temptation in the wilderness, and his coming to grips with the special favor that God has shown him.

	Then begins a series of revelatory encounters in which key people come to see Jesus as the one promised by the prophets, the one in whom Israel’s history will come to fulfillment. Last week we remembered one such encounter between Jesus and Nathanael, in which Nathanael suddenly, and against his better judgment, recognizes Jesus as the Messiah. This week, in Mark’s gospel, we hear the story of Jesus’ encounter with Peter and Andrew and James and John. As you so well know, Jesus says to Peter and Andrew, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people,” and, as Mark says, “immediately they left their nets and followed him.” In that moment it is clear to Andrew and Peter that what they may have expected vaguely for years suddenly is upon them. Their actions speak more loudly than Nathanael’s words; they leave everything which is familiar and plunge into the unknown future, sure only that to be in Jesus’ company is enough.

	The consequences of that beautifully decisive moment are ones about which we know something, more certainly than they knew, any of them, at that moment by the lake. But before we consider the consequences related to Jesus’ death and rising, and before we remember how utterly different these fishermen had become by the time of their own deaths, it’s important to see how Mark in his gospel lays out the first consequences of this new vocation, this calling to be fishers of people.

	No sooner do these four respond to Jesus’ summons than they are thrown into a series of encounters, which Mark narrates in his usual mile-a-minute fashion. One after another they meet, in Jesus’ company, a man with an unclean spirit – someone whom we would call psychotic – then Peter’s mother-in-law, in bed with a fever; a great crowd of people who are sick or possessed by demons, a leper, a paralyzed man who is let down through the roof in front of them, Levi the tax-collector, a crowd of other tax-collectors and bad characters at Levi’s dinner table, and a man with a withered arm. In Mark’s account, all these encounters happen within the first two or three days of this new life to which Peter and Andrew and James and John have committed themselves.

	The point is not to establish how quickly all this happened in fact. Obviously Mark has compressed these events, and he has compressed them in the service of a deeper truth. What he means to convey is that the business of being fishers of people involves these four with the kind of people most people avoid. It is not people in general that Jesus calls them to bring into the saving sphere of God’s compassion. People in general time and again will reject or ignore the invitation that they and Jesus offer. It is those who will accept any saving hand when it is offered, those who are not fussy about from where their rescue comes, people who have needed saving and have known their need to be saved; it is those people into whose midst Jesus plunges the four fishermen, asking them to embrace the psychotic and the leper and tax-collector as their nets used to embrace fish.

	Every once in a while in Mark’s gospel and in the other gospels we get a glimpse of how difficult this new vocation was. Our imaginations need only a little prompting to see the revulsion, the frustration and the exhaustion that resulted from these encounters. And we know how often these efforts ended in apparent failure. Yet these dealings with people whose lives were physically and spiritually chaotic were the direct and unavoidable consequence of their seeing Jesus as the one sent from God. That epiphany by the lake led to that kind of intimacy with disease and suffering and rejection and violence, an intimacy they could not avoid, an intimacy that was inseparable from their intimacy with Jesus and God.

	When we hear the invitation to become fishers of people, we may tend to think of finding likely new Episcopalians and somehow throwing a net of welcome around them. There is nothing wrong with doing just that, as the presence of any number of new or once-new members of this congregation so eloquently testifies. Yet if we restrict our thinking to likely Episcopalians and the increase of this or any particular congregation, we miss a point that Mark’s gospel, faithful to Jesus, tries to make, namely, that the people for whom Andrew and Peter and James and John were sent fishing were more often than not desperate and disease-ridden, not mention poor and ignorant. They were not people who were able to organize themselves in support of Jesus when Jesus needed help. Their gratitude, however intense in the saving moment, was often fleeting, and it cut no ice with people of influence. In time, despite the power of Jesus’ rising and the outpouring of the Spirit and the astonishingly rapid increase in their following, Andrew and Peter and the others ended up in many respects like those into whose company Jesus had thrust them: somewhat desperate, despised and well outside the protection of the established community.

	As we seek to understand afresh, in the context of our upcoming Annual Meeting and this unusual year of transition, the mission given us as a community by Jesus, it is not easy but important for us to reflect on the experience of Andrew and Peter and their companions. We too have been called by Jesus to be fishers of people, and since we are surrounded by more people than we can fish for at once, we may want to keep taking the hint that Mark’s gospel offers us as to where we should focus our reaching out most.

	We begin and return to those whose needs are the greatest, whose needs are so great that they cannot be disguised, whose needs are so great that they overwhelm our ability to meet them. We begin there without expecting anything in return. The Abbé de Tourville, a French spiritual director of the nineteenth century, says something about being fishers of people that is simple and memorable. He says, “The souls we try to help and especially those we try to bring to the true faith, are inclined to suspect us of only loving them because of the goal to which we want to lead them. They would rather – and quite rightly – believe that we only desire this for them because we love them. Love them, therefore, without any hidden intention.” (Letters of Direction)

	This is what Andrew and Peter and the others saw in Jesus when he called them, and what they saw over and over in his dealings with the desperate and desperately-needy people who crowded around him. They saw someone who loved them without any hidden intention, but just because they were people made by God, people who needed and wanted to be saved from the terrible pressure of their afflictions. We in this community give thanks for all that we have seen and received of that kind of love, love that asks nothing in return, and we give thanks for our having been called to offer it to others in our turn. That is our mission, and we give thanks for it.

										Amen.
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