February 7, 2010

Bring Them to Life
Luke 5:1-11

Our scriptures this morning are stories of call. The Bible is full of them – encounters with God, where ordinary men and women are invited to something so new and different they could never have imagined it on their own. Abraham is called to be the father of a great nation; Moses is called to lead his people out of slavery; David is called to be King. Isaiah is called to be a prophet; Mary is called to be the mother of Jesus. And Peter is called to be a fisher of people. 

So what are we called to be and do? First and foremost, we’re called to be disciples of Jesus Christ. And then, like Peter, we’re called to be ‘fishers of people’ as well. The Gospel of Matthew ends with this charge: 

Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, teaching them all I have commanded you; and remember, I am with you always to the close of the age. [Mt. 28:18-20]
Whatever our particular call, we all have this call. Like Peter, we are to go out and ‘catch people.’

Now, if you’re squirming a little at that image, believe me, you’re not alone. At the Moveable Feast this year, Patrick Willson described his own uneasiness beautifully: 
I have never been comfortable with that image to describe evangelism. … You drop the net over the side of the boat, circle around, then pull in the net, haul it up and over the side, and what do you get? You get a mass of living, flopping fish. But … then they stop flip-flopping. They will be quiet and still and … dead. Is that [what evangelism means]? We transform bright, shining, flip-flopping creatures into something gray and still and dead? A lot of people look at the church that way. … Giving up things bright and alive for something dull, drab, and deadly? Hauling in a live one so that we allow it to suffocate on the sandy shore of our piety and then pickle it in the brine of our own sanctimony?

Sad, but true. Haul ‘em in and suck the joy out of ‘em – that’s what church is all about. 

Only if that were true, what would any of us be doing here? Are we just here out of some misguided guilt? Are we here because we always have been and we can’t imagine anything else? My guess is that somewhere along the way, what we found here was life. 
Which is exactly what scripture is talking about, too. 

In Luke’s gospel, Jesus doesn’t tell Peter to fish for people, but to catch people. It’s a different verb, an unusual one, zogron, which means capture alive, or even bring to life, or bring back to life. The root word is zoe, or life – the same root word for zoology, the study of living creatures. 
Patrick Willson puts it this way: “Museums contain stuffed and mounted animals but the zoo – the zoe – teems with living creatures.” 
This is what Jesus is asking us to do: not to catch living things for sport, not to rack up converts like trophies, but to bring people to life, real life, joyful life, abundant life. I don’t know about you, but I want to be part of that.
An old college friend of mine and I reconnected on Facebook. Soon we began talking ‘church’ – Martha was a Christian as well. She mentioned having been away from church for along time, and then coming back. I asked her if she would tell me more about that, and then if I could share what she said, and she said yes. 

What brought us back to church? We talked about going to church for a long time before we actually did, for a variety of the usual reasons including problems in David's home church in the town we lived in, not wanting to get up early on our only day off, yadayadayada - you've heard them all. Then his cousin Greg died in a skiing accident. The new pastor preached the funeral and I was taken by how he related to the family and friends many of whom he'd never met, including even Greg. We took David's mom to church on Mother's Day that year and have barely missed a Sunday since…

It was a big deal for me to go to church again, and to go to a church with an open communion table having grown up in the Catholic church, being divorced and all. I was so warmly received. 

Within four months of joining, my mother was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, and my sister's lung cancer turned terminal. Jane fought, kicked and screamed the whole way, and mother tolerated major major surgery, chemo and radiation, then thrived for another six months. Both passed the same year. Our church was so incredible in their love and caring and consistent message of love and caring whether someone was a stranger or a long-time member. 

And we both found things we are good at in ministry, and we made a lot of friends in common, which was new to our relationship. [David]… podcasts the… service... And he still maintains the website  I'm really proud of him.

I'm trying to hear and obey a calling that has been nudging me for a long time. My experiences through my mom's and my sister's deaths, and some other experiences has me trying to figure out how to transition to end-of-life and health care ministry. I'm exploring it with some good people here. 

So, what has it meant, you ask? More than I could ever have imagined. Thanks for asking!

Evangelism isn’t about taking life away, but giving life… full life, abundant life, joyful life. It isn’t about dragging people in out of guilt, but sharing what we’ve found. If we have something life-giving to offer, who are we to keep it to ourselves? How selfish is that?
When I think about the life that Christ can bring to people’s lives, I think about 
Heidi Neumark’s ministry in the South Bronx at Transfiguration Lutheran Church. A woman named Angie first came to church when she sent her son, Tiriq, to the church’s summer program to get him out of the house so she could have a little more time to be alone. 
“The first time I visited,” writes Neumark, “Angie was in her bathrobe lying on a couch, downed by depression over her childhood when her father would come into her room at night and violate her, depression over wasted years getting high to numb the pain and doing anything to get by, depression over her HIV status.”
Angie wanted her son baptized, so Neumark prepared for the baptism. They read from scripture about “God who out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead… made us alive together with Christ and raised us up with him. (Ephesians 2:1. 4ff.) “Bit by bit Angie rose up, coming to worship, to Bible study, to volunteer at our shelter where homeless people can eat good food and sleep in warm beds each Wednesday night. She enrolled, along with adults form around our synod, in a two-year Christian leadership class called Diakonia.” 
One night a student who was supposed to give a presentation wasn’t there. They each had written a paper on why they were Lutheran, and what Lutheran theology meant to them. Angie didn’t have her paper (no one did) but she volunteered anyway. 
Angie got a glass of water and set it in front of her. Then she slowly opened a Mary Kay jewelry case and took out a pink pouch which was filled with multicolored pills. She took out about ten pills and swallowed them, one by one, in silence. The class was riveted by this unusual theological presentation. When the last pill was swallowed, Angie stood up. 
“That’s my HIV medication,” she said. “I’m Lutheran because the church welcomed me as I am, an HIV-positive, recovering addict, and a child of God filled with grace. Taking care of my health is part of my stewardship. Now, by the grace of God I want to live. I want to live for my son. I want to live for the people still out there on the streets as I was. I want to live because Jesus Christ lives in me and through me. It’s not just my body anymore. I’m part of his body, a temple of the Holy Spirit.”
 

That’s why we are called to go out and ‘catch people.’ It’s for people like Angie, and Martha. For people like the person sitting next to you, because sometime, somewhere, someone thought that they deserved life, rich life, abundant life, life in the Spirit of God. 
Let’s not go out and ‘fish for people,’ bludgeoning them to death with our ‘faith.’ Instead, let’s invite people in, to follow Jesus, and to find the life that has set us free. 

Thanks be to God for this call. 

Amen. 
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