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I do not know what it is about religion, but it seems that many religious people (present company excepted, of course) get the idea that the way to go about it is to lock on to a position or perspective, a script as it were, and never change.  It is as if it is blasphemous or sacrilegious to consider a new thought about God or Christ.  So they keep repeating in louder and louder voice, with greater and greater insistence, what they are convinced are the inviolable verities of their faith.  And if you resist their “one, true way,” they leave you with little doubt that you are defective and apostate and destined for a hellish eternity.

I get the impression from these folks that they think they have mastered the “official course material,” graduated (with honors) from the College of Certainty and Self-Righteousness, and then take as their mission to trumpet ad nauseam their biblical and theological sureties without benefit of any further exploration or serious reflection.
Friends, if our faith that calls upon the name of Christ is not to be relegated to a museum, irrelevant to our times and irreverent to the ministry and memory of Jesus, then we need to affirm that to be a Christian means to enroll in the school of the Spirit from which there is no graduation.  There is always more to learn, more to see, more to be revealed to us.  Times change.  Knowledge grows.  God – whose name is I Will Be Who I Will Be – cannot be confined and constrained inside our formulas and fixations. 
We read in Mark today about Jesus calling some of his disciples.  It was not for his many words that Simon and Andrew, James and John, and many other men and women through the years followed him.  Not impassioned or reasoned arguments.  Not any “four steps to salvation” plan.  None of those.  They joined Jesus because he was something like the one whom Wendell Berry describes in one of his “Sabbaths” poems:





I dream of a quiet man





who explains nothing and defends





nothing, but only knows





where the rarest wildflowers 





are blooming, and who goes,





and finds that he is smiling





not by his own will.






(“Sabbaths 1999” in his book entitled Given)

Don’t you want to follow someone like that?  Don’t you want to be a student in the school of that man’s Spirit so you can learn where the rarest of wildflowers bloom – the ones we call love and not fear, peace and not duplicity, freedom and not “sin that clings so closely”?
Religions and their churches that want only to argue people into submission to their weary doctrines and antiquated dogmas are being discarded and left behind in droves these days.  I am glad ours is not like that.  John Killinger, in a book he has written on the gospel of Mark, says that

For a long time, we proceeded upon the idea that orthodoxy was the first order


of our existence, and that the presence of Christ could engulf the world only if


we were in strict agreement about all matters of faith and practice…Now, at 


last, we begin to see the folly of such an idea, for we realize from the vantage


point of centuries that it finally is impossible for us ever to ascertain with absolute


assurance which were the truly authentic words of Jesus to his followers and which


doctrines from the early centuries should have become the touchstones of the faith…


we are compelled to acknowledge that many people who were banished or killed as


heretics through the ages may have been right and their tormentors wrong…shouldn’t


the followers of Jesus be capable of grace and magnanimity in their acknowledgment


of one another’s place in the kingdom of God?  
                                                                     (Killinger, John, Hidden Mark, pp. 136-137)
People today do not want to invest much time in arms-remove religion where our relationship with God is at the other end of a doctrine or creed or denominational standard.  We want to experience God for ourselves, do we not?   I do.  Sometimes people say, as I have, that they experience God in a sunset or a loving relationship or in the playing of Largo on a Sunday evening in the Chautauqua Amphitheater.  I do not want to diminish those things because there is a sense in them of reverence and awe.  But they are external things.  God is still “out there.”  There is still a separation between us and the sunset, us and the music, us and the one we love.  I want to experience oneness with God, the holy communion, that Jesus had.  

Why does Mark say that Simon and Andrew and James and John left their nets and “immediately” followed Jesus?  Perhaps on the one hand it is a literary device Mark used in order to keep the flow of his gospel going.  No lingering for details or drama.  Mark is telescoping the ministry and message of Jesus into sixteen brief chapters and there is no time for “let me think about it and I’ll get back to you” dilly-dallying.  So Mark says they left their nets “immediately” and followed Jesus.

On the other hand, Mark also means to say by the use of the word that Jesus was markedly different than the other rabbis and religious teachers of the day.  There was about Jesus an aura, the Bible calls it an “authority,” by which people knew he was the real thing and they wanted what he had.  Even his critics and enemies knew it which is why they were critics and enemies: they were threatened by his authenticity, by his communion with God, and by comparison with Jesus, what the others were offering seemed like stale ale and yesterday’s news.  

Those who followed Jesus were captivated by the messenger, but not in a way that made of him an idol.  That is because Jesus did not make himself the point but rather his message to us that says that God is near and so you should repent, change your mind about God, and believe this good news.  Change your mind about God being somewhere outside of you and that you only can know him through priests and preachers, rules and regs, liturgies and litanies.  No, Jesus said, the kingdom of God is within you and thus, also, is God.  I love the way the writer of Deuteronomy says it in one of my favorite passages of all in the Bible:


Turn to the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.  This

commandment is not too hard for you, nor is it too far away.  It is not in heaven


that you should say, “Who will go up to heaven for us, and get for us so that 


we may hear it and observe it?”  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should


say, “Who will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that


we may hear it and observe it?”  No, the word is very near to you; it is in your


mouth and in your heart for you…  (Deuteronomy 30:10-14)

The word, God the word, is in your heart.  And, Jesus says, God’s Spirit will teach your heart, will bring to your remembrance all that you innately know as a child of God but that has been obscured and covered over in you through the years.  Enroll in the school of the Holy Spirit from which there is no graduation, as Jesus did, and hear again that Voice that first called you into being.  And be at Home.
Jesus was fond of saying that “I and the Father are one.”  He knew that there was no separation between them.  Those who followed him – Simon and Andrew, James and John, Mary Magdalene and Salome and so many others through the centuries – could tell by the joy and freedom with which Jesus lived that Jesus knew God, and they wanted that, too.  They wanted to know God as Jesus did.

The good news of the gospel is that Jesus said to them, and across the years to us, “You can.  Follow me.”   
I dream of a quiet man



who explains nothing and defends



nothing, but only knows



where the rarest wildflowers 



are blooming, and who goes,



and finds that he is smiling



not by his own will.

Amen.

