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Sunday 23 January 2011
Follow Me 
Year A - Epiphany 3 - 11A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Isaiah 9.1-4 The prophet brings a message of hope to a war-torn land. We are rather used to this reading including the three following verses that are distinctly Messianic.
Psalm 27.1,4-9 David prays for help from the Lord who is his protector and light.
1 Corinthians 1.10-18 Paul pleas for unity among the Corinthian believers. The message of the cross is foolish to lost people, but to those being saved it is powerful.
Matthew 4.12-23 Quoting today’s Isaiah passage, Matthew tells of Jesus beginning his ministry in Galilee, announcing the kingdom of God and calling fishermen to follow him.


	Introduction / Background
	We commence today an “ordinary time” series from Matthew’s gospel which will take us through to Lent. Today’s reading (Matthew 4.12-23) is a great passage for the beginning of the year. It draws us to the basics of the gospel. Read it and re-read it and pray for a freshness and enthusiasm as you present it to your congregation.

First a bit of background (with some help from William Barclay’s Matthew commentary).  The first part of today’s passage (Matthew 4.12-17) appears as a bit of a joiner. It is preceded by the high drama of the testing of Jesus in the desert and it goes straight into Jesus calling his disciples in the second part of the passage (Matthew 4.18-23.) Matthew uses these in-between verses to fill us in on some factual details:

· John the Baptist has now been arrested. Herod has had him thrown into the dungeon of a castle. John’s crime was denouncing Herod for taking his brother’s wife

· Jesus has left home, never to return. He has now based himself in Capernaum about 30km away from the family home in Nazareth.
· Because Matthew is writing for Jewish readers, he is keen to show that Jesus’ preaching in the North (in the lands originally assigned to the tribes of Zebulun & Naphtali) fulfils the prophecy of Isaiah (today’s reading) who said that the people of this area would see a great light. 
When we read that Peter and Andrew were fishing and Jesus called them, we shouldn’t imagine that this was their first meeting and that they left in some sort of hypnotic trance at his call. John tells us (John 1.40-42 – last week’s gospel reading) that in a sense they were already followers of Jesus. Andrew was a disciple of John the Baptist. Jesus was introduced to Andrew by John as the Lamb of God. Andrew stayed with Jesus for the day and then went to his brother Peter and said, “We’ve found the Messiah.”

Then there’s the Sea. Although most modern translations render it “Lake Galilee” (CEV), what Matthew wrote was, “The sea of Galilee” (NIV). Matthew came from Capernaum on the lake’s northern shore. For him this enormous expanse of water was his world.  It was what he looked out on day by day, the mighty Sea of Galilee. But it is a just a lake. A lake 19km long by 11km wide – a bit smaller than Lake Ellesmere. In contrast to Matthew, Luke always calls this a lake. Luke was better travelled and wasn’t a Jew. He is usually thought to come from Antioch in Syria. He had often been on the shores of the Mediterranean. He knew a sea when he saw one.

I just mention this because it is true that sometimes we need the experience of others to get things into perspective. (There’s a preaching point here!) When we have been diagnosed with some illness, when one of our children is in trouble,  or when we’ve been financially disadvantaged in some way, it can seem like an un-crossable ocean stretching in front of us. No doubt that was the case for Noboru Beppu in Western Japan. He was in a pay dispute with his company and resolved it by blowing up is office building, killing both himself and the office manager.
The point is, if he had been able to talk to others who know about employment arbitration, maybe the problem wouldn’t have looked so over-whelming – more like a lake than an ocean. Surely this speaks also of the church community. It is here among these people that we are to create a caring community; a place to talk things through with people we trust, to get things into perspective.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	The Blues Brothers (1980)

This is a must-see classic movie starring Dan Ackroyd and the late John Belushi. (and bit parts for a range of celebrities: Twiggy, Mr T, Carrie Fisher, Joe Walsh, Aretha Franklin, Ray Charles, James Brown, John Candy, Chaka Khan… even Steven Speilberg shows up as the Cook County Assessor’s Office Clerk!) With a bit of imagination you will see parallels between the calling of the disciples and Jake and Elwood getting the band together to go on a “mission from God”.



	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	Get someone from the congregation who is keen on fishing to bring along their fishing gear (rods, reels, nets etc). Display it at the front of the church. Get them to   tell a fishing story near the beginning of the service. Most people who fish have plenty such stories to tell!

Following the fishing story, say that you are going to read about the time Jesus met some fishermen and sent them on a different sort of fishing expedition. 

Use this an introduction to today’s gospel reading

 

	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	Turn back
So what was the message that Jesus brought? Our gospel reading today says that he started “preaching”. In our day no-one likes to be preached at – the word itself has a negative and sanctimonious tone. 
     “You’re not preaching at me are you?”

The word translated “preaching” in this passage originally meant a messenger bearing a message from a king or a prince. It has a note of certainty – the messenger knows for sure what the king has said and knows the words that must be passed on. The message has power and authority, because it is doesn’t contain the messenger’s ideas, but the king’s ideas.
This preaching of Jesus consisted of a command, “Turn back to God!” Turn from your own ways, and turn to God’s ways. It’s time to reverse direction – stop walking away from God and start walking towards him. It is the same message that we have to respond to today. And having responded, we likewise become the messengers carrying the King’s message.
At the heart of the message is the idea that there is something wrong. There is something wrong with people’s relationship with God and a change of direction is needed. We live in the age of such rapid and marvellous development in technology and each innovation should bring help to people and make life better. But with each new and wonderful discovery that is made, it seems that someone finds out how to use it to bring chaos and destruction…. And so we have computer viruses and laser-guided bombs. Something is wrong! – and it reaches right into the heart of individuals like you and me. God’s plan is for people – millions of them to turn back to him, trust him and put his will first in their lives.
It’s a simple message, it’s the preaching of the Kingdom: turn back to God, put our trust in Jesus. The repeated emphasis of the gospel is that our hope lies in the grace of God towards all who honestly turn to him. The message is simply…Turn back!
Follow Me

The gospel writers record Jesus saying “follow me” seventeen times. On the lips of Jesus the words occur as an imperative. Our response is the beginning of a journey into discipleship and a growing intimate relationship. “Follow me” means become my disciple, a learner of me. To respond…

· We must surrender all

We have to re-direct our lives in obedience to Christ. That’s what Lordship is. It means tearing down anything else that would have first place in our lives so that he can have that place.
So to the rich young man Jesus says, “sell your possessions and give the money to the poor… then come follow me” Matthew 19.21.
We each must reach that point in our lives when we surrender all. And if we have already done that, we need to do it again! To surrender all means to follow Jesus’ teaching, and to try to follow the example of him who was baptised, who showed God’s love and compassion and forgiveness. And there is no escaping the cost of following. 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” Matthew 16.24

To respond to the call “follow me” we must surrender all, and…

· We need daily contact with Jesus

Jesus was adopting the role of a rabbi – and in the Jewish environment that Jesus lived, that meant calling around himself those who would be learners. Rabbinic discipleship demanded that the disciples have intimate daily contact with the teacher. Disciples lived with and watched their teacher, they learned by example.
So also into our lives, we must build this sense of regular contact with the Lord; speaking to him, listening for his voice and reading his word.

Jesus himself uses the picture of an Eastern shepherd who is with the sheep that belong to him. “My sheep hear my voice, I know them and they follow me” John 10.27.
To follow Jesus we need daily contact with him and…

· We must serve others

We are all called to serve, but we each need to hear an individual call. My call is different from your call. 

     One is called to pray, another to acts of compassion; 
     one to administration, another to work with children; 
     one to hospitality, another to use their musical talents; 

     one to help with property, another to evangelism; 

     one to serve in the church, another to serve in the community

and it is appropriate for us to ask, “What is the area of service that Christ is calling me to?”

Jesus calls us to a journey. “Follow me” he says and he leads us to a life of surrender and daily contact and service. And the other part of the disciples’ call is to…

Fish for people

It seems no matter what is being done or spoken about, Jesus wants to turn it to God’s love for people. Peter and Andrew are fishing. They have round nets with weights and a draw-string, and they are at the edge of the lake throwing these into the water and retrieving them and looking for fish. Then along comes Jesus, “Follow me,” he says “and I will make you fish for people.”

Later, when there is talk of the harvest among those that grow wheat, Jesus talks about a harvest of people.
When among farmers who are concerned for their sheep he says that people are like sheep without a shepherd.
He talks of a woman who has lost a valuable coin, and he says that people are like that lost coin and that he has come seeking.

God’s heart is with people. So Jesus comes to these fishermen, Peter, Andrew, James and John and he says “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”

It is our call too, here at our community… to fish for people, to see God’s kingdom come to men and women in this area. And just like all good fishermen…

· We need to be patient

One of my friends is an action-sports man. He doesn’t really “get” fishing. We’ll choose a spot to fish, maybe over a reef, and anchor the boat. We bait up the hooks and drop the lines over the side of the boat. And there I am full of anticipation, just beginning to enjoy myself, and he says, “Nope, nothing’s biting here. Let’s move somewhere else!”

Good fishing requires patience. To fish for people, we need time 

to develop relationships with people, 

to demonstrate the wonder of a being part of God’s family

the possibility of knowing him, 

and of finding out more about ourselves and who we are meant to be

To be good at fishing we need patience, but by itself patience is not sufficient

· We need perseverance

If I go to my favourite fishing spot and catch nothing, does that mean I’ve given up fishing on that spot? No way! I’d be there the next day if I got a chance! The trick is perseverance. If your closest friends or family are not followers of Christ, don’t give up on them. Persevere! Persevere in prayer for them! Don’t preach at them, but patiently wait for the opportunity to share your spiritual journey, to explore their questions.
Have we heard Christ’s call from this passage? For just as truly as he called those in the first century, he calls you and me. And he says, “Turn back…Follow me…” and “Fish for people.”


	Illustrations / Stories

	Why not lead into the message with your own story about following someone

You might get some ideas from mine…It was one of those great day-outings. We left early and headed north to Langs Beach. Langs Beach is one of my favourite spots. On a fine day it is very picturesque. There are old pohutukawa trees giving shade to a sandy beach – and under those trees is where we had a picnic lunch. The surf was running, so being summer I spent some time body-surfing. 

Once I’d dried off my friend said, “Let’s head over to Lake Tomorata.” I’d never been to Lake Tomorata, and everyone thought it was a great idea, so it was decided.  “But, I said, I don’t know how to get there.”

“Follow me,” said my mate.
We headed south on the road to Mangawhai. After that we got onto a dirt road and kept driving. Eventually, we came to a road sign that said “Mangawhai”. However, instead of pointing to the way we’d come from, it pointed to the way we were headed! Now that all seemed a bit odd, and if I’d been by myself, I’d have probably turned back, but the car that I was following kept on going. 

All I could do was trust that he knew where he was going and keep on driving, and eventually through the trees of a radiata forest appeared a beautiful small mirror lake. When we got out of the car I asked, “What was the story with that sign, it said Mangawhai, but it was pointing away from Mangawhai?” 

“Yeah, that’s the long way to Mangawhai,” he said.

He said that he knew the way, so I trusted him, I followed him and we got there. Which brings us to this morning’s passage when Jesus calls his disciples to follow him…
Fishing (I live by the sea and my number one hobby is fishing, so I’m in my element with the fishing passages of scripture!)
Sometimes in our quest to fish for people we have to change our approach. 
I’m currently wondering if squid is the right bait for snapper at this time of the year. They seem to be nibbling at it, leaving it and coming back to it. I’d like them to be ravenous feeders to come to my bait and CHOMP! CHOMP! GOTTCHA! I think tomorrow I’ll buy some mullet and see if that’s better. Sometimes we need just to change our approach.
In everything we do as a church we need to ask, “Is there a better approach?” This is particularly so as we attempt to reach out to others. We can’t keep doing the same thing just because that is what we’ve always done. 

The same is true in personally reaching out to those around us. Maybe it is the right time to speak clearly about our faith – to challenge someone and say, “Would you like to know more about becoming a Christian?” On the other hand, maybe it is the right time to be silent, and witness to our faith in Christ only by loving acts – not saying a word.
Fishermen know about these things. I can see why Christ chose fishermen! (However, I can’t make too much of a play of this because today’s passage was written by another of Christ’s disciples, Matthew, and he was a tax-collector!)
The Mailman – a story by Tony Compolo from Let me tell you a story: Life lessons from unexpected places  (Thomas Nelson, 2000) p170-171
One Friday a young professor of English literature at a state university walked into the academic dean's office and announced that he would not be back on Monday to teach. He was quitting. The dean explained that there was no way he could just walk out on his contract. If he quit, he had no future in teaching. He would be blackballed for any job for which he applied at any other school. To all of this, the young professor simply shrugged his shoulders and said, "That's okay."

His mother called me and told me what he had done. She asked me to go and talk to him. After all, if he did not teach, what else could he do with a Ph.D. in English literature? Conceding to the plea of his mother, I went to see him. He was living in an attic apartment in Trenton, New Jersey. It was one of those with‑it lofts, decorated with interesting posters and bookcases full of avant‑garde books.

He told me to sit down in a beanbag chair. The thing was like a giant amoeba and I felt almost devoured by it. He looked at me and he said, "I quit. That's all there is to it. I couldn't stand it anymore. Every time I walked into that classroom, I died a little bit."

I understood what he was talking about because I, myself, was a college teacher at the time. I knew what it was like to walk into a classroom and pour your heart out for truth - truth wrenched from suffering and pain, gleaned from the sorrow of human existence! And after you cry and bleed for truth, some student in the last row raises a hand and asks, "Do we have to know this for the final...?" And a college professor dies a little bit.

After a while I was aware that there was no way to dissuade him from his decision. Well what are you doing now to make a living?" I asked.

"I'm a mailman," was his answer.

"A Ph.D. mailman now that's something!" I responded.

He laughed and said, "There really aren't too many of us out there."

Being raised on the Protestant ethic, I then said what you would expect me to say: "Well, if you're going to be a mailman be the best mailman you can possibly be!"

"I'm a lousy mailman," he answered with a laugh. "Everybody else in my post office gets the mail delivered by two‑thirty in the afternoon, or three at the latest. I never get it delivered until about five!"

"What takes you so long?" I inquired.

“I visit," he said. "You can't imagine how many people on my route never got visited until I became the mailman. There are interesting people on my route who are interested in literature. There are hurting people who need the comfort that comes from the great poets. There are people who read and want to share what they've learned. I can't go to sleep at night!" And when I asked him why, he said, "It's hard to go to sleep after you've drunk twenty cups of coffee."

I wasn't surprised when I found out the following year that the people of his mail route had gotten together and thrown a surprise birthday party for him at the local American Legion hall. He was special to them, and they were special to him. His mail route had become a mission field.

Work should be a way of living out our commitments and our love for people. So far as it is possible, we should settle for nothing less. Work should be a means for spiritual fulfillment.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
Christ let us come with you AA 17

He came singing love AA 59

Here I am SIS 523; CMP 229; S1 161

I have decided to follow Jesus CMP 272

It all depends on where I’m going   FFS  39

Jesus calls us! O’er the tumult MHB 157; WOV 505; H&P 141
Jesus, take me as I am SIS 318; CMP 382; S1 297

Lord I come to you CMP 880; S1 329
Lord, I lift your name on high CMP 881; S1 330
Lord the light of your love is shining SIS 580; CMP 445; S1 335

Let our love shine out  HIOS 88
Make me a captive Lord MHB 596; WOV 528; H&P 714
My Lord, what love this is CMP 476; S1 370

O Jesus I have promised MHB 526; S1 391; H&P 704
Take up your cross WOV 496

The kingdom of God is justice and joy CMP 651

The King of glory comes WOV 212

This is my desire S1 515

Who would true valour see MHB 620; WOV 467; H&P 688


	Prayers
Ctrl+Click to 
follow links
	Collect 
Almighty God, 

by whose grace alone we are accepted 

and called to your service, 

strengthen us by your Spirit, 

and make us worthy of our calling; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Methodist worship book

Lord God,
we respond to the call of Jesus this morning to follow.
In following we surrender our all to him: 
Our ambitions, our desires, our possessions, ourselves.
Make us disciples, learners, people on a journey

growing daily with you.
Show us how you want us to serve others,
how we might win others for your kingdom.
We pray for those who don’t know you, 
or who have drifted away from you… 
may they be restless for you, draw them to yourself.
Help us to be good at “fishing”: 
patient, persevering and open to changing our approach,
As people of this church community, may we be authentic witnesses 
for the gospel in this area.
Amen

Lord we thank you that you’ve called us

We will journey with you Lord
You said, “Come and follow me.”

We will journey with you Lord
We will follow you to lead us

We will journey with you Lord
You are our trustworthy Guide

We will journey with you Lord
You hold our future in your hands

We will journey with you Lord
You are the living God
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children

	Play a game of “Simon Says” with the children. 
(The game originated in the Roman Empire as “Cicero Says” named after the philosopher. It became English when Simon de Montfort captured King Henry III in 1264 and subsequently could over-rule the king’s commands. Thus it was only what Simon said that mattered… Just thought you’d like to know!)
If you are unfamiliar with the game, it works like this: a leader does various actions, like lifting one foot, accompanied by a command. A command starting with "Simon Says" means the players must obey that command. A command without the beginning "Simon Says" means do not do this action. The fun is to see who gets caught out.
After the game read Matthew 4.19 where Jesus says, “come follow me” (NIV). To follow Jesus means to do the things that he did. What things that Jesus did can we do as his followers? (Being baptised, caring for the needy, forgiving those who do wrong to you, loving people, “fishing” for people.) 


	PowerPoint
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	Google images for fishing
(yep, that’s me on the left with my first hapuka!)

…or there’s a really cool image for “following Jesus one step at a time” on a CD cover (ctrl+click and scroll down to the 2nd one) by Debbie Dittrich.
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