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Who here watched the inauguration on television on Tuesday?  Did you do it with other people?  Was it a powerful experience?  Did anyone here attend the inauguration in person?  Our family did—although I hemmed and hawed about going up until the last minute.  And you know what—I’m glad I went.  It was such a powerful experience of being part of something bigger than myself.  Moving around through the streets of Washington, DC certainly gave you that feeling.  We had a sense of where we wanted to walk, but it soon became clear that we were going to have to go exactly where the rest of the crowd was going, walking at the speed that everyone else was walking.  But the emotional experience was also one that I was aware of sharing with a whole lot of people besides me.  We laughed at the same things, cheered the same people and, when Obama gave his speech, I was not the only one crying.  I’ve had a few other experiences of massive crowds before—crowds that cheered for a team, crowds that were pushing to get through a gate.  None of them were as filled with good will as Tuesday was.


My inauguration experience helped me understand this week’s reading from the Gospel of Mark.  Mark, as you might know, is the shortest of the four Gospels, and it reads at times like an abbreviated version of the story of Jesus.  Things happen quickly in Mark—there isn’t a lot of discussion, and the story of Jesus’ call to his first disciples is a case in point.  Last week, we heard about Jesus’ call to his disciples as it’s described in the Gospel of John.  The story featured a stream of clever banter between Jesus and Nathanael who first doubts that “anything good can come out of Nazareth” and then later comes to believe that Jesus is the messiah, professing that he is the “Son of God” and “the King of Israel”.  There is no such discussion between Jesus and his disciples in Mark.  Jesus simply appears at the lakeshore, invites the fishermen to follow him, and off they go.  Simon and Andrew respond to Jesus, Mark says, “immediately”.  And that word appears again when Jesus sees another group of fishermen including James and John.  “Immediately” Jesus calls out to them, and off they go, leaving their father to fish with the “hired men.”


What is this word, “immediately” doing in this story?  There something a bit disturbing to me about it.  Doing things “immediately” sounds like doing them reflexively or reactively.  It sounds like there’s no thinking involved—the way in which we immediately sneeze if we get a good whiff of black pepper.  If that’s how these disciples responded to Jesus, then it makes Jesus sound like a hypnotist of some kind.  These disciples haven’t really thought through what they’re doing.  They are just being swept along with the current, just as the crowd of people pushed us along on Tuesday.  We were not really choosing which street to travel on but rather going where everyone else was going.


But just when I start to get my back up about Mark’s version of this story, just when I start to feel my outrage welling up within me, just as I start thinking, “I don’t want to leave my brain at the door as I follow Jesus”, it occurs to me that at the time that Jesus called Simon and Andrew, there was no one else around him.  If these fishermen were caught up in a flow, it wasn’t about getting pushed along by the crowd.  It wasn’t mob mentality.  They energy that caught them up and pushed them along was something different.  It was the energy of Jesus—the current of the Jesus stream, the direction of the Jesus wind that gave them the push to respond before they could stop and think of all the reasons they had to stay put and to say “no thank you.”  And that makes me think of the other thing that I got caught up in on Tuesday.  There was a flow of emotional energy within that crowd—excitement, certainly, but more than that.  There was a very strong feeling of good will—towards each other and towards our new President and towards the will.  And there was, without a doubt, a strong feeling of hope.  So strong, that it was hard not to catch it yourself.


For me, at the heart of my Christian conviction is my belief that the energy, the current, the flow, the directional force that caught the disciples up that day when they first met Jesus is still very much alive and well in the world.  I don’t think it’s as immediate as it was for those first disciples standing in front of Jesus.  And I know that there are plenty of other forces that push and pull us in plenty of other directions.  But I am convinced that if we develop a connection, a relationship with Jesus Christ, that we will find that relationship has a kind of energy in our lives, something that can propel us into actions and relationships that we might never step into if we spent a lot of time just standing there and thinking about it all.


Let me be clear:  I believe that it is important to be thinking Christians.  I don’t believe that Jesus asks us to check our minds at the door as we seek to follow him.  I believe that it is important to be a discerning Christian.  Our first, knee-jerk response is not always our best or wisest response, in our work or in our relationships or in our faith life.  But I also believe that thinking and discerning have their limits, and being RESPONSIVE is an essential part of the spiritual life.


How can we build our capacity to respond to Jesus’ call?  How can we become more like Simon and Andrew, like James and John who are immediate in their response to Jesus?  That’s a very important question, but it’s a difficult one too because it leads us right to the thorny nest of our resistances.  It’s important for us to look at the blocks we encounter, internally and externally, when we consider Jesus’ call.  We talk about those things a lot here, both in worship and in CARE groups.  What am I afraid of?  What lies at the root of my cynicism and doubt?  Why do I believe that I need more money or more time or more support before I can step out in faith?


All these questions are worth considering, but we also have to be careful that we don’t spend so much time considering our blocks that we get attached to them and then never let them go.   The fact of the matter is, we don’t have to work everything out before we can follow Jesus.  One of the best ways to get beyond our internal barriers and resistances is to just acknowledge that they exist and to act anyways.  That requires that we move beyond thinking and discerning and analyzing and decided, and allow our response to be more reflexive, more spontaneous.  


And how do we do that?  Well, how does anyone improve their response time—be it a tennis player or a martial artist or an ambulance crew?  They practice!  Think of the famous sequence from the movie, “The Karate Kid”.  The teacher has his student spend one full day waxing his car with a particular motion.  Another day is spent painting the fence, another day staining the deck, each day spent repeating the same motion over and over and over again.  Then, when the young student can’t take it any more and explodes with anger about how his training has nothing to do with karate, the teacher quickly shows him how each of the motions he has practiced has now become automatic for him, and each can be used to block a hit or a kick.


What if we went about our lives with similar sense of purpose?  What if we consciously tried to practice the kind of responses we want to have so that when Jesus calls us, we can say YES?  What can you say yes to, today or this week?  What invitation can you accept?  How can you step out in faith, how can you drop your nets and respond?  For me, this is one of the opportunities that the KC disciplines present to me daily.  The more willing I am to pray, the more willing I am to reach out to someone in need, not just every once in a while but on a daily basis, the more I build my capacity to respond to Jesus when he calls me.
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