Epiphany 3 Year B 2012 Sermon
It’s Always Time

Text:  Mark 1: 14-20   (Jonah 3: 1-5, 10)     Written by Mary James 


In the news recently, there was a story of a group of a dozen high school girls from a little town called LeRoy in upstate New York who all developed a “mystery illness.”  (I found this interesting in part because my mother grew up in this small town—my grandfather was its Mayor for a time—it was where my parents first lived after getting married, and many of my cousins still live there; I have second cousins who now attend the school in question.)  The girls developed a set of symptoms that looked a lot like those found in Tourette’s Syndrome; they began, one after the other, to display patterns of uncontrollable movements and verbal outbursts.  A flurry of investigative activity of various environmental factors, as well as examination by the girls’ physicians, didn’t yield a cause.  Finally, an explanation was  proposed  based on an investigation by a neurologist who studied the cases in their entirety.  Dr. Laszlo Mechtler of Amherst, New York has diagnosed the girls with a rare psychological disorder called “conversion disorder;” it has also been referred to as “hysterical neurosis” or “mass hysteria.”  Now, this does not mean that the symptoms are not real—it simply means that the symptoms can be triggered by some sort of psychological distress or trauma—but it certainly does imply that there is a social element to the reaction.  

Bad things can happen when one person unconsciously follows another.  To our church-going ears, it is of interest that a disorder such as this one that has surfaced in New York state described by the use of the word “conversion.” In religious experience, the word “conversion” is used to refer to a change of spiritual heart and mind to a new way of relating to or understanding God.  But in the psychological context, it suggests that there is a sort of unconscious element of imitation, or contagion, or persuasion, in the transmission of the disorder from one person to another--- a kind of involuntary following, if you will.  Certainly, there have been religious responses in human experience that might be informed by insight into this phenomenon of “conversion disorder.”   Usually, we characterize what we think of as irrational religious responses by using the word “cult” in a negative way.  

Which begs a question:  how do we know our religious beliefs are sound, and not some sort of hysterical response to global or existential stress and distress?  Indeed, for Sigmund Freud, religion was something along these lines.  How do we know that when we chose to follow Jesus, we are choosing appropriately?  How can we tell we aren’t part of what we would call a cult?

In our narrative from Mark for this morning, we find two sets of brothers dropping everything  at the invitation of Jesus to follow him.  Mark tells us that the brothers Simon and Andrew “immediately left their nets and followed him,” and that brothers James and John, sons of Zebedee just “left their father…in the boat with the hired men, and followed Jesus.”  On the surface of it, it seems irresponsible and reckless that these four men would just step away from work and family and follow Jesus.   What gives?  How did they know they were doing the right thing?  How could they defend this choice to their families?  Jesus comes by, tells them it’s time, that the kingdom of God has come near, and that this requires repentance and belief…and the decision to follow him.  And they do.  Sounds a little cult-ish, yes?

Usually when we talk about this scene from Mark, we focus on the immense faith and trust of the disciples, or how absolutely compelling a figure Jesus must have been.  And these are certainly very important truths implied in the narrative.  But we can’t make sense of it all unless we have some sense of the times in which Jesus’ invitation was issued, and the timing of that invitation.


Have you ever taken an important step in your life that was potentially disruptive to your usual routines, but was something that you knew you just had to do because of who you are at your ethical core?  Maybe you’ve had to be a whistle blower, reporting wrong doing in your workplace at great risk to yourself, because God whispered “follow me” into your ear, telling you it was time.  Maybe you suddenly took a week off to join a peace march in Washington, D.C., because God whispered “follow me” into your ear, telling you it was time.  Maybe you defended someone who was in danger, exposing yourself to possible harm, because God whispered “follow me” into your ear, telling you it was time.

It was a little bit like that on that fateful day for Simon, Andrew, James and John.  Their community was a small one.  They likely knew of Jesus, and undoubtedly had great respect for him.  Jesus’ cousin John had attracted quite a following with his non-violently rebellious offering of baptism to all in the wilderness—the only cost for this being a willingness to repent, instead of an unaffordable fee for the ritual bath at the temple in Jerusalem.  Doubtless these men were aware that Jesus had been baptized by his cousin, John. The passage begins by telling us that Jesus’ call to these men came after John’s arrest by Herod.  Herod was an earthly “king” who had betrayed his people and who was completely loyal to the Roman occupiers of the country, and he had just arrested a very popular preacher, which must have been very upsetting to the local people.  

Here comes Jesus, with his steady gaze and his obvious goodness, and to his Jewish brethren he speaks of God’s timing, of the need to turn to God, and offers an invitation to follow him.  We do see here, in plain view, the amazing depth of faith of these four men.  We do see here, in plain view, the power of presence that Jesus must have had. We do see here, with a closer look at the narrative, a situation of intolerable oppression of the local Jewish folk.  All these elements combine to stir in the hearts of Andrew, Simon, James and John a moment of faithful, ethical decision making.  Business as usual must be abandoned, for they truly knew that  God was whispering in their ears, “Follow me, and help usher in the true kingdom, which is not kingdom of Herod, but that kingdom of God in which all are loved, all experience justice, and all live in peace.”  They made a risky but highly ethical choice to pursue this dream of God’s kingdom, and helping to be part of making it a reality.  

As followers of Jesus we are called to be anything but unthinking, unconscious followers.  Jesus’ message is never manipulative and it is never dysfunctional.  It is always offered as a choice, and we can hear that whispered invitation whenever our consciences and our hearts are stirred at the same time.  More often than not, to follow Jesus is to be a leader in some way—to take a brave stand, to address an injustice, to tell the truth, to mend a broken heart, to protect someone who is vulnerable.   Sometimes, following Jesus will spectacularly disrupt our status quo, just as it did for the four men we read about today.  

When, as people of faith, have our hearts and consciences been enervated at the same time, even though we might have to step out of our comfort zones?  Could it be at such a time that God is whispering:  “Follow me, and help me build my realm of justice, peace and love, one relationship, one moment, one situation at a time.”  Such a moment contains the holy possibility of a true and lovely conversion--- an opportunity not to unconsciously follow, but a decision to live bravely and fully into the true and brave personhood with which we have been blessed, and for which we have been made.   

Jesus has taught us that it always time for that.
Amen.

