SERMON NOTES                                                                       January 23, 2011
Fishing AND Following
Don Lincoln
Matthew 4:12-23
I don’t remember the first time my father said it to me, but I’m certain there was a first time, when dad said, “Donny – follow me to the basement.”

The Lincoln basement was an amazing place.  Storage for everything you couldn’t get upstairs, or things like suitcases you wouldn’t put in the living room.  Laundry room, clothesline strung from joists for hanging clothes in bad weather.  

There was a ping-pong table; and a little swing hung from the steel I-beam where a child could swing under mom’s watchful eye as she did laundry.  There was a concrete washtub, where paintbrushes were cleaned, and if you got muddy, soiled jeans were rinsed before being put in the washer.

There was also a tall metal cabinet at the bottom of the stairs that served as our pantry – where mom would send us to pick out a can of soup for lunch or get a can of green beans for dinner.

But the basement was mostly my father’s sanctuary – his shop.  A massive workbench; pegboards on the walls for tools of every shape purpose; cartons of wood scraps; metal shelves with jars of screws, nails, washers, drill bits; and all sorts of things whose purpose was beyond my understanding.  It was holy ground.

That first invitation from my father was followed by countless others to join him in that space – and little by little, I was introduced to its magic.  First hand tools – files and screwdrivers and the proverbial coping saw, whose slender blades were broken and replaced countless times before I began to master its delicate purpose of cutting curves in wood.  Eventually I was introduced to other tools – things sharper; tools that plugged in, made lots of noise, and required a steady hand and respectful caution.
And over the years, I learned the art of making things new; repairing things broken; tackling projects large and small; and the joy of a completed task. 

Never once did my father say to me, “Do you know what’s going to happen to you if you don’t learn these things?  Come down to the basement now and learn the use of tools or you’ll end up paying someone else outrageous hourly wages to do simple things you could do yourself!  How will you spend your life?  An eternity of hiring sub-contractors, or satisfaction with a job well done by your own hands?  Decide now!”

It was always a simple invitation; and a gradual, mostly gentle learning process.  And while I never quite achieved his patient, 17-coats-of-sanding-and-refinishing-to-get-that-glass-smooth-surface-on-a-piece-of-furniture – I learned countless lessons and skills.  Every time I replace a toilet; install a cabinet; measure cuts for crown molding; replace a failed light switch; or use my compound mitre saw without cutting off my fingers, I am grateful for his invitation, “Follow me.”

My father was an evangelist.   A “Shop Evangelist.”  And through his invitation, my life was changed forever.  

Our text today is about an invitation.  An invitation from Jesus to a handful of fishermen to come, and follow Him.

Jesus uses a metaphor connecting their current life with the new life to which He was calling them.  “I will make you fish for people.”  My guess is when Jesus spoke to farmers, He talked about seeds, sowing and plows.  When the crowd was filled with herders, He mentioned about sheep and shepherds and sheepfolds.  With the woman at the well He talked about waters of life.  With Pharisees He spoke about the minutiae of the law.

Over and over, Jesus reframed His message to meet people where they were.  His invitation varied; His methods adjusted.  
He welcomed children to His knee; He challenged a rich man to be released from his captivity to his possessions; He healed the sick; He fed hungry crowds; He commanded demons to come out.  He let a woman pour perfume on His feet and dry it with her hair; and told another one to go and sin no more.  He read Scripture in the temple; and cast money changers from its courtyard.  He spoke of bread, and salt, and vines, and city gates.  He told stories of roadside muggings, and powerful judges, neighbors at midnight; of lighting lamps in the house and searching for lost change.  

His tools as an evangelist were more numerous and varied and effective than all the tools in my father’s shop.

And it was always an invitation.  An invitation to a new way of thinking – a new way of perceiving; a new way of living; a new way of knowing and being known, to which folks were invited to engage.

Evangelism has gotten a bad rap.  For many of us, indeed, for many in the world, evangelism has been pigeon-holed into one narrow, pointed, usually confrontational presentation of a very specific kind of decision.  

A classic example would be:  “If you were to die today on the way home from church, where would you spend eternity?  In the fires of hell; or in heaven in the company of God who gave Himself for you in Jesus Christ?”

And sometimes that works.  In fact, sometimes that may be exactly what someone needs to hear.  If you’ve never pondered that question, maybe that’s what you should spend the rest of the sermon doing!  Most of us know that certain times in life call for tough love; harsh warnings; pointed directions.  Even the voice on our GPS gets a little anxious when we miss the left – “MAKE A U-TURN NOW!

There were clearly a few times in the shop when my father would exclaim, “DON’T TURN THAT ON YET!   LOOK WHERE YOUR HAND IS!!!!  Here, let me show you.”
Jesus was clearly confrontational at times – and we can guess He knew when that was needed.  But it’s clear that wasn’t His only method for getting His message across.  “Behold I stand at the door and knock.”  Not “I’m about to come in with a fire ax.”  The former is invitational; relational.

When I was in college, there was a guy in my dorm who spent every waking minute figuring out how to get the guys in the 352 dorm rooms to say the words “Jesus is Lord.”  He based his evangelism technique on a verse from Corinthians that says, “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit.”  So he manufactured word games; had people read paragraphs aloud which contained that phrase.  And he marked his evangelistic victories on a chart on his wall.  “Room 247; 2 saved.”

I’m not sure about the number of conversions, but I do know he succeeded in raising the ridicule factor of Christians in my dorm by 1,000 percent, and was the brunt of more than a few jokes.  Of course, he took that as validation of his work by quoting Matthew 5 “…blessed are you when you are persecuted on my account.”  He had it all worked out.  But I was embarrassed; and I saw him turning more people off than anything else.

But one of the byproducts of our distaste for manipulative, confrontational evangelism – folks who pester us on the street corner with “Have you been saved?” – is if you and I define evangelism only in those terms, and find it inappropriate or offensive, it’s much easier to let ourselves off the hook. 

Evangelism literally means Gospel – or Good News.  It’s in our text.  “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the Good News.”  Jesus brings God’s Good News for all the world.  Our text tells it well – people who sat in darkness have seen a great light; those who sit in the region of the shadow of death, on them light has dawned.”  These are powerful, and positive images.  

Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  Not repent, because of how far away you are, or how soon you’re going to be toast; or because you might get run over by a chariot today, but because the Kingdom of heaven has come right to you – it’s here; now; and all you have to do is turn around to see it.  Open your eyes; open your mind; open your heart.  Change your way of thinking; see the love and grace of God and what God desires for the world.  The Kingdom has come close to you.

It’s funny, how many scholars make a lot of how these four guys in the story immediately dropped their nets and followed Jesus.  IMMEDIATELY!  Most of us in ministry will say it must have had something to do with Jesus – and how compelling His invitation was.  That was JESUS.   And, once again – of course none of us is Jesus – so we cannot expect that kind of response.  

To which I say, Jesus isn’t here to do the inviting any more.  It’s up to you and me.  And my concern is that we’ve either dismissed it because we don’t like the way we’ve seen it, or we think it’s too hard, or “it’s not my gift.”  But it doesn’t have to be that hard.  It’s good news!  As many of you have heard me say, my favorite metaphor for evangelism is “one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.”  How many of us have a difficult time telling a family member or friend about a great new restaurant?  

The majority of people in our new members class yesterday came to Westminster because they were invited.  How hard is it to say, “I go to this great church – why don’t you join me some Sunday?”

+ + +  + + + ++ + ++ + + + + + + + +

But there’s another character in this story.  Zebedee, the father.  What’s with him?  Why doesn’t he go?  You should hear the comments in my sermon group.  “He obviously wasn’t a risk taker; wanted to stay in the boat – like too many of us.”  I know THAT sermon is being preached somewhere today.  “He was too practical, desired security, like us and our portfolio.”  

I wonder……..what if he wasn’t invited?  Pure conjecture – but maybe Jesus knew the road would be too tough for Zeb than his young sons.  Maybe discipleship wasn’t his gift.  Maybe Jesus had already talked with him about how many of his sons he could spare for the adventure.  

Zebedee’s still got a job.  Somebody’s still gotta fish.  Somebody’s got to put food on the table.  Somebody has to fund the missionaries out in the field.  Imagine that!  Someone is praying for them.  Somebody has to stay home and mind the shop.  

But he can STILL be an evangelist.  Imagine the neighbors – “Hey Zeb, what happened to Jim and John?”  “Oh, they’re off with the new rabbi – here, sit down in the boat for a minute, let me tell you what they’re doing, and what they’ve said about him – he’s so amazing.  And their lives are changing.  I believe this rabbi is THE ONE.”  

Everyone doesn’t have to leave their vocation to be an evangelist.  Jesus only called twelve.  We need people to fish; we need doctors.  We need teachers.  We need carpenters.  But every one of us can be evangelists.

Becaue there is Good News!  And everyone knows SOME way to say it.  Sharing this good news doesn’t have to be difficult.  It can be as simple as Philip Yancey says it in his book, What’s So Amazing About Grace?  In it he says, “"There is nothing you can do to make God love you more; there is nothing you can do to make God love you less."

That’s Good News.  What does it take to tell somebody.  I found a new place to find good bread.  The kingdom of heaven has come close; not the gates of hell.

“C’mon Donny – let’s go down the basement.”  From a guy who loved Jesus.  He loved and nurtured and cared for his son.  And along the way, I learned not only my tools, but what it meant to follow.  May it be so, for each of us.  It’s not that hard.  AMEN.

Westminster Presbyterian Church • 10 West Pleasant Grove Road • West Chester, PA  19382






PAGE  
4

