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There are certain realities in the Christian life that cannot be ignored.   They are as unalterable as the more easily observed laws of physics, such as the law of gravity, or, as we learned in high school, the first law of thermodynamics, which, in case you need are refresher, states that energy can neither be created nor destroyed.  Science has taught us that our world and our universe operate according to immutable realities that we commonly refer to as the laws of nature.  Our spiritual life also operates by immutable realities.  And while science may have a hard time proving or disproving these realities, people of faith know them to be true, for we experience them again, and again, and again.

One of the “Laws of Spirituality” that I learned early in my Christian life is “the Law of the Harvest.”  Growing up on a farm as I did until I was nearly 12, I understood what it meant to harvest what we had planted in the spring and had watered and weeded and tended through the long hot summer months. Each fall I knew what it meant to get up before dawn so we could be in the field at first light and to not leave that field or that orchard until the sun had set.  And, then do it all over again the next day until every apple was picked, every currant plucked, every sprig of asparagus harvested.  Even before I knew what to call it, I knew from experience the Law of the Harvest – the law that says you reap what you sow.  Even if you have never lived on a farm or even planted a tomato plant in a container on your porch, you know what I’m talking about.  In life, as in the field or orchard, we reap what we sow.  

But there is another Law of Spirituality that I would like us to focus on today.  It may not be as readily familiar as the Law of the Harvest, but it is every bit as unalterable and every bit as real.  One could call it the Law of the Encounter, and it goes something like this:  Every encounter with God requires that a decision must be made.   Even if the decision is to ignore the encounter, even if the decision is to pretend the encounter never happened, that God had not just broken through the clutter and distraction that often fills our life to meet us face to face, a decision has to be made.  Coming face to face with God necessitates a response—it requires from us a decision.

In the Gospel lesson today we learn of four individuals who came face to face with God and made a decision.  Peter, Andrew, James, and John were ordinary, unremarkable people doing what they had been raised to do.  They were fishing.  They were earning a living.  They were living the life that was expected of them by their families, their friends and their neighbors.  They were ordinary, unremarkable people doing ordinary, unremarkable work.  They were, in many ways, just like us.   They did their job, loved their family, enjoyed their friends, attended their synagogue, and assumed that life would continue on pretty much that way until the end of their life.  Yet God had something else in mind for Peter, Andrew, James and John.  Peter would be the rock upon which Christ would found his church.  Andrew would take the Gospel message to the inhabitants of Asia Minor founding the church in Byzantium, later known as Constantinople and today as Istanbul, and becoming its first Bishop.  James would take the Gospel to Spain and write one of the books of the Bible.  And John, besides becoming the patron saint of this parish, would write two of the books of the New Testament and be commissioned by Christ as he hung dying on the cross to assume the responsibilities of a son to his mother Mary.  All, except John, would die a martyr’s death.  And all would have their names remembered and their lives honored by millions of people for thousands of years.  All because when they encountered God they made the decision to accept the invitation to follow—wherever he would lead them.

The Law of the Encounter, like the Law of the Harvest, may be immutable, it may indeed be unalterable, but like every law we have the power to ignore it.  Just as the produce of countless fields and orchards can be left to rot in the field or on the tree, so too God can be ignored when He comes calling.  Because God has granted us free will from the moment of creation, Andrew and Peter and James and John could have looked up from their work, heard the invitation to follow, and decided to keep mending their nets and tending their boats.  That could have been their decision – just as it can be our decision.  But it wasn’t.  And, hopefully, it isn’t our decision when God comes calling.

There is one other aspect to the Law of the Encounter that we should cover this morning, lest there is any misunderstanding.  Not every encounter with God, not every invitation from God requires a person to leave their jobs, their families, their friends and neighbors to strike out for the far corners of the earth—though, I have to say, given the international make-up of St. John’s, many/some of you have done exactly that.  Most of us, when we encounter God and hear His invitation to follow, are not being asked to leave our homes and jobs and families, but are in truth, just as Peter and Andrew and James and John were, are being invited to follow Christ into a life far more abundant and free than anything we have known.  If, in accepting our Lord’s invitation, we must leave things behind, more often then not it is our anxiety and worry that we are being asked to leave behind.  It is our shame over past failures that we are being asked to leave behind.  It is our need to control, our hunger for recognition, our striving for security that we are asked to leave behind. Just as Peter and Andrew and James and John were invited to leave behind their boats and nets so they could embrace a completely new way of living and being in this world, so too we are invited to leave behind all the things that rob us of joy, steal from us peace, or close us off to love.  In each encounter with God, in each invitation to follow, the focus is on the promise that is ahead, not on the clutter that is left behind.

When our Lord, walking along the shores of the Sea of Galilee made his invitation and called these first disciples, he knew what he was asking them to leave behind, but he also knew what he was promising.  They could continue to fish for sardines, tilapia, and barbels in the Sea of Galilee, or they could fish for people throughout the world—for men and women who yearned to know the peace of Christ and the love of God.  This invitation to be fishers of people, this promise that they would be the ones to bring the message of God’s forgiveness and love to a hurting, fractured world, is the same invitation and the same promise we are given today with each encounter with God.  But it is up to each of us to decide what to do with the invitation.  Do we follow?  Or do we stay where we are—mending worn out nets and tending leaking boats, longing to know God, but never accepting the invitation to follow God.

