
I was struck last Sunday, 31st October, by a vague memory that something

important once occurred in my life on that date. No, it wasn’t the day I had

some major dental work done, or joined the Metropolitan Police, or had an

ecstatic spiritual experience, or decided that I wanted to be a priest. But what

was it? I finally remembered that it was the day I passed my driving test. Third

time lucky. I thought I did just as well in my first two attempts. I think I just

had miserable examiners who needed to fail a certain number of people,

especially men, and I was one of them, twice. I won’t try to tell you how many

years ago that was because I’ve lost count.

Thinking about that experience brought to mind the call of Jesus to his first

disciples. The word disciple has its roots in the Latin word for learner, and from

it we get the word discipline. A disciple is one who accepts the discipline

required in learning. Perhaps we can almost picture the disciples following

Jesus with L-plates on their backs, as they learned to drive along the road of

the kingdom of God. They eventually go with him to Jerusalem where they

have to take their test. They fail miserably. But a little later they realize that

their Instructor is still with them, and all his teaching suddenly falls into place.

They pass the second time with flying colours. They then become known as

apostles, from the Greek word for messengers, those who are sent out. And

indeed they do go out in confidence and bring their master’s teaching and ways

to the world. But like any good driver, they do not cease to be learners. There

are still hard lessons to learn and obstacles to overcome. They would probably

not pass the Advanced Driving Test of God’s kingdom until they are waved

through the heavenly toll gate.

And neither will we. For on earth we are all learners, and we remain learners

even though we may make important progress. Discipleship is something we

carry and develop through life. Disciples are not special people – including the

clergy, as I once reminded a fractious church council meeting in a former

parish, where some of them seemed to think that the mission and growth of

the church was all down to me and that’s why I was given the job.

No, disciples, whether lay or ordained, are defined by the simple fact that we

follow a special person. It was quite a rag-bag group of people that Jesus called

to be his first disciples. Two pairs of brothers are named in our Gospel reading,

all of them fishermen. When Jesus invited them to join him, they did so at
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once, immediately. His remarkable personality and the challenge he offered

proved irresistible. It was an adventure that changed their lives and would

ultimately change history. But perhaps it should have had a bigger impact on

history than it has done so far.

When Jesus called those ordinary men, he simply said, ‘Follow me.’ What does

it mean to follow Jesus? Well, we should notice right away that he did not say,

‘worship me.’ Of course, they would in due course, or rather they would

worship God through Jesus, he would become inseparable from their

knowledge and worship of God. The danger is when Jesus becomes purely an

object of our worship, our belief, but he makes no real impact on the way we

live our lives.  You can easily worship Jesus without doing the things he says.

Throughout the first five centuries, people understood Christianity primarily as

a way of life. It was mostly concerned with a way of living in the present, in this

world, not specifically as a doctrinal system, an esoteric belief, or focused on a

promise of eternal salvation. By followers enacting Jesus’s teachings,

Christianity changed and improved the lives of its adherents and served as a

practical spiritual pathway. This way—and we remember that the earliest

Christians were called “the people of the Way”— enhanced life for countless

ancient believers.

The Christian way was based on Jesus’s teaching when he was asked, “Which

commandment is the first of all?” Jesus responded with what is now called the

Great Commandment: “’You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,

and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ And,

‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no other commandment

greater than these.” Loving God and neighbour was, according to Jesus, the

way of the Kingdom of God and the path of salvation.

Jesus’s early followers took these words seriously. In many cases, and unlike

contemporary practice, the process of becoming a Christian took several years,

an extended time of teaching spiritual inquirers the way on which they were

embarking. Christianity was considered a deliberate choice with serious

consequences, a process of spiritual formation and discipline that took time, a

way of life that had to be learned in community.
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Sadly, over the centuries and still today, our Christianity has become obsessed

with what Christians believe rather than how Christians live. But we can easily

believe in him and still not follow him. There are and have been many

believers, but perhaps too few disciples; plenty of people wanting to go to

heaven, but fewer who want to really follow Jesus. But like Jesus to his

questioner, Paul says it all in 1 Corinthians 13, probably his best-known words,

but how do they impact our lives. He writes, “If I speak in the tongues of

mortals or of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging

cymbal. If I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all

knowledge, and if I have all faith so as to remove mountains, but do not have

love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body

to be burned, but do not have love, I gain nothing”

As with the first disciples, God doesn’t call us to become something that we

really can’t be. We retain the humanity we were born with. And we don’t have

to learn new skills or change job, although some of us do. We don’t have to

move up or down a step in the social ladder, nor speak with a different accent,

nor give up drinking beer. Yes, we will no doubt need to change some old

attitudes and habits, but no one has to adopt a pattern of life that is

inappropriate for them in order to live as a follower of Jesus Christ.

What we do have to be is faithful to him and persistent in following him. Most

of all to follow him in love: love for God, and its consequence, love for our

neighbour, everyone. To love what God loves, which is the world. In the

process we remain who we are. But hopefully we become better at being who

we are. And there lies the difference, one we may experience ourselves but

hopefully, also, one that others will notice, and be impacted by and helped by.

Today, as always through our sharing in this Eucharist, Jesus renews his call, his

invitation, to us to follow him, to walk in his footsteps, to continue to discover

the peace, healing and freedom that only he can give; to grow in the true life

that God intended us to have and enjoy here and for ever. We come today to

renew our response to his call. When we do so faithfully, we enable our life

and calling to draw others to its light, and most important to the source of that

light, Jesus Christ, the light that enlightens everyone.
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