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The Gospel passage is so uplifting, with Jesus calling the fishermen Simon and Andrew, James 
and John, promising them that from now on they will “fish for people.”  It reports that IMMEDI-
ATELY they left their nets, their boat, even their father and followed him.  And that “Jesus went 
throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the 
kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.”  Wow!  Awesome!   
 
Meanwhile, we have the start of Paul’s first letter to the Church at Corinth.  He says, “I appeal 
to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, stop fighting! For it has been 
reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.”  
There are factions, each claiming to belong to one apostle or another.  Worse, if you keep 
reading the letter, there are those who claim special powers and boast that they are better 
than others.  And even worse--sexual immorality, with a man living with—having sex with--his 
step-mother.  And even worse, Corinthian Christians are dragging one another before the 
secular courts to decide disputes.  This in a church just twenty or so years after Jesus’ ministry.   
 
On the one hand: Come, follow me; Jesus teaching and healing . . . on the other, a church full of 
conflict, contention, and immorality.  What could these two very different passages have in 
common?   
 
Let’s start with the calling of the disciples.  How could their calling by Jesus possibly have 
caused conflict?! I don’t know, maybe with Zebedee for one, yelling after his sons, “Hey!  
Where are you going?  Wait!  The nets, the boats, the fish, YOUR MOTHER . . . !” No conflict in 
that family!  There is conflict with Jesus, when they don’t understand what he is saying or what 
he is about.  Remember Peter declaring that Jesus is the Messiah and in the next breath 
denying that Jesus will be killed?  Jesus says to him, “Get behind me, Satan!” Ouch! Remember 
how the disciples cry out to Jesus in the boat on the rough seas, “Hey!  Why are you sleeping 
there?  We’re about to drown!”  
 
The disciples are called to be a community together, so of course there is conflict among them.          
They have arguments over who is the greatest.  They complain that the woman shouldn’t waste 
perfume on Jesus. The male disciples refuse to believe the testimony of the female disciples 
who claim that Jesus is alive on Easter, and later Thomas doesn’t believe the rest of them.  
 
And following Jesus brought conflict with many in the community and in positions of authority.  
Some communities refused their message; Jesus advised them to “shake the dust of their feet 
off” as they left town, and warned them that “they will hand you over to councils and flog you 
in their synagogues; and you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me. . . .”   
So yes, this call to follow Jesus brought conflict in all areas of the disciples’ lives. 
 
But there is more.  I used to think that a “call” was a one-time thing.  When I was in college, I 
wrestled with the particular call of priesthood.  The first thing I did when I heard this call was to 
write down a list of 10 reasons why this was a dumb idea.  But it didn’t go away.   



I talked to my parents, my priest, my friends.  Over time, after many obstacles and roadblocks, I 
was ordained.  And I thought, “I’m done!  I’ve figured out my call, my life’s work!”  And what I 
say now is, “Ha! Don’t you wish!”  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to reevaluate, 
rethink, repray through what my calling actually is.  Whether I’m still called to be a priest and 
how I am to be a Christian.  And I don’t think that is peculiar to me, or even to ordained 
persons.  Because we change; society changes, the Church changes or needs to change, 
people’s understanding and spiritual and material needs change.  This was true from the very 
beginning, with the first disciples too. 
 
Their call kept changing.  First they listened and learned from Jesus, then they were sent out in 
twos, taking on a little more authority.  After Jesus was arrested and killed, they were thrown 
into disarray; some no doubt thought that their call was over.  But when Jesus was resurrected, 
they were not only called, they were called in a whole new way.  They had to reconfigure as a 
community without Jesus there in the flesh to lead them day by day.  They had to figure out 
how to do things with faith as the center.  To see their ranks swelling and have to constantly 
change how they were organizing and what their identity was.  To change as they brought the 
Gospel to non-Jews. To change again as Jewish and then Roman institutions turned against 
them.   
 
THEY certainly never had anything that looked like a static call.   
 
And that has continued through the history of the church.  As far as I know, the only church that 
has no conflict is a church that has no people (or one that is in furious denial).  The church in 
Corinth had been founded by the Apostle Paul in about AD 50, so it was still a new church, only 
a few years old, when Paul wrote 1st Corinthians.  Corinth itself was a teeming cosmopolitan 
city that had a huge reputation as a center of sexual immorality and the idolatry of various 
gods.  Against this background and with the absence of Paul, there was lots of uncertainty and 
conflict for these mostly Gentile converts over what it meant to follow Jesus. Paul wrote 
eloquent passages about love and gifts of the Spirit and the body needing all parts—but these 
were direct practical responses to the conflicts in that church. 
 
In most churches I’ve served, I have run into the attitude that churches shouldn’t HAVE conflict 
and that conflict is necessarily a bad thing.  Deep intractable conflict can be extremely harmful 
to the community, especially when people refuse to be interested in prayer and reconciliation 
or worse, deny that there is any conflict.  But conflict is a healthy, even necessary part of being 
alive; it will absolutely arise in a church that is called to move forward, to change, to try new 
things. 
 
Churches also need to respond to calls, and those calls change over time.  If we’re settled, living 
out a mission that worked fifty or twenty years ago, we’re probably not paying attention to 
conditions or to God.  This church’s mission was once to serve fishermen from Nova Scotia.  It’s 
not now. Now that people under 50 don’t go to church and haven’t grown up in the church, 
now that there is deep distrust of religious institutions, now that the political and 
environmental and racial climates are all changing, rapidly, what is our calling as church?  There 
IS a calling, or several callings, but they won’t look like previous callings.  And they will cause 
some discomfort, possibly some misunderstandings, and yes, even some conflict. 
 



 
In the Visioning Team, we have many and long discussions about what we are doing, what we 
are discerning.  Because no one person has the answer.  We have to listen to one another and 
be patient with one another—questioning, clarifying, testing.  As the team and vestry move 
forward, gathering information, building relationship, testing out new directions, people may 
say, “But why are you doing THAT and not THIS?” or may think they aren’t doing it right or 
quickly enough or slowly enough.   Change engenders fear and anxiety and uncertainty and 
these can lead to conflict.  And I say to you, Rejoice and be glad for the conflict, because it 
means you are alive!   
 
At St. John‘s, you know how to love and respect one another; you know how to speak the truth 
in love.  You know how to listen and clarify and work through conflict.  You can do this work!  
Both understanding your calling and moving forward even as is causes worry and potential 
conflict.   
 
Living into the future means building up our capacity for living with uncertainty and change.  
Being able to recognize that—huh! this makes me feel unsettled—I’m not comfortable. But 
instead of deciding that the discomfort means we should back up or NOT to do something, 
decide instead to process the feeling, sit with it, accept it AND know that it means we are 
moving into the unknown, which is what we’re supposed to do!   
 
And remember--you are not doing this alone.  You’d better not be!  To be called by God is to be 
accompanied by God.  To follow Jesus is to follow Jesus, to be where he is.  You have been 
preparing to call a priest who will accompany you.  You have a really great core of people here, 
faithful pray-ers, discerners, questioners.  People with wonderful contacts in the community.  
Really, you have everything you need and God will use and honor that.  Be not afraid! 
Amen. 
 


