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Chances are you know the story of how Andrew and Peter are called to be disciples.  But chances are that this is not the story you know.

Most of us know the story from Matthew’s gospel, the “fishers of men” one.  In that version, Andrew and Peter are there fishing, and Jesus comes along and invites them to fish for people, and off they go, leaving the nets floating in the water.  And we’ll hear that story in church next week.

But before the greatest hits version— this week, we get the B-side, the minority report.  We get to hear the account from John’s gospel about how these two men wound up as disciples.  And although the story is far less dramatic, I’m really glad that we get to hear it, because John’s story rings a lot more true to me than Matthew’s does.  This story is far more like the experience that I think most of us have as we try to follow Jesus.   Everything goes in fits and starts.  There are questions, and doubts, and hesitation.  This story is not short and simple; it’s kind of wandering, in fact, and it doesn’t have any clear end.   And yet, strangely enough, in the end, there seems to be a model for discipleship in here, too. 
These characters in John are a lot more familiar to me than Matthew’s drop-everything converts who can turn their souls on a dime.  We know John the Baptist, don’t we?  He’s that person who is so consumed by what he believes that he makes us all uncomfortable in his passion.  He’s the one who starts talking about religion at dinner parties.  He’s the one who sits next to us on the airplane ride and talks about getting saved.  He’s the one who is so convinced that he’s got the answers to everything that we want to stop listening to him—except for that nagging wonder that buried underneath his over-certainty, perhaps, he’s may have something right.  Oh, we know him.
And we know the disciples, too.  These men have figured out who they are and who they are following, except that maybe it’s not a perfect fit.  And so they are the ones who have in theory found what they want but are, in reality, still seeking.  They have, in fact, gotten tired enough of waiting for God to show up that they are willing go out and look for him, willing to follow this stranger.  At least, sort of willing.  They don’t really follow as much as they lurk.  They skulk along behind Jesus, these two, trying so hard to be anonymous that the gospel doesn’t even give their names at first.   They are conditional disciples, having borrowed the Baptist’s faith in Jesus for a while to take it for a test drive.

Jesus, however, is not inclined to let anyone remain conditional or invisible for long.  And so he asks them that very obvious and yet very remarkable question: “What are you looking for?”  Compare this to how we first meet Jesus in the other gospels: proclaiming the coming kingdom of God, talking about prophecies fulfilled.  How important it is that we hear this side of Jesus, too: that before he proclaims anything about any one, he needs to know what we’re seeking after.
And how telling it is, too, that these two men have no idea what their answer is.  Like so many of us, they don’t entirely know what they are looking for.  They have so little idea, in fact, that they can’t even invent an answer to the question.  Maybe they’re looking for Jesus or maybe they’re looking for God or maybe they’re looking for something that they have never seen and that they can’t articulate, something that just springs from a hopeful imagination.  They’ll know it when they find it.  At least, they hope they will.

So they answer Jesus slantwise, a question with another question.  “Where are you staying?”  And that’s when Jesus offers the real zinger: “Come and see.”  Simple, once again—simple, and dangerous.  Because it’s an invitation that would draw the skulkers out of their comfortable shadows. 

Would you want to go, in those two men’s shoes?  I’m not entirely sure I would.  Jesus does not tell them anything about who he is, what he is planning, or what he might expect of the people who choose to become students of this particular teacher.  He doesn’t say whether he expects them to stay for an hour or a lifetime.  He doesn’t give these two men any clear job description, any clear calling, no pithy metaphor to explain his work or theirs.  Instead, he just offers a relationship.  You want to know me?  Well, come visit for a while.  Sit down.  Talk for a bit.  Come and see.  Everything else will follow from that.
What I particularly love about this story is that it’s so honest about the end as well as the beginning.  It’s honest about the way some people stick with Jesus but others don’t.  Two men follow the Lamb of God, that first day.  And one of them, it turns out, is Andrew.  And he brings Simon, and Simon turns out to be the rock of the church, and that whole set of relationships eventually sparks and grows.  But there’s also this other guy, anonymous disciples number two, that we never hear from again.  Perhaps he became a follower of Jesus.  Perhaps not.  The gospel doesn’t tell us the end of his story.  And I think we all know people like that, too, don’t we—people who seem intrigued and want to come in and get a look at Jesus but can never make up their minds what to do next.  We all know people who have become so comfortable seeking that they are unwilling to take the risk of finding.
Now, at this point, you may be wondering what the good news is.  In some respects, if we are thinking about this as a story of call and discipleship, it is not a very good story.  It shows just how scared and weak and indecisive and skittish we can be when God himself shows up in our midst.  But I find tremendous comfort here.  Because, first off, this story tells me that you can hesitate and still eventually figure it out and be a good disciple in the end.  And, even more importantly, this story tells me that starting the Christian life from a place of questions and uncertainty is just as valid as starting from conviction.    Alongside the path of clarity, the path of mystery is open to us, too.  These seeking disciples are not wooed or won by formulas or slogans or theological propositions.  They only thing that can draw them in is the chance for a real relationship with Jesus—a relationship that will inevitably be mysterious, and as a result ambiguous and scary and a whole lot of work.  But it is holy.  And it is worth it.
Now, if you are one of those fortunate people who have been called from your boat or blinded by the light on the Damascus road, please don’t get me wrong: you are very blessed to have known Jesus so clearly.  If you have had a clear experience of call, treasure it.  Heed it.  But, if you are one of those people who is never quite sure if the voice you heard was Jesus or your own interior monologue—don’t feel sheepish about that.  You are not the only Christian to have felt this way.  Don’t let your uncertainty be an opportunity for shame.  Let it be an invitation to get to know Jesus better.  Every question in your heart is just another opportunity to talk with God.

I am aware that ambiguity is not a valuable commodity in our culture.  Our present political climate rewards those who can yell the loudest, and I worry that the religious climate is tending the same way.   People will tell you that your Christianity will count only if it you never admit to questions about it.  But I am convinced that we will come to know God a lot better when we are honest about our doubts and our hunger.  And we will be a lot more useful as Christians if we don’t feel the need to run off and score points for God but instead ground our choices and our actions in a real relationship with a living Christ who didn’t just speak to us once but is still inviting us into conversation.

About a hundred years ago, the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke wrote a series of letters to a man who had asked him how to become a writer.  The letters offer good advice for young poets.  They also offer good advice for Christians.  You may have heard this excerpt before, but it is worth hearing again:
“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign tongue.  Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them.  And the point is, to live everything.  Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”

Does Jesus still sometimes raise questions for you?  Then don’t run away from those questions.  Live in them.   Jesus wants the seekers just as much as Jesus wants the convinced.  He’s invited all of us over to his place, after all.
What are you looking for? Perhaps the finding is in the seeking.  Come, come and see.
