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Steps into Discipleship
Coming to Christian faith always involves a process. This is true whether you were born in a Christian family, and have never left the church, or whether you’re someone who  has a sudden conversion – a moment when you could  say, ‘I saw the light’ – perhaps coming to it from very little or no knowledge of what Christianity is about.  Many people, of course, fall somewhere in between those two extremes – they have knowledge of Christianity from their upbringing and education, but may have been ‘put off’ by the way it was presented to them; or, up to a certain point in their lives,  Christianity simply ‘left them cold’ – what they knew of it didn’t spark for them, but then something happened...? 
I wonder where you are in this spectrum? How easy would it be for you to tell the story of your spiritual journey to someone else? Maybe you feel you’ve hardly begun; maybe you feel you’ve been a pilgrim with Christ for most of your life.
But let’s get back to where I started: even for people who have a story to tell of sudden conversion and renewed life, there is still a process involved – there are things which went before it, and things which followed after. Even St Paul, who had that famous ‘Damascus Road experience’ had too go off into the desert from three years afterwards to absorb it and make sense of it – and perhaps even to receive other revelations from God, as he hints later in his second letter to the Corinthians, Chapter 12.
We all know that Jesus called disciples to follow him – Peter and Andrew, James and John, and all the rest of them…The Gospels of Matthew , Mark, and to some extent Luke, portray their calla nd their following as a pretty instantaneous thing- Jesus walked along the shores of Lke Galilee, spotted some fishermen, and said ‘Come, Follow me…’ and that was it: they upped sticks, left their nets, and followed him into a new life  without any prior knowledge or understanding of  who he was, or what he was about… This picture gives a strong impression of how compelling a ‘presence’ Jesus had: he only had to look at you and speak to you, and everything might change. I think this is a true impression – there are plenty of people, later in the Gospel stories, whose lives were turned around by a single encounter with Jesus.
Nevertheless, St John’s Gospel, from which we heard today, tells us that the transformation of the lives of Jesus most intimate followers –the ones who accompanied him around Galilee and Judaea for three years, up until his arrest -  started in perhaps a more gradual way. There was a process leading up to their becoming disciples on the road with Jesus, just as there was undoubtedly a huge process of learning and growing in commitment which was came afterwards, as they travelled with him.
I think we can learn some important things from the details St John supplies about the process which led these disciples  to Christ.
First of all, the very earliest of Jesus’ followers may have come from Galilee, and indeed they may have been fishermen; but they were already on a spiritual quest when Jesus came into their lives. They had come south to Judaea to hear the great prophet whom we know as John the Baptist; they had almost certainly  been baptised by him as part of that  vast movement of people who confessed their sins and wanted a new start; they were waiting for God’s Messiah to come, and John was telling them how to be ready. And, indeed, our Gospel reading told us something more – they had probably been with John for quite some time; they were counted as ‘his disciples’; they were in his inner group. So, they were thinking hard about God; they were what people nowadays might call ‘spiritual seekers’, but perhaps it would be better to call them, in the terms owhat John was teaching them,  those who were ’spiritually waiting’.
Secondly, John told them something about Jesus – something that’s quite mysterious, but which would have would have held important hints for  them: he told them that Jesus was ‘the Lamb of God’. This would have suggested two things: that Jesus was the servant of God whom an earlier  prophet had spoken of – the one who would be oppressed and afflicted, yet not open his mouth – dumb like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, or a sheep before its shearers  (cf. Isaiah 53.7) .  This ws the same servant, spoken of by the same prophet, who we heard about in our first reading today – the one who would ‘restore the survivors of Israel’, but, more then that, turn out also to be a light to the nations’  bringing God’s salvation to the whole earth. (Isaiah 49.6). John’s two young disciples  might not have thought that this prophesied servant of God was actually the coming Messiah, but they would have believed that he was a significant figure in the coming of God’s kingdom… Secondly, John’s words ‘Look, here is the Lamb of God’  might have hinted to them that  Jesus was somehow like the sacrificial lamb of the Passover in their religion – one whose death  and  blood would save them from death. We have every reason to believe from what happened later that they didn’t fully the implications of John’s hint – they were extremely resistant to the idea that Jesus had come to die a sacrificial death – but, right at the beginning, this strange thing John had said about him with such conviction   turned their attention to Jesus, and made them wonder about him in a profound way.
So – they had received a bit of teaching – teaching they didn’t fully understand, but were intrigued enough to follow up.

But, more than that:  they had also heard what we call today ‘personal testimony’ from John. The Baptist told them what had happened – what he had seen for himself – when Jesus was baptised. He had seen the vision of the dove coming from heaven and remaining on Jesus; it had been a vision – an experience – which had changed things for John. He was prepared to tell these disciples of his that ‘before I did not know him’ (in the sense of not knowing how significant he was,) but that God had somehow told him that ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain as the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit’ .  Because of this mystical experience, John could feel, in some way, that  once he’d seen tthe dove, the symbol of the Spirit, coming down on Jesus, his own mission was accomplished; the greater baptiser had come.

So, these disciples of John, these Galilean ‘seekers’ or ‘waiters’, had their attention directed to Jesus by two things – the teaching of John, which drew on images and ideas from the Scriptures they already knew, and also  John’s own personal testimony.

Many people throughout the ages, and still today, want to find out more about Christ because of something someone has told them about him – maybe a School or Sunday School teacher long ago, or a Christian parent, grandparent or godparent who talked to them about Jesus; and many still are deeply influenced by other people’s personal stories of what Jesus means to them. These can be important elements in what leads to faith, or builds a faith that is already there –important parts of the process which turns people into Christian disciples.
But, let’s go on in the story from today’s Gospel: once directed to Jesus by John, the two young men follow Jesus – in the sense that they tag along to find out more about him. And, very quickly they find Jesus asking them a question – innocent sounding, but actually very profound: ‘What are you looking for?’ (John 1.38). A sense that there’s something missing in your life , that you ‘still haven’t found what [you’re]  looking for’ (in the words of a song recorded  by U2, from 1987) is often a very important factor in  people’s spiritual journey. But sometimes people have to crystallise in what the nagging unease is in their lives – that they’re looking for something, something ‘more’, something fundamental. Jesus helped these 2 young men discover that: I wonder if anybody here has had anyone or anything jog them into thinking, ‘there’s something more that I’m looking for….’?
As  St John tells the story,  the two men didn’t have an immediate and coherent answer to the question ‘what are you looking for. They just said (andit sounda  b it lame)  ‘Teacher, where are you staying.’ (John 1.38).But this  was a way of saying that  they wanted to spend time with him. So Jesus said ‘Come and see’ (1.39).And really he was inviting them not just to inspect his lodgings, or find their way there, but to  come and learn to see things in a new way – to see and understand under his influence.

So they spent time with him – the rest of the day. And spending time finding out more about Jesus – indeed, spending time in his company by learning to pray and listen – this is an important part of the journey into discipleship. I wonder if anyone has helped you with this? Has anybody, on Christ’s behalf, issued the invitation to you, ‘come and see’?  It can be a very important thing when someone does.
But there’s something more:  as these men realised they’d really discovered that ‘something more which satisfied the huger of their hearts ’, that mysterious  servant figure whom the ancient prophet had foreseen, that ‘Lamb of God, that John the Baptist had pointed to, they confirmed their growing conviction by speaking of it themselves. Andrew went and found his brother Simon, and put it in these words ‘We have found the Messiah’; Philip  found Nathanael, and told him, ‘we have found him about Moses…and the also the prophets wrote, Jesus, son of Joseph from Nazareth…’(our Gospel  reading today didn’t go on to that bit – but it illustrates the same point):  very often, on the journey into faith, putting it into your own words and being bold enough to speak ofit to others has a strong confirming effect….
All these were steps and stages along the way, it seems, before that  moment we read of in the other Gospels, when Andrew and Simon Peter, perhaps Philip and Nathanael, too, had returned to Galilee, and Jesus called them from their homes and work, to follow him on his journeyings, and to work with him in heralding God’s coming kingdom.  No doubt, in the weeks which led up to that moment,  these returnees from the banks of the Jordan – these young men who’d had been off on their spiritual quest – had begun to tell others in their community of what (or rather, whom) they had found who had made such a dramatic impression on them – more dramatic, even, than the fiery preaching and  memorable baptism which John the Baptiser had given. They would have been preparing the ground for that moment when Jesus walked along the shore of the lake, and called fishermen from their nets, and promised them that from now on they would fish for people.
That was a big, decisive moment, like what many people would describe as conversion or a moment of vocation, but, - if the Fourth  Gospel is to be believed -  it didn’t come out of the blue:  there were things which led up to it, as well as much to follow …
I’ve said several times in this sermon , ‘I wonder…’ I’ve  been asking you all the time  to think about where you are at the moment on your own spiritual journey – and what, or who, has helped to bring you to this point.

But, of course, there’s another question to answer , too. If you’re a Christian, you’ve been asked since the time of our baptism to share in the servanthood of Christ it; you’ve been asked to be, like John The Baptist, someone who points other people to Jesus both through explaining his significance, and giving personal testimony to what he has meant to you; you’ve been asked to issue Jesus’ own invitation, ‘Come and see’, and like Andrew and Philip to give voice boldly to what, or whom, you have discovered at the heart of your faith. They started doing that very early on their spiritual journey with Christ, and I’m sure it helped to consolidate the steps they’d already taken. So, there’s this other big question, lurking about: whom have you done any of these things  for, and whom might you do it for this week – this month – this year?

As John the Baptist said, Jesus is the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit– so you needn’t worry about the difficulty of all this – he will be there to help you.
