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The way Matthews tells it, the whole thing is over in a moment. Jesus walks along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, sees Peter and calls out to him, and off the fisherman goes with Jesus. That is it.

Luke’s version is more complicated. He wants us to see something about Peter that Matthew glosses over: his reluctance. Peter is a doubter.

We see it first when Jesus gets into Peter’s boat and goes out a short distance with him into the Lake of Gennesaret – the Sea of Galilee. Jesus speaks from offshore to the crowd on the beach. Peter listens.  

When he finishes, Jesus tells Peter to go out into deeper water and cast his net into the lake. Peter has just spent the entire night fishing and has caught nothing. He knows what a futile exercise this will be and explains that to Jesus. Jesus tells him to cast his net into the water anyway. “If you say so,” Peter replies – and I imagine him rolling his eyes as he tosses the net overboard.

What a surprise when he hauls in a net heavy with fish. 

Peter is a doubter. We see it another time in the middle of a storm on the same lake. Peter and several others are panicking at the high winds. Jesus comes to them walking over the water, telling them not to fear. Peter climbs out of the boat to see if the water will hold him up, as well. But down he goes, under the waves. “Oh, you of little faith” Jesus says to Peter as he comes bobbing up. 

And Peter’s doubt even leads him to deny Jesus three times in the early morning hours on the day of the crucifixion, before the cock crows twice. 

Luke wants us to see all of that – because he wants us to know that even those whose faith is not secure are called by God. In fact, Jesus tells Peter that that the church will be built on his unsteady shoulders. Even doubters are called.

We too easily assume that God recognizes the same religious divisions into which we categorize ourselves: there are those who believe and those who do not, with little room for much in between. The lines are clear. The doctrine in Latin is extra ecclesiam nulla salus: “No salvation outside the Church.” Doubters need not apply.

But Jesus – the Lord of the Church – is guided by other standards.

There is a scene in The Help, the book chosen for Westminster’s All-Church Book Read this year, where the black housemaid Minny talks about the lines that exist in life. The novel, by Kathryn Stockett, is set in Jackson, Mississippi, in the 1960s. It tells the story of several African-American women who serve as “the help:” in white households.

Minny works for Miss Celia, a white woman who has married up out of a poor, rural background. She is still considered “white trash” by both the domestic servants and the women for whom they work. Miss Celia wants desperately to be accepted by the society ladies of the Junior League of Jackson, but they will have nothing to do with her. To makes matters worse, the president of the Junior League, named Hilly, once dated Miss Celia’s husband. The maid, Minny, is frustrated that her boss, Miss Celia, does not seem to understand how things work in life. 

“She just don’t see em,” Minny says about Miss Celia. “The lines. Not between her and me, not between her and Hilly.” 

Minny’s friend, Aibileen, who serves as the help in another household, disagrees. “It ain’t true,” she says. “You talking about something that don’t exist.”

Minny says, “Not only is they lines, but you know good as I do where them lines be drawn… I know they there cause you get punished for crossing em.”

“I used to believe in em. I don’t anymore,” Aibileen replies. “They in our heads. People… is always trying to make us believe they there. But they ain’t.”

“So you saying they ain’t no line between the help and the boss?”

“That line ain’t there. Lines between black and white ain’t there neither. Some folks just made those up, long time ago. And that go for white trash and the 
society ladies too… All I’m saying is, kindness don’t have no boundaries.”

The novel explores the power of the lines in our lives, the invisible lines that shape our identity and determine our destiny. Without having to be told, we know if we are “in” or “out,” if we are “acceptable” or not. We know our place, and, generally, we stay there. In the Mississippi portrayed in The Help things are starting to change, but the lines do not give way easily. That was as true for the North then as it was for the South; I lived in suburban Chicago in the 1960s, and it was abundantly clear where the line was between the black community and everybody else. 

Minny is right: the lines – whether they are racial or economic, social or religious – the lines are clear, and we all know it. I have always thought of Jesus as a line-crosser. He resists the conventions and norms of his time, for the sake of those on the other side. There is something gospel about that. Like the women in Stockett’s novel, Jesus knows what everyone else knows: there are unwritten rules – or, in some cases, laws – about keeping some people out and others in. About preserving privilege for some at the expense of opportunity for others. But justice – or “kindness,” as Aibileen puts is – has no boundaries. It crosses lines all the time.

Jesus starts his ministry by showing his inclination to cross lines – in this case social and religious lines. He redefines what a religious teacher expects from a disciple. If he had used a “transition team” to help him start his ministry, he would have rejected someone like Peter. After all, Peter shows himself to be an independent thinker, someone not willing to accept things merely to go along with the crowd. He is a first-century skeptic. His religious life starts at the point of his doubt. He is more comfortable with questions than with answers. He is not at all sure that Jesus is who they say he is. He is perfectly happy on his side of the line. But Jesus will not write him off; instead, he crosses over to meet Peter right where he is.

Jesus points the way toward a Christianity that shakes off old categories, a way of faithful living less interested in the rules of religion than, simply, in the love of neighbor. Jesus welcomes the honest uncertainty he sees in this Galilean fisherman. He would rather have the open and inquiring heart of one who doubts and says so, than the closed mind of one locked into unwavering, absolute belief that has all the answers. 

Jesus knows that the opposite of faith is not doubt. The opposite of faith is certainty. (I first heard this notion from my friend Alan Jones, many years ago in San Francisco, when he was Dean of Grace Cathedral.) That may be good news for many in our time. We live in an age where religion is often defined by narrow fundamentalism. We often worship the lines that divide us. We look past the loving impulses that are common among the world’s religious people and are shared by those of good will everywhere. 

In the middle years of the last century Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about what he called “religionless Christianity.” He argued that Western Christianity lived in a “religionless world,” where secularity defined not only the broader culture but even the Church. He was living in the context of Nazi Germany and was part of the resistance to Hitler’s regime. A world at war and a nation in the grip of evil framed his view of things. In a letter he wrote from prison in 1944 he asked,  “What do a church, a sermon, a liturgy, a Christian life mean in a religionless world?” For Bonhoeffer, the answer to that question lay in human life itself, and in goodness. 

“God is beyond in the midst of our life,” he wrote. “It is not with the beyond that we are concerned, but with this world as created and preserved… What is above the world is, in the gospel, intended to exist for this world.” 

For Bonhoeffer living faithfully in our time has less to do with the institutional trappings of religion than it does with being part of the working out of God’s hopes for humankind on this earth. From that point of view the Church becomes not so much a structured representation of God’s will, but rather, more simply, a collection of followers trying hard to live with their neighbors in the way of Jesus. 

We belong to a movement, a movement of those who follow Jesus. In such a company the lines demarcating those who are in and those who are out ought to be highly permeable. The Church today is in need of a spiritual life that is open and expansive, that invites questions and accepts unsolvable mysteries. There is room for Peter, with his doubts.

Skepticism about God is not new. In fact, it is as old as the Bible. We see it not only in Peter, but in virtually every character God calls. As with Peter, the response is often tinged with uncertainty and timidity. “Lord God!” the prophet Jeremiah says when called by the Almighty, “Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” 

God does not buy that argument, because God calls those who are not sure – and there are a lot of them in the pages of the Bible. There are also a lot of them in the pews of our churches. I find myself speaking more and more to the unbelievers of our age. 

Paul Jones, a Trappist monk who lives as a hermit in rural Missouri, urges us to 

“face honestly the  heavy odds against the existence of a God in our post-modern universe – where in the cold cosmic emptiness, our tiny Earth seems to be an afterthought, lost among countless galaxies.”
(Weavings, Jan/Feb 2009, pp. 14)

I have not yet heard an atheist’s view of the tragedy in Haiti, but somewhere someone is saying, “If there were a God “he” would not have let the earthquake happen.” Or, “If there is a God, what kind of divine being would stand by and watch as that tragedy unfolded?”  

In ancient Greek theater playwrights often used a crane to lower a god onto the stage at the moment a problem seemed insurmountable. Deus ex machina – a god made from human hands who intervenes to solve a crisis. Biblical faith does not understand God that way, as a magic power in heaven that staves off bad things. We do not expect God to drop in at the last minute and make everything better, but instead we find God already here, in the midst of our pain, weeping in the streets of Port-au-Prince. 

Bonhoeffer says, 

“The Bible directs a person to God’s powerlessness and suffering: only the suffering God can help… The God of the Bible wins power and space in the world by his weakness.” 
(A Testament to Freedom [San Francisco: Harper, 1990], p. 533)

We do not look to a disaster to disprove – or prove – the existence of God.

A couple years ago when Mother Teresa’s personal writings were published they revealed that even the saint of Calcutta was beset by doubt. She wrote of her soul being “a blank in which there is no God.” She felt, in her words, “consumed with a deep sense of being unwanted, unloved, and uncared for.” 
(Weavings, Jan/Feb 2009, p. 9)

The atheist writer Christopher Hitchens could barely contain his glee with these revelations about Mother Teresa’s spiritual struggles. In an article entitled The Dogmatic Doubter, Hitchens called Teresa a “troubled and miserable lady.” (Weavings, Jan/Feb 2009, p. 9)
But he misreads scripture. He ignores the experiences of Jesus who have described similar long, dark nights of the soul. The divine apparently is content to let us carry doubt on the journey of faith. 
God is much more willing than we are to move the lines that define the people of God. In fact, we may find one day, that those lines do not really exist at all – that maybe it is true that, as the maid Aibileen says in the book, “kindness” – and justice and goodness – “have no boundaries.” 

That may be why Jesus starts his ministry by first calling someone whose faith is riddled with doubt.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Prayers of the People  - Rev. Douglas Mitchell

Living God, in Christ you make all things new by taking down the lines we use to separate ourselves.  Transform the poverty of our souls with the riches of your grace, and in the renewal of our lives make your glory known to everyone we see.  Help all of us who are doubters to hear your call and give us the courage to say YES so we can be instruments of your will in the world you love.

Almighty God, in Jesus Christ you taught us to pray, and to offer our petitions to you in his name.  Guide us by your Holy Spirit that our prayers for others may serve your will and show your steadfast love. 
Let us pray for the world…
God our creator, we pray for our sinful world.  We thank you that you labor to renew creation that you seek not to judge but to save, not to destroy but to create.  Be with your people in troubled places, in Haiti, in Palestine,..  Amen. 
Let us pray for the church…

Gracious God, we pray for your church.  Nourish in each of us the truth you have planted there.  Pour out Your Spirit on us. Make of us the faithful people of God.  Amen. 
Let us pray for enemies…

O God, whom we cannot love unless we cross lives to love our neighbors, including our enemies in any corner of this beautiful and broken world, remove hate and prejudice from us and from all people, so that your children may be reconciled with those we fear, resent, or threaten; and live together in your peace. Amen. 
Let us pray for our cities…

God of heaven and earth, in your Word you have given us a vision of that holy city.  In Jesus, you wept for the city and loved the city.  Look upon and visit the cities of the earth. Act through your people to put down greed, pride, and anger, which turn community against community. Teach us to live in love so all may know your justice and your peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
Let us pray for the sick…

Merciful God, you bear the pain of the world.  Look with compassion on those who are sick, …cheer them by your word, and bring healing as a sign of your grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
God of comfort, stand with those who sorrow.  Amen. 
Hear our prayers, God of grace, and help us to fulfill them, working according to your purpose, in peace, justice and mercy, in all we do; through Jesus Christ we pray the prayer that he has taught us, Our Father…

“Even Doubters Are Called”
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