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How do you make the big decisions in your life? When you have to decide which job offer to accept, or
which house to buy, where to live and who to live with, or not – the big, defining choices, how do you
go about it? Are you an analytical kind of person? Do you sit down and write a list of pros and cons,
weigh it all up and make what looks like a rational choice? The conventional wisdom says that’s the
best way to go. And it is true that careful thought about choices is important. But is that all that goes
on?
We might think we only think about our choices – but don’t we do something else? We feel our way into
choosing as well. For some, maybe for just about all of us, feelings will be the most important factor in
what we choose even as we weighing it all up in our heads.
So, knowing the complexity of making big, life directing decisions, the way that Jesus calls his first
disciples either looks too easy or it looks too hard for us to imitate.
Matthew makes it sound so straight forward. Jesus comes to live in Capernaum, on the northwest
shore of the Sea of Galilee. That’s an interesting choice in itself. He’d grown up in Nazareth, in hilly
country at the southern end of the Galilee region. It was far from the lake, and the work around Nazareth
was farming or building. Now Jesus makes his home in a fishing village.
It’s a different world to that of Jesus’ childhood. You can still go to Capernaum today. You can walk the
narrow streets between the tiny bluestone houses that have been excavated there. You can stand on
the shore and look out over the water that still has plenty of fish, and imagine the boats drawn up on
the beach and the nets spread out to dry after the fishing is finished for the day.
Matthew tells us that Jesus decided to move to Capernaum when he heard that John the Baptist had
been arrested. So, why the lake shore and not the hills? And why the decision to find new disciples,
rather than try and persuade John’s followers to join him? We can only speculate; but speculating helps
us to see these decisions as those of a person like you and me. Jesus must work out who he is and
what his life’s purpose is to be. Don’t make the mistake of imagining that Jesus was just working to
some blueprint up his sleeve that told him what to do and say each day. To think like that – and some
people do – is to rob Jesus of his humanity; the humanity he shares with us.
But clearly something propelled Jesus to ask Simon and Andrew, James and John to go with him as he
went throughout Galilee teaching and preaching and having an extraordinary, exceptional, healing
impact on the people among whom he went.
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And Matthew makes it sound so easy, so straightforward for those four fishermen to decide to leave
everything and go with Jesus. But it can’t have been as simple as we assume, can it! Surely not! Isn’t
there a back story here too? Fishermen were well regarded as honourable and hardworking among the
ordinary people to their day. They supplied one of the most important items in the ordinary diet, the fish
they caught in abundance. There were protests one time when they wanted to take days off for religious
festivals. People said, ‘But what will we eat?’
So I think we can imagine the dismay, perhaps even the anger in the village and their families, when
Simon and Andrew, James and John up and left their trade, and abandoned their work of supplying
food to the village and beyond, because the incomer from Nazareth said, ‘Come with me’.
Matthew’s writing alludes to an idiom in Hebrew which helps us to understand what that invitation was
and what the decision in response would involve. Jesus’ invitation was ‘to go behind me’. Now we have
an idiom that we will ‘get behind’ someone and we mean we will support them, encourage them but not
necessarily that we will go with them in the undertaking we support. We can keep our distance and it
need not be costly. ‘To go behind’ in the way that Jesus asks is another story. It is to go wherever the
inviting person goes. It is to go simply because of the character of the person inviting. It is a decision
based on the authenticity of the person, the deep congruence between words and actions, the
coherence between the person and the path they are walking.
Notice how Jesus does not invite on the basis of particular teaching or propositions to be believed. He
has been calling for people to ‘repent’, to turn in a new direction towards the kingdom of heaven which
is coming towards them. And now he asks just four to do exactly that. Can we assume they had been
listening to Jesus and talking amongst themselves about the new villager and his words? I think we
can. What seems to us an impossible obedience in faith is likely the culmination of a process of coming
to a decision to leave behind the life they know and get behind Jesus. They cannot yet know that it will
mean climbing a mountain to be dazzled by the glory of God seen uniquely in their friend, and climbing
the hill of Calvary to see him disfigured on the cross. All this is ahead of them.
Jesus still invites you and me to ‘get behind’ him. Sometimes people decide to do so in a way that
looks as dramatic as leaving your nets and boats and living a whole new life. Sometimes the decision
comes slowly, growing with in until it must be acted upon. Often it is a decision we make many times
over as we see where the footsteps of Jesus are leading and we must choose to go one or go home to
the old familiar routine. The call to being a follower of Jesus will often involve – certainly for a time,
empty hands, a confused head and a heart so enthralled that nothing else, no one else, compels our
attention and affection and promises us engagement with the reality we call God.
And why does Jesus call – because as he says, ‘I will make you…’.
There is a contemporary hymn written by John Bell of the Iona Community in Scotland which says it a
way that speaks to us today:
Will you come and follow me if I but call your name?
Will you go where you don’t know and never be the same?
Will you let my love be shown,
will you let my name be known,
will you let my life be grown in you and you in me?
It is the remaking of us if we allow it. Just as God has made humanity in God’s own likeness, so now in
Jesus, risen Christ, God remakes that same humanity in a new creation, and invites us to choose to
allow that work of grace to remake us.
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