Pre:

On our Lenten Journey this year, we are looking at some of the challenges that we face when we decide to become followers of Jesus.  Last week we talked about our calling to be salt and light in the world.  Today we will be challenged to move out of our comfort zone into the loving arms of God.   As I read, notice the repetition of the word “follow.”  

Read Matthew 8:18-27

Out of Your Comfort Zone, into God’s Arms


A young woman was a passenger in an airplane that was flying through a severe thunderstorm.  As the plane was being bounced about in the turbulence, the anxiety level rose throughout the passenger cabin.  The young woman happened to be sitting next to a minister, so she turned to the pastor and said nervously, “Reverend, you’re a man of God, can’t you do something about this storm?”


“Sorry, lady,” he said.  “I’m in sales, not management.”  (parables, etc., 20.11.1)


That pastor seemed to have a good handle on his limitations.  But I have to confess that I sometimes wish that I were in management and not just sales.  I would like to make life less stressful for you.  I would like to be able to make things work out in your life.  Ease your pain, smooth the road, take away the bumps and bruises.  I know I can’t.  But I wish I could.  And I wish that I could make it easy for you to be a follower of Jesus, too.  As many of you have noticed, being a follower of Jesus does not necessarily make life easier.  In fact, it creates a sort of a conflict of its own.  As a follower of Jesus, you not only have do deal with the normal bumps and bruises of life, you also have to face the anxiety that comes when Jesus calls you to move out of your comfort zone.  And you have to make a choice between staying in that comfort zone, or stepping onto the road of discipleship with Jesus.  


I’m going to focus on the first half of our passage which shows an encounter between Jesus and two people who might loosely be called disciples.  These are strange-sounding conversations; at least what Jesus says sounds strange.  One man is eager to follow, and Jesus throws cold water on him.  The other one has a legitimate excuse for a slight delay and Jesus blows him off.  What’s up with that?   These men sound so sincere.  As sincere as the e-mails that I keep getting from various foreign sources that say they want me to manage millions of dollars of someone’s estate for them (and they want to give me lots of money to do it!).  These e-mails are so sincere, so grief-stricken.  And they are so bogus!  When you’re reading the gospels, the thing you have to remember about Jesus is that he can see right through a scam.  Both of these followers sound legitimate.  But Jesus sees through both of them to the same common thread—a desire to follow Jesus but on their own terms.  To stay in their comfort zone.  The first man has not thought out what would be required of him if he were to follow this renegade rabbi.  He just wants to jump on a popular bandwagon.  But he needs to face reality.  He won’t be able to go home to his warm bed every night.  He might miss the Super Bowl or some other vital TV event.  And what about the second disciple?  Poor guy, he just lost his father!   It will only be a short delay, especially in that culture where people are usually buried the same day they die.  Go on ahead, Jesus, I’ll catch up!  There’s another way to look at it, though.  It could be that his father is alive and well.  In that society, the father’s authority is very strong.  Even as an adult, the son would be under the father’s authority.  Until the father dies.  So that could be what he’s saying.  Wait, Jesus, when I am no longer under my father’s authority, I will come and follow you.  That may be a while, and that way of looking at it, makes the man sound a little more familiar.  People today say similar things:  When I am out of school. . .After the kids leave home. . .as soon as I get this problem sorted out. . . .etc.”  Later, Jesus, later.  I want to follow you, but right now I have other things on my plate.  I’ll get back to you, ok?.   

In most Bible translations, there is a little heading given to this paragraph, and the heading is “would-be followers of Jesus” if the situation were different.  I would be a follower, if I could get a decent salary; I would be a follower, if I could just take care of a couple of crucial items first.  But right now, I’m staying in my comfort zone.  


The thing about a comfort zone is that it is an illusion.  An illusion based on the belief that a person can find ultimate security in a finite world.  Most people try to achieve this security through accumulation:  If I can accumulate enough land, enough money, enough friends, enough power, enough education, enough respect. . .whatever it is, I will be secure.      


Leo Tolstoy tells the story of a rich man who was never satisfied.  He always wanted more and more.  He heard of a wonderful chance to get more land.  For a thousand rubles he could have all the land that he could walk around in one day.  But he had to make it back to the starting point by sundown or he would lose it all.


He arose early and set out.  He walked on and on, thinking that he could get just a little more land if he kept going on.  But he went so far that he realized he must walk very fast if he was to get back in time to claim the land.  As the sun got lower in the sky, he quickened his pace.  He began to run.  As he came within sight of the starting point, he exerted his last energies, plunged over the finish line, fell to the ground, and collapsed.  A stream of blood poured out of his mouth and he lay dead.  His servant took a spade and dug a grave.  He made it just long enough and just wide enough and buried him.  The title of Tolstoy’s story is “how Much Land Does a Man Need?”  He concludes by saying, “Six feet from his head to his heels was all he needed.”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 341)


Security is a core value of our culture.  We have a Department of Homeland Security, whose job is to keep us safe from terrorists.  We have Social Security that is supposed to keep us economically secure in our old age.  But there is no such thing as ultimate security in this life.    

The disciples who followed Jesus into the boat and crossed the Sea of Galilee that night were not spared from the sudden storm that rose up.  Nor will any of us who follow Jesus today be spared from any human tragedy or problem.  Doesn’t seem fair, does it?  If you think that, you are not the first to struggle with that reality.  St. Teresa of Avila was a deeply committed follower of Jesus.  One day she and some other sisters were crossing a swollen river with a small cart pulled by a donkey.  The donkey objected rather strongly to this agenda, and they all ended up very wet and muddy.  Teresa looked up toward heaven and said, “God, if this is the way you treat your friends, no wonder you have so few of them.”  (from “The Immediate Word,” internet, for February 20, 2005)  That story reminds me of Tevya, in Fiddler on the Roof, complaining to God about the notion of the Jews being the “chosen people” yet having to go through so many difficult times.  He shook his fist at God and said, “Couldn’t you choose somebody else sometimes?”  

         Here’s the thing:  You can’t stay in your comfort zone and follow Jesus too.  Following Jesus means following Jesus.   Everything else takes second place.  Even your own security and comfort.  

  
This is what I would like to fix for you.  I would like to take away the anxiety that is created by this reality.  But I can’t.  You have to step out of your comfort zone into a life of faith.  . . .if you want to follow Jesus.  That’s what his first disciples did.  They left the “would-be” disciples in the dust, clinging to false security, while they stepped with Jesus onto the boat of faith and discovered the true meaning and the true source of security.  


 Here’s a story that illustrates what I mean.  

There was a Native American tribe that had an interesting way of training their young men.  On the night of a boy’s thirteenth birthday, he was placed in a dense forest to spend the entire night alone.  Until then, he had never been away from the security of his family and tribe.  But on this night he was blindfolded and taken miles away.  When he removed the blindfold, he was in the middle of a dark wood, by himself.


Every time a twig snapped, feelings of terror entered his heart.  Every time an animal howled, he imagined a wolf leaping out of the darkness. Every time the wind blew, he shivered—not with the cold, but with fear of what dark spirits might be haunting his remote location.


Long hours later, the first rays of sunlight shone down on the place where he had been tossing and turning.  Looking around, the boy noticed that the ominous shadows of the night before were ordinary trees, bushes and rocks.  Then, to his astonishment, he beheld the figure of a man standing just a few feet away, armed with bow and arrow.  It was his father.  He had been there all night long, bow drawn, arrows ready—watching over his son in the darkness.  


The night is dark. The threats are real.  The wilderness is lonely.  But we are not alone.  (ibid.)  
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