
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called 

Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea – for they were 

fishermen. And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” 

Immediately they left their nets and followed him. As he went from there, he saw 

two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John, in the boat with 

their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he called them. Immediately they 

left the boat and their father, and followed him. (Matthew 4:18-22) 

 

Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, 

stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. Rejoice in the Lord always; again 

I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 

Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, 

which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 

Christ Jesus.  

 

Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, 

whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any 

excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 

Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen 

in me, and the God of peace will be with you. (Philippians 4:1, 4-9) 

 

  

 

A few years back the BBC, the British Broadcasting Corporation, one of the most sedate and 

respected news sources in the world, reported this story: “Talking Fish Stuns New York: A fish 

heading for slaughter in a New York market shouted warnings about the end of the world, two 

fish cutters have claimed.” Zalmen Rosen, from the Skver sect of Hasidic Jews, says co-worker 

Luis Nivelo, a Christian, was about to kill a carp to be made into gefilte fish in the city’s New 

Square Fish Market in January when it began shouting in Hebrew. “It said ‘Tzaruch shemirah’ 

and ‘Hasof bah,’” Mr. Rosen later told the New York Times. “It essentially means [in Hebrew] 

that everyone needs to account for themselves because the end is nigh.”  
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Mr. Nivelo told the Times he was so shocked, he fell into a stack of slimy packing crates, before 

running in panic to the shop entrance and grabbing Mr. Rosen, shouting: “The fish is talking!” 

However, his co-worker reacted with disbelief: “You crazy! You a meshugeneh!” A disbelieving 

Mr. Rosen then rushed to the back of the store, only to hear the fish identifying itself as the soul 

of a local Hasidic man who had died the previous year.  

  

The incident relates to the beliefs of some Hasidic Jews who say that righteous people can be 

reincarnated as fish. Please contemplate that for yourselves, if you consider yourself particularly 

righteous. Many members of the city’s Jewish community, reported the BBC, are now certain 

that God has revealed himself in fish form. “Two men do not dream the same dream,” said 

Abraham Spitz, who visited Mr. Rosen’s shop to observe the site of the miracle. “It is very rare 

that God reminds people he exists in this modern world. But when he does, you cannot ignore 

it.” The fish instructed him to pray and study the Torah, but Mr. Rosen admitted that in a state of 

panic he attempted to kill the fish, injuring himself and ending up in the hospital.  

  

Now that’s an amazing story, but here’s the line that really got me: “The fish was eventually 

killed by Mr. Nivelo and sold.” Isn’t that amazing. They killed it and sold it. It may be God 

speaking. It may be a voice from the dead. It may be a demon or the devil himself. But what do 

we humans do when confronted by the awe-ful, mysterious presence of the holy? We kill it and 

sell it. I don’t know what is crazier: that a dead Hasidic Jew could issue warnings in his 

reincarnated fishly form, or that our natural reaction is to club it over the head and put it on ice in 

the market.  

  

When we get talking about following Jesus, it can often seem like madness to those who aren’t 

on the inside of things—and I confess I don’t have the inside perspective of those who are 

reincarnated as fish. At least, not yet. When people look at us, do they think we’re looney 

because we follow Jesus? Paul declared himself to be a “fool for Christ” and others heartily 

agreed with him. Think about those first crazy followers who heard Jesus say, invite, command 

them to “Follow me!” And they did.  

  

I do want to talk to you today about what divine madness it is to follow Jesus Christ. Most 

especially I want to talk with you about what it means to follow Jesus. The best place for me to 

end my ministry, I think, is right here at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. For in the beginning of 

Matthew’s gospel, Jesus steps out with conviction and begins to call people to follow him. I love 

this scene beside the sea of Galilee. It’s the purest, most pristine example of the call Jesus gives 

to each one of us. Jesus doesn’t confront people, or hand them a scroll-tract and tell them just to 

believe in him. He tells them to follow him. I think it’s a miracle that so many people simply 

dropped everything and started following—leaving the only professions they knew in an 

economically depressed land, leaving wives in some instances, leaving their families of origin to 

be sure, and risking everything to follow him. Come on. They were as looney as a talking fish.  

  

Our gospel lesson from the fourth chapter of Matthew gives us the names of those first followers: 

Simon Peter and his brother, Andrew, and two other brothers, James and John, the sons of 

Zebedee. We also know, because the Bible tells us so, that they were fishermen who made their 

living on the Galilean Sea. But nothing in this text explains to us exactly what happened that day 
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when those men heard Jesus say “Follow me,” except that they dropped their nets immediately, 

left old Zebedee behind in the boat, and went off with this man from Nazareth. 

  

What happened in that transforming moment? Was it something in his voice, or the look in his 

eyes, or the magnetic power of his personality that compelled them to go with him? Probably so. 

But we just don’t know for sure why it happened. Yet of this we can be absolutely certain: when 

those disciples decided to follow Jesus, their lives were never the same again. 

  

In all of what I’ve said, there are two important things I’ve learned about following Jesus. The 

first thing I’ve learned is that somehow Jesus calls you. I can’t tell you how; it’s a mystery. But 

the time comes when you hear. The second thing I’ve learned is that somehow, something leads 

you to say Yes. Something inside you absolutely yearns to make a commitment.  

  

Bishop Will Willimon, for years chaplain at Duke University, says that in his more than twenty 

years as Duke’s chaplain, he had maybe twenty angry telephone calls from parents. “Never did 

they say, ‘Help. I sent my child to the university and he got addicted to alcohol,’ or ‘Help. I sent 

my child to college and she became sexually promiscuous.’ No, the calls I got were, ‘Help! I sent 

my child to Duke and she became a religious fanatic!’ Religious fanatic defined as ‘She’s going 

on a two-year mission to Haiti!’” That’s what the parents thought was mad. But their hearts 

yearned to follow Jesus.    

  

Two hundred and fifty years ago, there was a young man named Joseph Periam. Periam was put 

in a mental institution because, while reading George Whitefield’s sermon on the New Birth, he 

had been converted. George Whitefield was a renowned preacher and a colleague of the 

Wesleys. Joseph Periam was the son of respectable parents and was making plans to be an 

attorney, but from the moment he felt Christ’s call, none of that was important to him.  

  

The change was so great in Periam that that his father and friends thought he was mad. What did 

Joseph he do? He fasted and prayed, and he sold his clothes and gave the money to the poor. He 

visited poor people in hospitals, studied the scriptures and attended prayer meetings. Such 

madness! So Joseph was put in the 200-year-old Bedlam Hospital for the mentally ill in London.  

  

Such hospitals were places of terrible abuse and brutality. Each year Bedlam Hospital collected 

enormous sums of money by exhibiting these poor people naked and chained to the walls of their 

dungeons. They would charge admission to gawking spectators. Joseph Periam was put in cell 

number 50 and declared by the hospital authorities to be “Methodistically mad”—evidently that 

diagnosis was found in the best psychiatric literature of the day. Periam wrote Rev. Whitefield 

from Bedlam, saying, “Dear sir, I have read your sermon on the New Birth and hope I shall 

always have a due sense of my dear Redeemer’s goodness to me. I wish, sir, I could have some 

Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament, to enlighten the darkness of my understanding, to 

make me capable of becoming a good soldier of Jesus Christ.”  

  

So Whitefield visited him and a friendship began. But guess what? Not only did the doctors think 

Periam to be mad, but also George Whitefield, and then John and Charles Wesley, all of whom 

came to the hospital to see him. They thought George and Charles and John to be mad because 

they cared for people in prison. They thought them mad because they said God loved them. 
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Those good doctors thought Whitefield and the Wesleys mad because they believed those 

prisoners should have better treatment. All of them, in the doctors’ esteemed opinion, were 

“Methodistically mad.” I guess that’s the diagnosis when hardened hearts start to care. But the 

Wesleys and Whitefield brought about reform in hospitals, mental institutions and prisons. Under 

pressure, Joseph Periam finally was released into the Wesleys’ care and, in time, became a 

schoolteacher in a Methodist mission in Savannah, Georgia. 

  

All of this is to say that you can seem quite normal and sane if you stay in the safe province of 

“believing” in Jesus. But when we actually begin to follow Jesus, people may well think you’re 

crazy. They may well look at you like a talking fish: meshugeneh!  

 

I’ve learned a few things about the lunacy of following Jesus over the course of my years. I’ve 

undergone some transformation in my understanding. So here’s the crucial third lesson I’ve 

gleaned. I can boil it down to one precise statement: following Jesus is not the same as believing 

in him. Ernest Campbell, former pastor at Riverside Church in New York City, recalls reading a 

book by Salvadoran Jesuit Jon Sobrino, called Christology at the Crossroads. Suddenly, 

Campbell says, the author “blew most of my theological ducks out of the water.” It was because 

of this question that Sobrino raised: “Are you following Jesus, or just believing in Christ?”  

  

“Believing” is like the very preliminary step that then leads us to want to follow Jesus. Most of 

us have been asked at some point if we believe in Christ, as if that’s the pinnacle of our faith. 

What is usually sought is an affirmative response to some cherished doctrine the church carries. 

But have you ever been asked if you are following Jesus? It’s an important question. If 

“believing” doesn’t lead to earnest following, then we must not be believing very much. 

“Following” is the thing with Jesus, what he calls us to do. The Greek verb for “follow,” 

akaloutheo, is found eighty-seven times in the Gospels. You see, you can believe and think you 

don’t need to change a thing. You can attend multiple Bible studies and go about your busy life. 

But following will change you. Following Jesus affects your lifestyle, your attitudes, your 

values, your loving and your forgiving. It will change your heart and give you a life that really 

matters.  

  

Ernie Campbell put it this way: “The aim is not Credentes in Christi, to believe in Christ, but 

Sequentia Christi, to follow Christ. And following Christ today means facing up to, and not 

walking away from, the problems and pains of our society: the homeless, the hungry, and the 

hopeless, the children who are abused and the aged who are neglected, the teenage girls who are 

having children, the teenage boys walking into schools with guns, the people who are dying of 

AIDS, the prisons that are chock full. Any who take seriously Jesus’ invitation, ‘Follow me!’, 

will not be able to ignore these contemporary versions of the least, the last and the lost, the 

outcasts, whom Jesus came to seek and to save. Those who follow Jesus will have to ask 

themselves, ‘What does love demand of me as a Christian for these neighbors?’” 

  

So people of God, in particular our graduates, listen to me. We need you to be living sermons on 

the love of Christ. We asking you to be trailblazers of the Christian way. We know you aren’t 

perfect, but we’re asking you to try and follow Christ so we can see what Christ among us looks 

like.   
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But remember this: as with the Wesleys, people often will think you’re mad or deluded for 

caring. People have given up all they have in order to follow Jesus. People, including several 

from this congregation, have gone to distant lands and made considerable financial sacrifices in 

order to forward the cause of Christ, doing ministry in his name. People have chosen to be 

martyred rather than renounce their allegiance to Christ. Are they crazy, or are they 

“Methodistically mad”?  

  

However it happens, whenever it happens, wherever it happens, Jesus is calling you. And if 

anyone in this sanctuary today hears that call within their heart, any of the clergy here this 

morning would be more than willing to talk with you about this important decision of faith—

Suzanne, Lindsey, our two Bishops, two Superintendents and me—it would be our joy. But it is 

not our invitation. It is the invitation of Jesus, just as he called those fishermen by the Sea of 

Galilee, saying to them and to us today, “Follow me!” 

  

And ultimately, this brings us back to Christ’s primary mandate for us, the theme with which we 

began last fall, and from which we can never stray. We are to love. We are to love the Lord our 

God with all of our heart, soul, mind and strength and our neighbor as ourselves. Naturally we 

are guided by the teachings of Jesus and the way he lived his life. But we do not have explicit 

advice or direction about many of the issues that face us in our day. God’s love must guide us. 

We can’t run to Jesus in person or even turn to the Bible and find clear answers. God’s love must 

guide us.  

  

When the Apostle Paul was drawing near the end of his ministry he wrote a letter to the church at 

Philippi which points us in the right direction of love. He wrote, “Finally, beloved, whatever is 

true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is 

commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think on these 

things.”  

  

But what really speaks to my heart is the salutation Paul used in addressing the Philippians. 

“Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in 

the Lord...” He calls this congregation his joy and his crown. As I look out at you today, 

knowing you as well as I now do, you are my joy and my crown. Not through any 

accomplishment of my own, but because I have come to love and care for you. When you 

faithfully follow Christ, loving as he loved, risking today as he risked in his day, you bring me 

joy. What better crown can Paul or any pastor desire than a congregation that is earnestly seeking 

to follow Jesus?  

  

Because of the complexity and uniqueness of our church, I have no way of evaluating whether I 

have succeeded or failed as a pastor. I’m sure it is both. I wrestle constantly with what my life 

means and what difference I make in the place and with the people where I have been sent. But I 

am secure in myself that I have been faithful to my calling and faithful to the gospel I have 

heard. I have felt not only sent here by a wise and prescient Bishop, but I have felt called here. 

But, of course, I am not the only person God has called here. You are called here, too. I know 

this: God is here, and this is the place, and now is the time when God has called you to do 

something that matters.  
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While pastors come and go, remember that God is with you. God wants to do something 

important here on the corner of Maple and Pleasant and in Berkley, and has gathered an amazing 

group of people here to get it done. Pastors Elbert and Shawn will join a blessed clergy team and 

a uniquely talented lay staff and together you will find the leadership you need for such a time as 

this. Today God reminds us again of the question we can only answer with our lives: how are we 

to follow Jesus here, here in the challenging city of Birmingham, Michigan, in the 21st century 

since Christ lived? Beyond your personal reasons for being in this place, I encourage all of you 

to ask how you can follow the one who is the Lord of Love. For then you will be God’s joy and 

crown.  

 

So are you even just a little “mad” for Christ? People will talk.  

Do you have the power to forgive those who injure you? That’s madness. 

Do you have the power to love those who hate you? That’s just crazy.  

Can you turn the other cheek when others insult you because of Christ? That’s madness, 

too. 

Do you choose to attend a church which isn’t always a comfortable place, that is known 

for challenging you to follow Christ, not just giving mouth-service to belief? Why, you 

must be beside yourself.  

Do you choose to take off your bib and instead put on your apron so you can serve 

others? You must be a bunch of bull-goose looneys.  

  

I confess, friends, that I am still growing in these things. Maybe I’m “meshugeneh!” Maybe I’m 

Methodistically mad. I just think it’s the only way to follow Christ with integrity.  

  

And the only way to find the strength and humility to follow Christ is to say Yes to his call and 

to completely place ourselves in God’s hands. John Wesley gave us a prayer he used whenever 

he visited his churches. He used it in his daily life and in his covenant services. You’ve already 

found a copy of this prayer stuck to your worship bulletins and I hope you’ll stick it in your 

wallet and pray it every day as well. I invite you to take it now and pray with me. We’ll use the 

traditional version with Cross and Flame in the upper right corner. May we pray?  

 

I am no longer my own, but thine. 

Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt. 

Put me to doing, put me to suffering. 

Let me be employed by thee or laid aside by thee. 

Exalted for thee or brought low for thee. 

Let me be full, let me be empty. 

Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 

I freely and heartily yield all things to thy pleasure and disposal. 

And now, O glorious and blessed God, 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

thou art mine, and I am thine. 

So be it. 

And the covenant which I have made on earth, 

Let it be ratified in heaven. Amen. 


