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Some Bible passages can really capture your attention.  Maybe it’s a story with an intriguing plot, or a poem so beautifully written that it sings in your heart.  Or maybe it’s the message in a certain faith-inspiring passage, or the question a story poses, a theological question that challenges your intellect, exercises your mind, to keep your mental and spiritual muscles from getting flabby and, well, just old and stale.  There are lots of Bible passages that can reach out and grab your attention.  But this morning’s Bible story seems little attention-grabbing, seems really pretty much ho-hum.  It’s mildly interesting, I guess, how Mathias was chosen for a leadership position, the choosing done in prayer but then by casting lots, which is to say, by drawing straws or tossing a coin.  But of what great import to us is their way of choosing leadership?  And of what great import is it that Mathias was the one chosen?  The choice of Mathias could have been significant, had he become a really important leader, whose ministry would be written about to inspire future generations.  But apparently there was nothing especially remarkable about Mathias; in all the rest of the New Testament, he’s never mentioned again, not even in passing.  Apparently, the only thing significant about Mathias is whose place he took, that of Judas.


It seems a rather dull story, the dullness accentuated, I think, by the fact that this story is sandwiched between two dazzlingly dramatic events.  What precedes this story is the last appearance of the resurrected Jesus, his final and dramatically important words to the disciples, and then his awesomely dramatic ascension into heaven.  What follows this story is no less dramatic, the wind, the flame, the wild shaking of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost Day.  With high drama on both sides, this in-between story seems pretty dull, just a lull in the action.  And I was wondering, or more, accurately, I was panicking about how in the world I would get a sermon out of this Bible passage.


But then, I got to thinking about one of my sons-in-law, what he’s taught me about lulls.  Eric is way more than an amateur, who rides his bike for recreation and exercise.  He competes in races as a member of a semi-professional team of cyclists.  I love to go out and watch him race, and I love to watch my daughter Courtney, too, Eric’s wife who stands in the exactly right place and holds a bottle of water exactly the right way, so that while he’s racing, he can snatch it out of her hand.  But the real eye-opener for me was learning what Eric and his teammates do in the weeks between races, in that lull.  They don’t just loll around like couch potatoes.

Each of them works out, to stay physically fit as individuals.  But they do more than that.  During those lulls, they do a lot of strategizing about how they’re going to race together as a team.  See, when a cycling team competes, it isn’t every man for himself, or every woman for herself, not a group of people who may be wearing matching uniforms but who really are competing individually.  They compete as a team.  So, in the lull between races, they spend a lot of time together on training rides, practicing their own individual skills, but also noting each other’s particular skills, later strategizing together about the position each will take all along the race course.  The strategy will be designed to support those who are best in the endurance laps, then to support that gifted sprinter who’s best able to use the last lap to win the race for the team.  Thus, when they take their places at the starting line, the words “get ready, get set” really include a lot more than just the stance of that moment.  Because of the grueling but so important work that they’ve done during the lull, their bodies are honed and positioned and their minds are focused, as individuals and as a team, ready to hear the starter’s voice, or the starter’s gun, that barked “Go!”

So, Peter and the other disciples, maybe what they were doing wasn’t the stuff of high drama, but neither were they lolling around like couch potatoes.  They were using the lull productively, to get ready; they were organizing, strategizing, praying, building the team for what lay ahead.  But, here’s a place where the bicycling analogy reaches a limit, like all analogies finally do.  See, when Eric and his teammates use that lull to prepare, they know what lies ahead, exactly what they are preparing for, what they’ll have to do.  Oh, they may have to make some adjustments along the race course, but by the time they take their places at the starting line, they pretty much know what they need to know.  Well ahead of the event, they know the day and time of the race, where the race will take place, and the rules as well as the courtesies to maintain during the race.  They know, too, the physical and mental challenges they’ll face, the need to push themselves and to pace themselves, the need to remain focused on what they themselves are doing while at the same time remaining alert to the presence of other riders.  And then, of course, they know when it’s over; there’s a definite, discrete and obvious finish line.

It’s not like that for disciples.  We can’t anticipate the race that lies ahead, that is, moments in which our calling as disciples will be acutely heightened, acutely stimulated, we ourselves called to speak, to act, to embody God’s love in someone’s life.

To be sure, we know the basics that are expected of us, like living with a loving attitude, like serving and loving to serve.  But when and where those every day discipleship basics will take on the heightened immediacy of the sacred moment, we don’t know, can’t anticipate.  For example, you go to visit someone you know who’s in the hospital.  What you expect is a nice, brief, friendly visit.  But the person says to you, “The doctor just told me that there’s nothing more to do.  I probably have only a few months left to live.”  Or the person says to you, “The doctor says I’m going to live, but I really don’t want to live, don’t see anything I have to live for.”  You certainly hadn’t anticipated this at all, but there you are, as if suddenly placed on the starting line, you to run that race, as it were, to be more than just a friend, to be the embodiment of God’s love in that hospital room.

You and I know the basics of discipleship, but the particularities of the heightened discipleship moment, we can’t anticipate the when – the day or the time - or the where, whether at home, at work, in a hospital room, on the golf course, out in a fishing boat, at lunch with a friend – or what challenges we’ll encounter physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually.  And neither is there a clear finishing line:  when you leave that hospital room, have you finished what God called you to do?  Maybe, but maybe not.

We disciples can’t anticipate the where, when and what of the race, can’t know exactly what we’ll be called to say or do.  But we can anticipate with certainty that there will be a race; that heightened discipleship moment will indeed happen.  We know that because we, like the first disciples, have heard the parting words of Jesus, the uncertainty about the time when the race will happen, but also, the certainty that there’s a race ahead for us to run.  Just a couple of sentences back from this morning’s Bible passage, we hear Jesus speaking:  “It is not for you to know the times or the periods that the Father has set by his own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

So, the first disciples began to prepare, best as they could.  Having heard Jesus in effect saying, “Get ready, get set…”, the lull was important, not a time of high drama, but a time to do the work, the sometimes grueling work, of getting ready individually, and the work of organizing themselves into a team ready for action.  That lull time, it’s just as important for us, too.  It’s a time to work on ourselves individually, so our discipleship muscles stay fit.  But, also it’s a time to hone teamwork.  We can’t do the whole Good News work by ourselves, so during the lull, we build the team for effective teamwork, we ourselves becoming part of the team or more deeply into it.

We don’t know when the sacred moment will occur or exactly what it will entail, but we do know that we need to be prepared, best as we are able.  So, we go to Sunday School, join Bible study groups, attend lectures, participate in discussions, educate ourselves as broadly and as deeply as we can, about God, about the Bible, about life and death, about other human beings and ourselves, definitely educating ourselves about the gospel message that’s been entrusted to us.

Now, it is true, that when the moment comes, no matter how well we’ve prepared, it won’t be enough.  In that moment, we’ll have to depend on the Lord’s guidance, but here’s good news:  the guidance we need will be there.  Whatever it is that we might be called to say or do, the Holy Spirit will guide us, and it’s guidance we can trust fully.  But, as you’ve probably discovered, there’s something about the preparation you’ve done ahead of time that allows you to hear it better, more accurately, the guidance God offers in that moment.

So, we’ve heard the Lord say, “Get ready, get set…”, and you and I, we know that the lull time is not to be used as lazy, couch potatoes.  It may not be the stuff of high drama, but it’s time to be used productively, as individual disciples and as the team called Church, toward that day, toward that dramatic moment, when the sacred voice calls out, “Go!”
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