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Newly divorced 39-year-old Elizabeth, an urban planner, moves to New York City for a fresh start.  
She meets her friends Kate, a kindergarten teacher, and Lucas, a community organizer, in the park.  
Kate suggests that Elizabeth start using the name ‘Liz’ and should seek out new experiences.  Lucas 
suggests that she go back to her college nickname ‘Beth’ and she should start making professional 
connections in the city.  ‘Liz’ stays in the park with Kate while ‘Beth’ leaves with Lucas. 1 That is the 
launching pad for a musical named “If/Then” that premiered at the National Theater in D.C. in 
November and will start on Broadway in March.  The rest of the show depicts two paths that 
Elizabeth’s life as Liz or as Beth could take.  As the alternate stories play out, to keep the audience 
from being overly confused, the director employs a color-coded lighting system: red background 
lighting for one tale, blue for the other, and purple for instances in which the narrative applies to 
both. 2 Whether the main character stays in the park with Kate or leaves with Lucas, the audience 
gets to see how Elizabeth’s vocational life and family life play out quite differently based on that one 
decision. 
 
Of course, in real life we don’t get to find out how our life would play out differently if we made 
choice ‘red’ instead of choice ‘blue.’  When we take a particular off ramp in life’s journey, that choice 
opens up possibilities in one direction and closes out other possibilities in another.  In Matthew’s 
account where Jesus calls four people to follow him, I am struck that it is emphasized that they had 
to leave something behind in order to follow.  These four who would become disciples had been 
fishermen.  Andrew and Simon are described as leaving their fishing nets behind, while John and 
James leave both their boat and their father behind.      
We live in an age when many want to ‘have it all,’ to have their cake and eat it too.  Or as Yogi Berra 
supposedly said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”  There are times, however, when we 
have to make choices.  We can’t go both left and right.  We make a decision to try to follow or we 
don’t.  If we do try to follow Jesus, then we will leave certain options behind.  Some of those choices 
significantly impact our lives. 
 
Let’s explore the vocational aspect of what the fishermen from Galilee left behind to follow Jesus.  
Matthew tells us that two left their nets behind, two others left their boat behind.  They would not 
continue to fish for fish for a while.  In the past, they had a job that would feed them day by day.  But 
here was an opportunity to explore a relationship that would nourish them for a lifetime.  They left 
behind business as usual.  Something about that person named Jesus called them to strike out in a 
new direction that would lead them to encounter the very realm of God.  They left behind a lower 
priority catch for a higher priority one, when Jesus told them that they would eventually be fishing 
for people instead of perch.  That doesn’t mean that each one of us must leave our occupation in 
order to be a follower of Jesus Christ, although some of us might do so.  The word ‘vocation’ comes 
from the Greek word for calling.  If we have a calling to do a particular job, then we have a calling 
higher still, a vocation to follow Jesus.  It affects what we view as important, as that which truly 
enriches life and what does not.  In order to do this, we leave behind some of our selfish priorities 
and seek to serve God’s purposes wherever we may be.   
 
James and John are also described as leaving their father in order to follow Jesus.  They did not 
leave behind all familial relationships.  Two sets of brothers went together to follow Jesus.  But 
James and John are described as leaving their father, Zebedee, behind.  To follow Jesus, we may have 
to leave behind the idea that there is no allegiance deeper than to our biological families.  Followers 



of Jesus build relationship with him and with other followers, where we become extended family to 
one another.  Some of us come from dysfunctional families of origin, but in following Jesus Christ, 
we grow not only as individuals in relation to God, but as those who seek to be part of a new 
community of care and support.  Presbyterian pastor and author Frederick Buechner wrote, “the 
best moments any of us have as human beings are those moments when for a little while it is 
possible to escape the squirrel cage of being me into the landscape of being us.” 3 I would add that 
as we do so, we leave behind certain egocentric priorities as we begin to recognize that we 
ourselves are not the be-all and end-all of everything.  Jesus calls us to leave behind the squirrel 
cage in order to discover a whole new landscape. 
 
In order to venture out, we will need to leave behind some of the comfort that comes with thinking 
we know what tomorrow will likely bring.  When those who had been fishermen laid down their 
nets, they began a new adventure in following Jesus.  We will have encounters that we would not 
otherwise have if we were not followers.  We will have opportunity to build relationships with folks 
we would not otherwise have met.  Some of that adventure will be an interior journey as we deal 
with ourselves in new ways, and some of that will be an exterior journey as we move toward others 
with new purpose and openness.    
 
I’ve been talking about what we leave behind in following Jesus.  Among the things we don’t have to 
leave behind are our questions.  Perhaps we delve into even more quandaries than we did before, 
not even always finding complete answers.  Perhaps we will need to leave behind our fondness for 
simplistic answers.  And when answers to life’s deep questions don’t have the completeness we 
seek, we may also need to leave behind our shallow cynicism, our harsh skepticism, as we search 
for God’s good intent for each and for all.  As we do so, we may not find each and every answer we 
seek, but we will encounter an Answerer who leads us toward a fuller kind of living.   
Today is a Sunday when we ordain and install those who this congregation has elected to serve as 
ruling elders or deacons in this congregation.  These are followers of Jesus who are leaders in our 
midst.  They take on a search to actively use their talents and gifts to serve the life and ministry of 
Jesus Christ in this place as they seek God’s will for our congregation.  Others who are not officers 
do not follow Jesus in any diminished capacity, but these being ordained and/or installed will 
commit to following the ways of the love and justice of Jesus Christ.   
 
The promotional material for the play I spoke about at the beginning of this sermon talks about the 
play as “the intersection of choice and chance, where the road you take meets the road you didn’t.” 4 
You and I make many choices throughout our lives that impact ourselves and others.  We generally 
don’t get to see how making a different choice at a critical juncture would make life turn out 
differently.  But there may be no more significant choice that we make than to commit ourselves to 
following Jesus Christ.  Yes, we will have to leave behind certain priorities and practices.  But what 
we will encounter isn’t just by chance – it is what God opens up to us as the journey of a lifetime 
with the One who gives us life itself.   
  
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/If/Then_(musical) 
2 http://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/theater_dance/ifthen-at-the-
national/2013/11/25/e1412aa8-55f2-11e3-bdbf-097ab2a3dc2b_story.html 
3Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking  
4 http://www.ifthenthemusical.com/ 
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