I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know Him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may perceive what is the hope to which He has called you, what are the riches of His glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of His power for us who believe, according to the working of His great power. God put this power to work in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. And He has put all things under His feet and has made Him the head over all things for the Church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.                                                                                                                               Ephesians 1:15-23

Jesus went out again beside the sea; the whole crowd gathered around Him, and He taught them. As He was walking along, He saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax-collection station, and He said to him: “Follow me.” And he got up and followed Him. And as He sat at dinner in Levi’s house, many tax collectors and sinners were also sitting with Jesus and His disciples, for there were many who followed Him. When the Scribes of the Pharisees saw that He was eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to His disciples: “Why does He eat with tax collectors and sinners?”  When Jesus heard this, He said to them: “Those who are well have no need of a physician but those who are sick; I have not come to call the righteous but sinners.”                                                                                             Mark 2:13-17
I recently came across an interesting survey: The results of a computerized survey indicate the perfect pastor preaches exactly 15 minutes. He condemns sin but never upsets anyone. He works from 8:00 am to midnight and is also the janitor. He makes $50 a week, wears good clothes, buys good books, drives a good car, and gives about $50 weekly in the offering. He is 28 years old and has been preaching for 30 years. He has a burning desire to work with teenagers and spends all of his time with senior citizens. The perfect pastor smiles all of the time with a straight face because he has a sense of humor that keeps him seriously dedicated to his work. He makes 15 calls daily on church families, shut-ins, and the hospitalized. He spends all of his time door-knocking and is always in his office when needed.
I wonder, do I pass?
Do You Know Jesus?
1. Many years ago, at one of the ecumenical gatherings back in the old country, a Roman Catholic bishop shared with all of us his experience from the trip to Chicago. He said: I was riding on the bus, when this black lady approached me asking: "Do you know Jesus Christ?" I was stunned because I was wearing my clerical collars, and it was obvious that I am a priest. “Don't you see that I am a priest?” I said, but this lady responded: “This is not what I am asking.” What I ask is: ‘Do you know Jesus Christ personally?’" As he continued the story, this bishop shared that for the first time in a long, long time he asked himself the same question: "Do I know Jesus Christ?" He said: “I have been a priest for many years, and a bishop already for several, but somehow, I suddenly realized I have indeed severed my relationship with Jesus Christ by becoming so preoccupied with all the affairs of the church.” Then, he said: “I knew who Jesus is, but this was a ‘head knowledge,’ not the knowledge of my heart.”
2. I applauded that bishop for his honesty, the ability to look at himself and to realize that his responsibilities for the office detached him from his personal relationship with Jesus Christ. I believe however, that this priest's experience was not, and is not, an isolated one. There are so many of us who “know about” Jesus, but who “do not truly know” Him. Many of us, being the religious leaders, the biblical scholars and even the pastors, know so much about Jesus' and of His ministry, of the history of His life, of His death, and of His resurrection, yet somehow we do not truly know Him, for somewhere along the line, our knowledge of Him started to derive from our academic exercises. This may sound strange, if not bizarre, but many people today, including the church goers, also do not know Jesus Christ for who He really is. They know “of Him,” but they do “not know Him.” This might partially be caused because we live in the society that embraces tangible realities of life, but rejects the spiritual, specifically one’s faith. According to modern society, everything we experience need to be scientifically proven, to be valid. Yet, neither the emotions, nor faith are truly tangible values. Ironically, the same society embraces spirituality of the “Tarot” card or the “Palm” readers, the “psychics,” and even the “clairvoyant mediums,” but reject Jesus Christ and the faith of people who believe in Him.
3. The society does not want to accept God by faith, and I have no problem with that because even one of the greatest examples of the “people of faith” Job, needed confessed this: “I had heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You.” Only when God spoke to him through the storm, Job realized that he too knew “about God,” but never truly embraced Him, until the time of the suffering he endured came. Only by embracing God, he remained faithful and truly worshipped Him, even in the deepest distress. Now, remember, Job experienced the most tragic events in anyone’s life. He not only lost his family, his loved ones, but he also lost all of his possessions and even his health, and yet he clung to the hope, despite the advice of all his friends, who indicated the lack of any logic in what he was doing. His hope however, immersed in faith, was something nobody could truly explain or understand, not even Job himself, at least not until he “saw” God in everything he suffered. Faith and hope are the results of one’s personal knowledge of God that comes from the personal relationship with Jesus Christ, one that comes from the heart, not from the reason. Our society needs to finally realize that faith is not a product of reason, but spiritual immersion, acceptance of God through spiritual not physical awareness.  
4. In Mark’s Gospel we see Jesus approach the table where Levi collected taxes, but since Jesus knew the heart of men (as John writes in 2:24), He saw someone who was in obvious pain, someone who though needed help, would not admit to it. So, Jesus turns to him and says: “Come, follow me.” I suspect, when Levi responded to Jesus, he did it because he knew of Him as much as anyone in Capernaum would, but he could see in Him only a popular rabbi. Many biblical scholars, and preachers, still speculate on to the reasons why Levi left everything in his life and followed Jesus. Many sermons were dedicated to this passage, and many theories were created by the biblical scholars on this, but I personally believe that Levi at first followed Jesus primarily because Jesus was a popular teacher, and he might have wanted to hear what Jesus might say. He too might have been willing and even wanting to dine in his company, but Levi did not certainly realize that his response would eventually affect him to the point of changing his entire life. Only after getting to know Jesus, he was able to leave his former life, to embrace Jesus as His follower, and become a disciple whom we know today as St. Matthew, the Evangelist.
5. Today, Jesus may not walk the streets of our cities, of our villages, or our county sides in the same fashion as He did two thousand years ago, yet He still approaches people, and He still calls them, just as He called Levi: "Come, follow me." His call comes in many different ways, but it still comes and reaches people. He does this through His Body, the Church, and He does it through His Word, the Bible, as well as through the life experiences of the people of faith, willing and able to offer comfort, help and encouragement to those who need it. Many people still hear God’s call and respond to Him today, yet sadly, there are also many, if not the most, who just ignore Him and abandon Him. As long as we are here, as long as we are His Church though, we still are able to influence others by offering them a chance to hear and to respond to Jesus’ call: "Come and follow me." Sometimes, I think of that bishop from Poland, because I too find myself sometimes in the situation when I realize I get too much entangled in what I do, and forget to listen to Christ’s voice, and instead try to rationalize what I do, and what prompts my decisions. 
6. It is unfortunate that so many people today do not want to hear, or who prefer not to, accept Jesus’ invitation to follow Him. It also is sad that there are still also many people who, like Philip, His disciple, one of Jesus’ inner circle, despite his experience did not really know Him: “Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me?” (John 14:9a) Jesus had to confront him with. It is so sad that there are still those who prefer to choose their own ways of life, who embrace selfishness, treachery and even self-destruction and even after walking with and listening to Jesus' teaching, after witnessing many of His miracles, decide to, like Judas, to throw away everything Jesus offers. I believe I shared with you the story of Charles Templeton, a well-known Canadian evangelist of  the 1940’s and 50’s, who became an agnostic and eventually embraced atheism, because he begun to doubt. There is nothing wrong with doubt, but he decided to see Jesus just as the historical figure only, and not as a Savior, the Son of God.  His tragedy was that even Satan acknowledge Jesus to be a historical figure, but not a Savior. Jesus however is not just a historical figure; He is much more. Historical figures might be such people as  Socrates, Plato, Luther, Napoleon, but, although influential, they are not divine. Besides, the foremost difference between them and Jesus is that all these people of history are long dead, we know of them from history, but Jesus as our Christ, is still very much alive.  
7. Jesus is our Savior and He lives forever and because of that we may walk with Him and still talk with Him. We may still hear His voice today calling: “Follow me.” People today still can decide to walk with Him and to get to know Him personally, or not, and those who know Him personally have no problems hearing His voice. St. Augustine, one of the great Christian theologians and the “Church Fathers,”  confessed that his conversion to Christianity was prompted by hearing a child's voice say: "take up and read.” Following this he opened the St. Paul's letter to the Romans 13:13-14 which says: “Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the flesh.”  Apostle Paul, according to the Book of Acts, heard Jesus call while traveling to Damascus, and after this experience, he became from the hungry persecutor of the Church, probably the greatest Apostle, certainly the most prolific one.
8. Do we really know Jesus? Although many people got to know Him and followed Him through their life, there are also those who believe that they are unable to do so, because they believe they are “too weak, too imperfect,” even to dare to follow Him. They believe that in order to follow Jesus they have to be of some sort of a super human, a super-Christian, yet, this is absolutely not true, and this is what the real tragedy of many Christians lies. We do not have to be perfect to follow Jesus; we do not have to be super-heroes to fulfill His will, on the contrary, we need to confess our weaknesses, our doubts, our uncertainties, and follow Jesus’ call just as we are, sinful and weak. Just like Levi did. Just like the Apostle Paul did. Just like the St. Augustine did. While doing so, Jesus will keep on always rejuvenating and renewing us. 
 9. Jesus called Levi the tax-collector, a man whose profession was most despised by every Jew and who was seen and perceived as the unforgivable collaborator with Romans, the invaders of Judea. Jesus also called Saul while he was on his murderous trek to Damascus. Jesus spoke to St. Augustine, a rich, spoiled, and nihilistic Roman man. The results of Jesus call? Levi became the Evangelist. Saul became the Apostle Paul. Augustine became not only a Saint but also one of the most important “Church Fathers,” who turning his life around sold everything he possessed except his parents’ house and gave all of the proceeds away to the poor. Such is the power of Jesus’ voice and Jesus’ call. Jesus still calls people today, because He loves us and because He listens to our hearts, even if our hearts are closed shut to Him. Nevertheless, if and when people respond to His call and follow Him, He will strengthen them, just as He strengthened us, and He will encourage them just as He encourages us. 
