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This week’s readings continue the theme of the call to discipleship that began last 

week in the Gospel according to John and in the first book of Samuel.  It took awhile for 

Samuel to understand that it was God calling him but once he did, he was all in for the 

rest of his life.  In the Gospel, Jesus ‘found’ Philip who ‘found’ Nathanael, who wasn’t 

convinced until the Son of God told him some things that only Nathanael himself would 

know. 

But that was then; this is now.  In the Book of Jonah, God calls the reluctant 

prophet to deliver a message to Nineveh for the people there to repent of their sins.  

Resisting, Jonah heads the other way and tries to hide from God. 

It doesn’t work, of course, and in the end, he goes to Nineveh where he makes his 

proclamation.  To his immense surprise, the entire city, realizing how far off the mark 

they had been as a community, believed God, meaning they put their faith and trust in a 

foreign god because they knew Jonah spoke God’s word.  And their faith saved them. 

The Jonah story might be fanciful in a number of ways – mostly the part about a 

big fish swallowing Jonah – but in it, everyone repents, even God.  It also shows that 

God’s power is universal.  If Nineveh, that vast and corrupt pagan city, can turn from 

their evil ways, then anyone can, proving that God will send just the right person at just 

the right time to just the right place to offer salvation. 

Which brings us to Mark.  Today’s reading ends Mark’s prologue, making it the 

end of the beginning, if you will.  It also signals the end of the era of the prophets and the 

beginning of the Kingdom. 

Jesus said, “The kingdom of God has come near.”  The Greek reads, “The 

kingdom of God has approached,” and implies that something has happened but has not 

yet completely arrived.  We see the same linguistic difficulty in the Christmas carol, “Joy 

to the world, the Lord is come.” 
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Bottom line: for Mark’s audience, the time of waiting is over, and the Kingdom is 

near – very near – all because of God’s act in the advent of Jesus. 

Now, John the Baptizer was the right person at the right time and place, preparing 

the way for Jesus.  Jesus follows John, both literally and figuratively.  But now the time 

of John is over.  His arrest is the crucial event that caused and enabled Jesus to begin his 

ministry, and Jesus begins by proclaiming the Gospel. 

John, though, is never to be heard from again; sadly, he never knew that the word 

he proclaimed had been fulfilled. 

Getting down to business, the next thing Jesus did was to gather in some disciples. 

And who did he call?  In the poorest region of the country, along the Sea of 

Galilee, Jesus saw Simon and his brother Andrew at work, fishing, and he said to them, 

“Follow me.”  A little further on, he saw James and John, the sons of Zebedee, mending 

their nets, and he called them too. 

They all got up and left behind a way of life and an occupation that, if nothing 

else, could at least feed them.  James and John also left their father.  Back then, nobody 

walked away from their family.  Yet they somehow knew that Jesus had called them to a 

new way of being, to a new identity: as fishers for people, calling others to places where 

they probably did not plan to go. 

And notice there is no delay – when Jesus calls, you follow.  We follow because 

he has come to us and called us.  As in the story of Samuel’s call, God takes the initiative 

and when God calls, we must respond. 

Mark’s passage begins ominously – John has been arrested.  We suspect that 

Mark’s audience knew and understood the risks and insecurities that following Jesus’ call 

might include.  For Americans, the odds of being persecuted just for following Jesus are 

extremely low, but not so in places like Nigeria and China.  In some places, following 

Jesus can be a risky business. 

Yes, Jesus calls us to discipleship but not at the expense of causing family ruin.  

Zebedee was not left in the lurch by his sons’ sudden departure; his fishing operation was 

still lucrative enough to support some hired men. 

Simon and Andrew worked for themselves and had no apparent family to support, 

so they were free to follow Jesus. 
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But for those who have jobs or family obligations, hearing the call and responding 

to it are two entirely different things.  It took me a long while to come to discipleship, and 

it came at some cost, but the timing was right when I was finally ready and able. 

We know people who sold everything and moved their family in order to attend 

seminary.  And it cost them.  Heeding God’s call is different for everyone and it certainly 

is a more difficult decision to make now than it was two thousand years ago. 

So, who is really taking the first step here?  Jesus does the calling but it’s the 

called who respond.  For Simon and Andrew, James and John, they have no apparent 

skills for ministry; they’re fisherman.  They have no preconceived notions of what it is 

they were called to do.  But now, as disciples, their new role is to watch and learn and to 

follow, which has two meanings: first, literally, to follow behind Jesus as watchful 

observers, and also to take up his ministry after him.  In both senses, we follow Jesus too. 

Christianity has always been about both a moment and a lifetime.  The beginning 

of God’s reign happens in the moment when we hear and respond.  We don’t need to 

know anything about it in advance – ‘Christianity’ wasn’t even a word when Jesus began 

his ministry – but he will teach us what we need to know about being human, and that 

becomes our life’s work. 

God knows someone has to take the first steps toward discipleship and to 

proclaim the good news of the kingdom.  And therefore, God calls us repeatedly, as with 

Samuel or Jonah, and in our response to the call, we choose to take the first step to new 

life as did Simon and Andrew, James and John. 

Entering into this relationship is transformative.  It only takes a moment to say 

Yes, no matter how long it takes for us to get there, but it lasts a lifetime. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 


