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 A Bible story most of us remember is the story of Jonah, the main character from our first 

reading this morning. The familiar part we did not hear, involving Jonah and a fish. The large 

fish, some say a whale, swallowed up Jonah and after three days spit him back up on the shore. 

What we may not remember is why that large fish swallowed Jonah in the first place. Here’s 

what happened: The LORD called Jonah to be his prophet. He sent Jonah to Ninevah, the largest 

city in the known world, the capital of the mighty empire of Assyria. God sent Jonah to preach 

warning and repentance to turn away from their wickedness. Instead, Jonah ran away from the 

Lord’s summons. Rather than obey God, Jonah hops on a boat and tries to flee from his 

appointed task. When a powerful storm threatens to sink the ship, the sailors throw Jonah 

overboard, believing the storm is caused by God’s anger and Jonah the cause. Jonah is 

swallowed by the great fish, lives there for three days until Jonah repents. The fish, to put it less 

then delicately, vomits him up on shore.   

 The story of Jonah is really about second chances from God, and in our first reading 

Jonah is working on his second chance. He finally answers God's call and goes to Nineveh. He 

loudly proclaims God's warning to the evil Ninevites. And, surprise! the wicked people of 

Nineveh actually repent of their sins. God does a most remarkable thing. As the text says, "When 

God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about the 

calamity that he had said he would bring upon them, and he did not do it." Here we see the large-

heartedness of God. God indeed is gracious and merciful and abounding in steadfast love.  

 By changing his mind toward the Ninevites, God shows his call to repent is quite real. He 

fully expected them to listen to Jonah and act upon his word, even though it seems like he was 

planning for the worse. For God to change his mind then reflects the high regard he has for his 

creation. God didn’t think of them as hopelessly evil and completely lost to the wickedness they 

embraced. Yes, He took their wickedness seriously. He even sent Jonah, a reluctant prophet, to 

proclaim the need to change their ways. But God certainly believes his Word may be embraced 

in order to change lives. We are the ones, maybe like Jonah the first time, who believe it’s 

simply impossible for some people to change. How often do we hear stories of someone who 

commits a crime and everyone is quick to write them off as hopelessly evil. Why are we so 

skeptical when someone discovers the grace of God and actually repents and moves in a new 

direction?  But God believes in change and repentance and amendment of life. These are indeed 

very real possibilities, even for someone who commits a terrible crime. 

 In our gospel reading today we hear another call to repentance. Jesus announces the 

coming nearness of God’s kingdom. The time has come and is already here for the world to 

change its mind, to change its direction of life. That’s what the word “repent” means. Like 

making a U-turn in the middle of the street when you realize you've headed down a one-way 

street going the wrong way; hanging a full 180 degree turn. 

 Here, in our gospel reading, there’s something more. The call to repentance is quickly 

followed by a call to follow. Jesus goes to the lakeshore and calls four fisherman, Andrew, Peter, 

James and John. The gospel writer Mark is tantalizingly sparse with details. He doesn't tell us 

whether or not these four had ever met Jesus before this day. There’s no conversation leading up 

to their answer. This sparseness of detail, and quick movement of characters, is a defining 

characteristic of Mark, our gospel writer. Here is a perfect example. Jesus "immediately" calls 

James and John. Simon Peter and Andrew "immediately" leave their nets and begin to follow 



Jesus. Urgency fills the story. No grass is allowed to grow under their feet. The Word of Jesus is 

a powerful word eliciting an immediate response. No hesitation, no calculation. Just go.  

 Jesus’ call to follow him comes to us as well. We hear it first in baptism, when our Lord 

promises we are joined to his cross-shaped life of death and resurrection. The call is in our ears 

and in our lives every day. It doesn't mean we necessarily follow the same model of Simon and 

Andrew and drop our jobs and families in order to become wandering apostles. Rather, Jesus 

calls us within the contexts of our jobs and our families. He wants us to follow him in our lives 

as teachers, or business persons or students or homemakers or machinists or even retirees; 

whatever profession or station of life we are in. 

Let’s face it, though. We hear lots of differing calls to follow something each and every day. 

Some of these other voices are loud and compelling. Young people in school may find it 

uncomfortable to let their friends know they go to church because it’s just not considered cool. A 

call to be popular may be louder. We are called to give sacrificially and generously, yet we are 

bombarded with a million messages that our lives will be so much more fulfilling if we just buy 

the latest model gadget. Or it could be also that the sense of urgency to follow Jesus has simply 

faded into barely a whisper and one day, when the kids are gone and we find ourselves in those 

“empty nest” years we wake up and realize we aren’t attentive to God’s presence in our lives, 

and the call to relax on Sunday morning seems so much more compelling. Jesus’ call, though 

immediate and urgent can get drowned out by other voices. 

 I suppose it’s only natural to answer the calls which seem to promise the most. 

Popularity, status, relaxation; these are all rather enticing. And what does the call to follow 

Christ promise? It promises you will find the true meaning of your life by giving up treasured 

things, letting go of comfortable attitudes and ideas. It promises that you follow a man whose 

popularity came to a crashing halt as a tried and condemned criminal hanging on a cross. It 

promises a life of conflict with other calls in the world; the calls to be popular, the call to seek 

status in possessions, the call to serve yourself above anyone else. At the same time it’s also 

important to note also what the call to follow Jesus doesn't promise. It doesn't promise your life 

will be free from suffering. We are promised a cross to bear. And yet, it’s a strange and 

wonderful contradiction that Jesus calls this cross an easy yoke and light burden. Against all 

appearances, and contrary to other calls, the call to discipleship is enough to carry us the 

distance. Attached to this call is a promise which nothing can defeat. The promise is nothing less 

than the resurrection of our own lives. Why? Because the one who issues the call lives, beyond 

death. Nothing else which promises us wealth or happiness or popularity can make that kind of 

promise. 

 The call to follow our Lord may not always be the loudest, not always the shiniest, but it 

is the only call sealed by a promise which cannot be broken. All other calls must eventually face 

the final condition which separates all things. Popularity must fade away because friends 

eventually fade away. Wealth must pass because we all know we won't be taking it with us. Only 

one, final and truly compelling call remains. The call to live as Christ himself lived and to be 

joined with him forever. Follow him. Amen. 

 


