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God calls us, not just to do, but to become

For the next few weeks our New Testament lessons are going to come from the first chapter of Mark.  It has always been a chapter that has intrigued me, not just because of what Mark includes, but because of what he leaves out.  Given what you know, if you were going to tell the story of Jesus, believing as you do that Jesus is the son of God and you want to relay that importance to your audience.  How would you start?  Would you start like Luke does by telling stories of the miraculous nature of Jesus’ birth?  Would you begin like Matthew by relating Jesus’ genealogy because it’s important to you that Jesus is descended from Abraham and David?  Mark doesn’t try to convince us that Jesus is the Son of God by who he’s related to or how he was born.  Instead at the beginning of his gospel he simply says that Jesus is the son of God and then tells  us what he does.  And what he does first is goes out and calls some fishermen to come and follow him.  Peter and Andrew, James and John are called.

Jonah was called by God.  We talked last week about how all of us are really called by God.  The question sometimes is do we listen?  Now, let there be no doubt about it, Jonah did listen to God, he just didn’t like what he heard.  You see, God called Jonah to do something he didn’t want to do.  God told Jonah to go to Nineveh and preach, to pronounce God’s judgment on them.  But Jonah was afraid to do that.  He was not afraid of what might happen to him, he was afraid that the Ninevehites might actually listen to him and repent, and he didn’t want that.  You see, Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, a huge empire to the northeast of Israel, pagan, cruel, and often an oppressor of the Israelites.  It would be for us like God saying to take our church and relocate to Teheran or to cut our defense budget in half and send the rest as charity assistance to the North Koreans.  If one thinks of the most intractable, intolerant, anti-democratic, anti-American nation that has ever existed, you may get some idea of how Israelites felt about Nineveh.  And God was telling Jonah to go there and warn them that he was going to destroy that great city unless they repented.  Just in case they actually might listen to him and repent, Jonah decides not to do what God asks, and that way God really will destroy that evil city.  So because Nineveh is to the northeast, Jonah heads southwest.  He gets on a boat and sails the opposite direction from where God wants him to go.  A great storm arises and the boat is in trouble.  The sailors cast all the cargo overboard to lighten the ship.  But Jonah knows that the storm is because of him, so he confesses to his shipmates and to appease the anger of the Lord, they throw him overboard and the sea calms down.  But God is not done with Jonah, so he has a great fish swallow Jonah, and while Jonah is in the belly of the fish he composes a very nice psalm and sings it to the Lord.  After three days in the fish, God makes it vomit Jonah up on to the beach.  Then God speaks to Jonah a second time telling him again to go preach in Nineveh, and this time Jonah obeys.
And lo and behold, the Ninevehites listen and repent.  Jonah has saved them!  That really upsets Jonah, and he goes and sits and says, “Oh I just want to die.  I knew this would happen, I knew that you were a God who was gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.  I knew, I knew it, I’m so depressed.”

If you haven’t caught on by now Jonah is the only real comedy in the Bible.  Jonah, the reluctant prophet, shows us the love of God for all people, not just the ones we think God should love.  It also shows us that when God calls us, he may be calling us to become something different than we assumed we would be.

When Jesus walks by the sea and calls Peter, Andrew, James and John to come follow him, Mark tells us that they immediately leave their nets and their boats and follow him.  Unlike Jonah, they do what they are called to do, or do they?  Remember throughout the stories that Mark is going to tell us, these disciples are hardly prime examples of what a disciple should be.  They are quarrelsome, obtuse, scared, and prideful.  Like Jonah they often think Jesus should do something different than what he does.  But unlike Jonah, they stay with Jesus.  I wonder if this is because the call to these disciples is different.  Jonah was called to go do something for God—go and preach to the city of Nineveh.  When Jesus stops by the Sea of Galilee and speaks to the two sets of brothers and he says to them, Follow me and I will make you fish for people.  This is one of the places where the translation from the Greek is unfortunate.  It might be better translated, Follow me and I will make you fishers of people.  Jesus isn’t ask them to do something, he’s asking them to become something.

If you are like me, you are constantly being asked to do something, and it seems like we run from one thing to another—and I thought this was going to slow down when the kids all left home.  And they are all good things—will you go serve lunch at ministry with Community?—will you take the bread from Panera over to the Juvenile Home?—will you help on my committee?—will you fill in at Sunday school for me?—will you be part of this Bible study group?—will you help with this fundraiser or that project?  And if you are retired, well so much the better!  You don’t have anything else to  do—you can get asked to do so many things!  Jesus does not call Peter and Andrew to come and see if they have the time to be part of an evangelism task force in the city.  He doesn’t call them to come and help him launch a new mission effort.  He doesn’t call them to do, he calls them to be, he calls them to become.  Follow me, and you will become fishers of people.
Tom Landry, the old coach of the Dallas Cowboys once said, “My job is to ask men to do things they never wanted to do in order to become what they always wanted to be.”  Jesus calls us to be—be what we were created to be—children of God.

In a couple of weeks we are going to elect new elders and deacons to lead this church for the next three years.  We are meeting this afternoon for a training session and we can certainly use your prayers, for there is much that elders and deacons are called to do.  But before they are called to do anything, they are called to be—be the spiritual leaders of this church—be the servants of the people—to be part of God’s ministry of reconciliation.  They are called to be ordained officers of the church, not to do officer things.  Before I was ordained to be a minister of word and sacrament in the church, one of my mentors talked with me about what that meant.  He said that even when I wasn’t working, even when I was home with my family, even when I was on vacation, I was still a minister—it is not a job I’m asked to do, it is something new I’m called to be.  Jesus calls all of us to follow him and become his family, his representatives in the world.  Maybe Jonah thought he was just called to do a task he didn’t really want to do, not to be a prophet of the Most High.

Called—now what will we do?  Will we follow or run away?  Will we be Peter or Jonah?  The theologian Edward Schweizer once wrote:  My dear friends, we come to something that I am unable to do.  I cannot tell each of you what this will mean for you individually in actual practice.  It may be that God awaits us on a completely new way of life which opens up before us.  It may be that God awaits us in the midst of our long-standing need.  It may be that on this very day we will say “No” to everything that until now we have built our lives upon and will set out on an entirely new road. It may be that today, at long last, we will say “Yes” to what has been beyond us for years and see it in an altogether different lifht because we can say “Yes,” not “No.” to it.

Jesus says to come and follow and be his disciples—Yes or No?



