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Today’s unique blend of readings are full of contrast in how people respond to the call of God. God called 

Jonah to become a prophet for the people in Nineveh. If you read the whole story of Jonah, you will see that he 

doesn’t always do what God says. Instead of heeding God’s call and heading east, he goes west, running as far 

away from the call as possible. The epic adventure to follow has Jonah being thrown overboard, swallowed by a 

whale, and finally thrown up by this creature three days later. It’s easy for us to sit back in our pew and berate 

Jonah for his lack of faith in his God or for his lack of courage, but it’s more helpful to identify with this man 

for a moment. 

 

Jonah was given a nearly impossible mission. Nineveh, which is located in present day Iraq, was one of the 

greatest cities of its time. It was a war machine full of conquerors and materialistic individuals. They held onto 

their pride when they should’ve been holding on to God’s word. Jonah was born out on a strip of wilderness 

that the rest of the world passed through on their way to bigger and better things; like when people pass through 

Connecticut to get to New York City. Jonah had no type of credentials for this act of ancient international 

diplomacy. Imagine yourself being called to a place where Christians are openly and violently persecuted. You 

tell their government to stop the persecution, respect everyone’s civil rights, and to use their power to provide 

democracy for the people. Do you think you could ever get their leadership to dress up in sack cloth and bow 

humbly before God? 

 

The world conspires to make Jonahs out of all of us. The world beats us over the head with the idea that we 

cannot and will not change the big picture. We should just fall in line like everyone else and do the best job we 

can for ourselves and our families. Our values tell us to head to Nineveh. However, at the last second, we turn 

around and head in the opposite direction and get on Jonah’s boat. Because it’s too hard. We too spend time in 

the belly of the whale, out of touch with what God has planned for us. Jesus tells us that this individualistic 

approach to life will lead to our demise.  

 

In Mark’s Gospel, we read the story of how four of Jesus’ disciples received their calling. While it takes three 

chapters for Jonah to reach Nineveh, these disciples heed their call in merely four verses. The fishermen leave 

their nets and their families to follow this guy. I know I would at least need a night to think through such a huge 

career move. But of course, by the time I had thought things out, Jesus would have moved on to the next town. 

The author tells us nothing of their inner thoughts. Mark merely says “And immediately, they followed him.” 

The connecting phrase, “and immediately,” is the most frequented phrase in this Gospel, occurring 33 times in 

just 16 chapters. The immediacy of Mark’s Gospel is reinforced in Mark 1:14, “The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God has come near, repent, and believe in the good news." Jesus refused to spend a lot of time 

analyzing the big picture. He didn’t write a twelve volume manifesto on how the Earth operates.  

  

We often find ourselves taken with the whole “idea of Jesus.” There was once this cool guy who talked about 

how we should love and accept everyone. He had some big enemies because he made friends with lonely but 

amazing people. He kept the wine flowing once at this wild party.” This idea of Jesus is fragile and flimsy. The 

real Jesus, the living, breathing Christ, springs up from the page. He calls us to a life of true discipleship. Like 

the fishermen Jesus found that day in Galilee, we have nets in our lives we refuse to let go of. Security blankets 

that make us feel safe, but are preventing us from stepping out of our comfort zone. If you think a life of 

following Jesus means change will never occur, you are merely following the “idea of Jesus.” Following the 

Jesus who calls his disciples away from their nets means change is necessary.  



 

This flimsy “idea of Jesus” can only provide us a home like a sandcastle built by a toddler on a windy day. It 

collapses the second things get tough. The idea of Jesus may bring us to Salem a couple Sundays a month, but it 

won’t instill a burning desire to seek Christ the other six days of the week. It will not issue a directive to 

encounter Christ in every person we come across, friend or stranger. It will not motivate us to help the 

oppressed, the sick, and the broken hearted. Or to make a world full of acceptance for all a reality.  

 

Sometimes, we run back to our nets because this newness frightens us. If you know me at all, you know 

comedian and actress Amy Poehler is near the top of my list of favorite humans. In her book, titled Yes Please, 

she says this: “People who are committing and taking risks become the king and queen of my prom. People are 

their most beautiful when they are laughing, crying, dancing, playing, telling the truth, and being chased in a 

fun way.” Jesus promises us constant moments like this if we take the risk and make the commitment to follow 

Him. Not once, but daily. Following Him is a nomadic experience. In a perfect world, we are trying our best to 

bring the Kingdom of Heaven to this Earth. Our true home is a person. We will always have a true home by His 

side. Just like the Psalmist beautifully proclaims- “For God alone I wait in silence; truly, my hope is in God. 

God alone is my rock and my salvation, my stronghold, so that I shall never be shaken. In God is my 

deliverance and my honor; God is my strong rock and my refuge.” 

 

I was recently babysitting a boy with social anxiety. I’ve known him for three years, and am privileged to see 

him grow. We were cuddling on the couch, eating mozzarella sticks and watching Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles, when he looked up at me and said “You are my hero.” He then showed me his blue journal he keeps for 

school and told me that the teacher had his class write about someone they saw as a hero. The entry read: “Miss 

Katie babysits for me sometimes. She is so nice to everyone no matter who they are. She has helped me a lot 

when I feel anxious. That is why she is my hero.”  

 

I think at some point in our academic careers, we all had to write about someone we saw as a hero. I will tell 

you who my hero is. My hero is my babicka, my grandmother,  who picked me up from school one day, looked 

me right in the eye, and told me that someone’s sexual orientation does not make them an issue. My hero is the 

girl know who finally summoned the courage the other day to tell her Bible-wielding father about her girlfriend 

of two years. My hero is little Benny-boy, one of my five year old campers who told me that God loved him 

enough to give him two daddies instead of one. My heroes are Luis and Miguel, family friends who have 

fostered dozens upon dozens of children whom the system deemed “unwanted.” My heroes are several of the 

10,000 followers on my blog who are making a difference for LGBT youth every day.  

 

We have been blessed with this cranky, beautiful faith. But I just don’t think I, or anyone could ever free 

ourselves from self-interest to reliably know that something we felt in our hearts is being authorized by God and 

not by ourselves. And sometimes, when people think God is giving them instructions on some aspect of their 

lives, it conveniently seems to occur where they have the option to place themselves and their way of thinking 

above others. But even when operating out of the best of intentions, we need to realize we are not all Walmart 

employees. We can’t constantly be swarming around asking “can I help you?” We should respect whatever 

answer we’re given. Even if it means the person on the ground would prefer to struggle to get up by 

themselves.  
 

But the thing to keep in mind here, is when we use God to place ourselves above others, that is exactly the 

opposite of what Jesus himself did. Personally, I don’t want to be around people who judge or talk about how 

others conduct their lives. I want to be around people that dream and support and do things in the name of the 

Lord. If there’s anything I’ve learned during my first two years of college, it’s that there’s power in looking 

silly and not caring what others think. Jesus turned the world on its ear by breeding reconciliation between all 

peoples for the life of the world. At Salem, it should be our goal to continue that work, to break down the walls 

of hostility to the point that there is no longer “us” and “them.” When we break down those walls, we will soar 

to heights we never thought possible. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


