
Who’s Calling 

 [Mark 1:14-20; January 21, 2018] 

 

 When the first Christians met in secret, some heard the whole Gospel of Mark read aloud 

to them, beginning to end; that’s why it races by.  The first half takes place along the Sea of 

Galilee — which is a freshwater lake — thirteen miles long, and seven miles wide.  It is the lowest 

lake in the world — six hundred eighty-five feet below sea level — and when the wind tears through 

the canyon, there are be wild storms.   

 And in Jesus’ time, the whole region was being transformed from a patchwork of small 

villages into an enterprise zone run by Rome.  Rome took control of the lake and the harbors; 

Romans demanded half of the catch to feed the army or ship overseas packed in salt for a good 

profit.  The local fishermen were being forced out, couldn’t scrape by.  This is where Jesus one day 

starts his ministry, along the shore: 

A Reading from the Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 1:14-20 

 
 14After John was arrested, Jesus came into the Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, 15and 

saying, “The hour is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is near.  Repent, and believe in the good 

news.”  16And as Jesus passed along the Sea of the Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew 

casting nets into the sea — for they were fishermen, 17and Jesus said to them, “Come follow me 

and I will make you fishers of people.”  18And at once they dropped their nets and followed him.  
19And going on little farther, he saw James, the son of Zebedee and his brother John in their boat 

mending the nets.  20And at once he called them, and they leaving their father Zebedee in the boat 

with the hired hands, they followed him. 

—-Translated by Willis Barnstone 

* 



 One startling thing about Mark’s story is that he doesn’t give many details, doesn’t say very 

much these people or why they follow.   

 Or what they’re following — “Repent.  Believe in the good news.”  Chances are they’ve heard 

that message already, perhaps from John. 

 Repent is a verb, though, whose meaning got twisted much later on, mainly to scold.  We 

think it orders, “You’d better feel bad, better confess, you little sneak.”  

 We think of penitents wailing and whipping themselves when the Black Death came, as if 

they might drive misfortune away with enough shame.   

 For most first century Jews, repent meant something different — meant to “to turn back,” or 

“to return.”   The prophets tell us that people repented once they were told they were free to go home 

— home to where God waited, with open arms. 

 I think that preaching a lot more “Come home” and a little less “you’ve been bad,” can make a 

church a happier, healthier place. . . .  

* 

Today, Jesus says, “Follow me,” and these fishermen drop what they’re doing.  They ask no 

questions — doesn’t that strike you as somewhat strange?  They set out on a journey without any 

money, haven’t a clue where they’ll stay, what they’ll eat, what to expect if they ever arrive.   

Vaya con Díos. 

If we were trying to create a movement to help and to heal, how would we start?   Would 

we sit down with some bankers and lawyers, tried-and-true leaders — or would we take jump about 

anyone we ran into, wandering the streets?  

For Mark, that is how Jesus starts out, apparently — he doesn’t pick people we might 

describe as especially brave or especially wise, influential, or holy. 



It’s as if he deliberately sets out to prove, AGive me a few rough volunteers, and I’ll reveal just 

how much they will somehow be able to do.@ 

* 

Peter, Andrew, and James, and John walk away from everything that they know, everyone 

they could count on when times got hard.  Leaving their nets behind also means leaving their 

neighbors and families, their old identity, people’s assumptions about who they were. . . . 

 And what Jesus invites them to sounds more awkward in Greek than in our smoothed-out 

English version.  Mark has Jesus say, “I will make you to become fishers of people.”  

 Greek wasn’t Mark’s first language, probably. 

 But that phrasing suggests Jesus has something bigger, stranger, in a mind than a job offer.  

He won’t expect men to bring their old skills to a new set of chores.  He’s daring them “Follow me, 

and you will become somebody different.  You know the world the way fishermen know it, the way poor people 

from Galilee do.  I can show you how God wants it to be.” 

 Try to imagine yourself by that boat, or on that shore, casting your nets, doing your job—

grading exams, loading a truck — whatever else is.  What might possess you to run after somebody 

you just met? 

 Barbara Brown Taylor, a wonderful writer Judy and I like to cite now and then, warns if we 

fret about this, we are probably missing the point.  Dwelling on what the disciples gave up, and 

whether we would, too, may be like placing the emphasis “on the wrong syllable.” 

 This is a story about God, she says, not about followers, not about us.  This scripture, 

Taylor claims, affirms “the power of God — to walk right up to a quartet of fishermen and work a miracle, 

creating faith where there was no faith. . . a few moments before.” 

 They couldn’t help but say yes. . . . 

 That’s an answer that doesn’t quite fit in our culture, since we are convinced we are in 

charge; nobody else.  We’re the ones who decide what’s going to happen; no one’s the boss of me.   



True or untrue, that belief’s not in the Gospel of Mark. 

 Over the centuries, “what we. . . have lost along the way is a . . . sense of the power of God — to 

recruit [those who’ve] made terrible choices, to invade the most hapless lives and fill them with light; [even] 

to sneak up on people [worrying] about lunch. . . [maybe to] smack them upside the head with glory.”1  

 That can happen, perhaps, when “the kingdom of God is near.” 

 Actually, in Greek, “eggizo” — “to come near” — also means “to join one thing to another.”  Grace 

comes when “our wills spill into the will of God.” 

* 

 Here, what happens to Peter, Andrew, James and John could happen to anyone who hears 

the Gospel and takes it to heart.  Mark believes God calls everyone, and is already at work in our 

lives, sometimes in ways we can’t detect. 

 They are different ways we can listen, of course; there are different ways for God to speak 

to us.   We won’t hear if we’re not paying attention — not just to surface things, but to what’s 

going on deeper inside us where God usually speaks. 

 Theologians have a special word for that voice.  It is “vocation” — from Latin “vocare” — 

which means to call.  Vocation doesn’t just indicate what trade or profession we’re drawn to.   It 

covers all the ways we’re called to live as God’s people as best we can.  Parker Palmer, a Quaker 

explains that “Vocation does not mean a goal that I pursue.  It means a calling that I hear.” 

 It means that, one day, we shift from being a passive believer who admires Christ, and find 

ourselves becoming, little by little, an actual disciple. . . . 

* 

 You find yourself doing some work you didn’t used to do. 

																																																													
1	I’ve taken this and some earlier quotes from “Miracle on the Beach,” in Barbara Brown Taylor’s Home By Another Way 
(Cambridge, MA:  Copley Pub, 1999), p. 40. 



 You may find yourself, oddly enough, in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife — wondering 

how to build a library in another part of the world — say, at a girl’s school off in Tanzania. . . . 

 You may find yourself teaching English to eight people one Tuesday, and six the week after, 

and twelve after that in what used to be a church.  They’ve come here from Somalia, Honduras, 

wherever, and — maybe — they’re grateful, you feel it, you know — but you’re not getting paid. . . . 

 You may find yourself volunteering for hospice — visiting someone who hasn’t much time, 

and you sit and you read to her when she asks, and you really listen. . . . 

 You respond to a call — your vocation finds you.   And you may ask yourself, how did I get here? 

* 

 We can live as disciples, honestly, out running errands, just buying groceries — if we are  

willing and able to see one another as Jesus did, and find our own faces among all those strangers 

he stopped to bless. 

 And that isn’t so hard.  One poet who’s tried to is Marie Howe, so this morning I’ll leave 

you with her brave attempt, which she calls “The Star Market”: 

 The people Jesus loved were shopping at the Star Market yesterday. 
 An old lead-colored man standing next to me at the checkout 
 breathed so heavily I had to step back a few steps. 
 
 Even after his bags were packed he still stood, breathing hard and 
 hawking into his hand.  The feeble, the lame, I could hardly look at them: 
 shuffling through the aisles, they smelled of decay, as if the Star Market 
 
 had declared a day off for the able-bodied, and I had wandered in 
 with the rest of them — sour milk, bad meat— 
 looking for cereal and spring water. 
 
 Jesus must have been a saint, I said to myself, looking for my lost car 
 in the parking lot later, stumbling among the people who would have 
 been lowered into rooms by ropes, who would have crept 
 



 out of caves or crawled from the corners of public baths on their hands 
 and knees begging for mercy. 
 
 If I touch only the hem of his garment, one woman thought, 
 could I bear the look on his face when he wheels around? 

* 

 Today’s scripture, bare as it is, really does tell us all that we need to figure out why a 

handful of fishermen set off with Christ.  They saw his face they heard his voice, and they stopped 

what they were doing because — maybe there’s no other explanation — they fell in love.  Here’s 

where a Palestinian Jew differs from other prophets and philosophers, and doesn=t sound quite 

like anyone else from ages past.  

We can be carried away by ideas, excited by lots of new possibilities.  We can get all stirred 

up thanks to a slogan, program, or technique.  But we can only fall in love — deeply, painfully, 

wonderfully, helplessly —  actually fall in love with another person.   

For Mark, that is the reason God needed a body, a human face, and voice. 

 God bless you all. 


