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Reflection for January 24, 2021 
 

Jonah 3:1-5, 10 & Mark 1:14-20 
 
Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”  
           And immediately they left their nets and followed him.                              —Mark 1.17-18 
 

A people as one rise from fear and grief 
and choose hope and justice. 
People do rise.  
People get up from familiar nets 
and follow a leader into a future 
unknown but trusted, 
a new day— a gift of God 
and the work of the people.  
 
Every moment  
we're invited to leave the familiar. 
Clouds still hover, the dawn comes slow; 
but in the receding darkness 
we bear no angry torches: 
we raise candles of hope, the light of love. 
We become the future we choose. 
For a new day we give thanks 
and follow in a new way, 
knowing for it to be a new day 
we must become new people.  
We celebrate, getting up  
from what we know 
and walking step by step  
into what we don't know 
with the One 
who knows us. 
God bless us and lead us, for we need it deeply.   
                                                                                                                        by Steve Garnaas-Holmes  

 
Today’s two sacred stories vibrate with one another. They both have themes of 
calling and response, of repentance, and of God at work in the world. There is 
movement in these stories. 
 
The text from Jonah is just a small part of the larger story, a story that is almost 
comical. I remember in junior high at the end of the season the coaches of my 
basketball team gave out humorous awards to all the players. Mine was for 
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“Reading more than talking; and dancing more than walking.” I was a peculiar kid. 
If we were going to give an award to Jonah it might be “Most Reluctant Prophet.”  
 
The lectionary has omitted much of Jonah’s story. It has skipped over the first 
time that the word of the Lord comes to Jonah and tells him to go to Nineveh and 
“cry out against it” (Jonah 1:2). Instead of following God’s call, Jonah tries to flee 
to Tarshish. It skips the part where the ship Jonah is on encounters a great storm, 
and how the sailors cry out to their god to no prevail. So, they wake Jonah up 
from his nap (another funny part of the story, Jonah napping while the storm 
raged) and told him to call on his god to save them from perishing. Then they cast 
lots to see whose fault the storm was – you got it; the lot fell on our favourite 
prophet! Of course, the sailors want to know who he is and what he has done. He 
might be reluctant, but he was honest, he told them that he was fleeing the 
presence of the Lord. And he told them that the way to quiet the storm was to 
throw him into the sea. The sailors were reluctant, and they cried out to the Lord, 
they did not want to perish but they also did not want his death on their hands. 
Finally, they toss him in the water and “the sea ceased from its raging.” (Jonah 
1:15). Then the Lord provides a large fish to swallow up Jonah. In the belly of the 
fish he prays to God, and the Lord speaks to the fish and it “Spewed Jonah out 
upon dry land” (Jonah 2:10). 
 
And here is the part that Jane read to us. The word of the Lord came to Jonah a 
second time. It is a surprising, counter-intuitive move on God’s part, and it 
embodies one of the book’s overarching themes: to achieve divine purposes, God 
saves and sends not “the best” but some pretty questionable, unreliable 
characters. This time Jonah follows the call. He goes to Nineveh and delivers one 
of the shortest sermons ever, it is just 5 words in Hebrew, “40 days more, and 
Nineveh shall be overthrown.” Jonah conveys the uncompromising oracle of 
impending destruction to the Ninevites. There is not much wiggle room or chance 
for deliverance from judgement in these words. 
 
The real miracle of this story is not the part of Jonah in the fish. It is that the 
whole city of Nineveh, every person, including the king (and I think it is important 
that the king is part of the community repentance), even the animals wrap 
themselves in sackcloth and repent. They change their ways. They have 40 days to 
do it, but the story is that they do not hesitate like Jonah did. They respond 
immediately. The people of Nineveh are like the sailors who also are not 
Hebrews; as soon as they know, they too repent (Jonah 2). “And when God saw 
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what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed God’s mind 
about the calamity that God has said God would bring upon them; and he did not 
do it.” (Jonah 3:10).  
 
Some commentators have wondered if Jonah’s reluctance to follow God’s call to 
give the message to the Ninevites has to do with the fact that Jonah knows God, 
and God’s merciful nature. That he knows the Lord will extend mercy to the city. 
Now, you have to understand that Nineveh was a powerful city, it would become 
the capitol of Assyria. Nineveh can be understood as representing the wicked, 
bloodthirsty power of empire that would bring a particularly savage and cruel end 
to the Kingdom of Israel. Jonah was very much a Hebrew prophet. It has been said 
that he did not want God to show mercy or compassion to Nineveh. I confess that 
there have been times in my life where I have had to work against those feelings 
myself -against certain people, certain organizations, even governments. There 
are some out there (churches refusing to follow COVID-19 protocols -not to name 
names) that I think deserve what they get. But this story shows that is not God’s 
way. The good news of God’s grace is that it is for everyone, not just the people 
who are my friends or think the way I do. 
 
There are so many juicy parts to this “great” story. There is the drama of “who 
knows” what God will do. God is a radically free agent unbound by human 
expectations. And there are the spiritually astute non-Hebrews. We get to see 
people who do not have Jonah’s religious “training” or ability to “hear” from God, 
and yet, they respond with prayers and repentance.  
 
The book of Jonah proclaims that even a people whose society was built on 
violence and oppression, such as the Assyrians, were able to repent, to change 
their ways. It moved God’s heart. There is hope in this story. A hope that we need. 
The hope that God’s love extends to all. 
 
And that brings us to the gospel reading, Mark’s account of the calling of the first 
disciples. I have always found this passage both inspiring and intimidating. I find it 
inspiring because of the decisiveness and immediacy of the response of the four 
disciples mentioned in today’s reading. But I also find it a tad intimidating because 
it seems to set the bar so high. Leave everything…to follow a nomadic preacher 
into an unknown future…immediately. 
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Today’s passage comes right after Jesus’ baptism and his time in the wilderness. 
Jesus comes to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. His proclamation is to 
the point, “the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God has come near, repent and 
believe in the good news.” (Mark 1:15). These are Jesus’ first public words as a 
preacher. This one verse packs a big punch. It is a keynote verse for the whole 
gospel of Mark.  

The word for “time” is kairos, signifying an opportune time and decisive moment 
because God is about to act. Jesus has a clear sense of what time it is, the time is 
now. One commentator said that in one sense Jesus is saying “enough is enough”. 
He has had a chance to survey the society around him and he knows that he has 
got to do something – that he has a calling to live out. Can you feel the urgency? 
The time is now – to glimpse something new, to live into something different and 
to see God’s power in brand new ways. 

“The time is fulfilled” – “fulfilled” would seem to suggest that something is 
accomplished, finished. And yet the gospel story is just beginning. God’s promised 
future is both now and, at the same time, not yet. “The kingdom of God has come 
near.” (Mark 1:15).  

Repentance is a theme in this passage, as well as the passage from Jonah. In 
previous sermons, I have talked about having to get over my dislike for the word 
repentance. It has used and abused by preachers over the years. This is where 
looking into the original language and its meaning can be helpful. This comes from 
the Greek word Metanoia (Met-a-no-i), meaning “to be of a new mind” or a “new 
heart”. Turn around and take a hold of something better than what you have 
now. Wrap your mind around a new reality. Have your mind blown by what God is 
doing in Jesus. A different reality is breaking into the world, different from the 
lies, oppression, hate, even death that currently rule our world.  The kingdom of 
God is breaking into our world. Believe in the good news. 

There are a couple places I saw God breaking in this week. In the inauguration of a 
new United States president. Whether you like Biden or not, the hope that was 
present at the ceremony and his calls for unity, the lack of violence after what 
happened a couple of weeks ago in that very same place. In the message of the 
young poet, Amanda Gorman: 

“There is always light, if only we are brave enough to see it. 
If only we are brave enough to be it.” 
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That was God’s kingdom breaking in. That is good news.  

Another experience of that hope happened when I saw a friend’s toddler and she 
smiled at me and called me by my name. It was hard to deny all the possibility 
that was wrapped up in that tiny, beautiful package. These experiences were of 
different scales, but both are reminders of the Good News – that there is a new 
way coming and that it is already breaking in. It is both here and not yet fully 
realized. 

With brevity the text sets the scene and introduces the brothers, first Simon and 
Andrew, and then James and John, and their profession “for they were 
fishermen.” 

One kind of employment, fishing, will be transfigured into another, sharing the 
“good news.”  Simon and Andrew respond in an instant without further 
conversation. They leave their nets, the sign of their former profession. Likewise, 
James and John, leave their father and the hired men, their fishing colleagues, to 
follow the preacher. 

The words of the text do not describe the tone of Jesus’ voice. It might be 
imagined as an authoritative command, a gentle invitation, or a prophetic call. 
Without question or delay the fishers obey. The gospel of Mark will demonstrate 
the work of exorcising, healing, feeding in which these disciples will join. There 
will be many times after this day when their questions and doubts and failure to 
understand will be at the forefront of the gospel’s attention. But here, there is no 
hesitation - they answer Jesus by getting up and following. 

Barbara Brown Taylor has famously called this episode in Mark a “miracle on the 

beach”: these fishermen have never met Jesus, and yet after hearing just two 

words from him, they “immediately” leave everything behind — family, friends, 

livelihood — and follow him. Read this way, it is a story about God’s power to 

move us, to turn us around, to miraculously make disciples in the blink of an eye; 

and at the same time, it is a story about the sometimes sudden, life-changing 

power of faith. The story also prompts us to wonder about those fishermen, 

about what it was that prepared them, that made them so ready and willing to 

hear Jesus’ invitation, drop everything, and go. 
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It is worth noting that Jesus does not say, “Believe in this way of thinking, and 

follow me” or “Sign on to this cause and follow me.” The sheer minimalism of the 

invitation is startling — and worth thinking about. He simply says, “Follow me.” It 

may signal that, while intellectual and practical life do come into play in 

discipleship, they are not really the heart of the matter; Jesus is the heart of the 

matter. Thinking and acting are important, of course, but these evolve over time 

as we learn and grow; the constant in discipleship is the ongoing relationship with 

Jesus, the togetherness, the give-and-take, the struggle, and the openness to 

learning anew every day. “Follow me.” The German theologian Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer emphasizes this aspect of Jesus’ call; for Bonhoeffer, the most striking 

thing about it is that it is “void of all content.” There is no program here, no plan, 

no persuasive set of promises. Only a call to companionship, to closeness, to living 

together along the Way. 

In calling the fishermen to discipleship, Jesus does not just ask them to add one 

more task to their busy lives. He calls them into new ways of being. 

In Mark’s gospel we see how this early decision needs to be reaffirmed and even 

corrected time and again. Becoming a faithful disciple take both a moment and a 

lifetime. Christianity is always both for now and for the long haul. Holding these 

perspectives together is something we should pay attention to as we pray and 

plan for the future of our own community of faith. As we look for ways that we 

can follow God’s call.  

This story, like the Jonah story, has a sense of community. That the work of the 

kingdom is work that is meant to be done with other people. It is Jesus’ work to 

bring salvation to the world. It is the disciples work to witness to the Good News 

they experienced in Jesus. It is our work to witness to how God is breaking into 

the world in this particular time and place, and to join in that work. 

God’s call manifests in a thousand different ways, and we respond in a thousand 

more, from courage to reluctance to hopping on the next ship out of town. But 

there is at least one golden thread running through it all: God’s calling is 

frequently surprising and unpredictable, spilling over the edges of conventional 

wisdom in ways that are more than a little bit wild. Who is called? Not the 

supposedly brightest and best, but a half-hearted coward (Jonah), or the lowest 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dietrich_Bonhoeffer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dietrich_Bonhoeffer
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ones on the ladder of social status (Simon, Andrew, James, and John). And to 

what end? So, God might save our enemies (Nineveh). So, the world might turn 

upside down in a magnificent Jubilee. Or for no apparent reason at all apart from 

companionship itself (“Follow me”), that mode of love that lives and walks 

together, calling and supporting each other as we go. 

I wonder… 

• where God is breaking into your life? 

• Where in your life is calling for a new mind or a new heart? 

• How God is blowing your mind these days? 

• How God is calling you to participate? 

• How you will respond? 
 
Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”  
             And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  
                             —Mark 1.17-18 
God, can I hear the call? 
Do I listen?  
Raise my head from my consuming tasks 
 
to listen for another voice? 
Do I recognize your voice when I hear it? 
 
And when you call, 
call me to service, to healing, to justice— 
what do I need to leave behind to get up and follow? 
What nets entangle me, 
the familiar, the safe, the comfortable? 
Will I let go of people's kindness? 
A sense of entitlement to peace and security? 
Do I see the webs of injustice 
that benefit me and hurt others, 
entangling nets I have tended and mended— 
can I let go? 
 
Give me heart to let them go, 
let them go, 
let them go, 
and get up 
and follow you.  

by Steve Garnaas-Holmes 
 

Nancy Walker 


