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Sermon for January 24, 2021—“An Urgent Call” 

Third Sunday after Epiphany, Year B—Texts: Jonah 1:1-17; Mark 1:14-20 

Our readings this morning are—as they were last week—call stories. And they present 

sharp contrasts in how people respond to God’s calling.  

Jonah was called by God to be a prophet to the city of Nineveh. Instead of going east to 

the city, he gets on a boat and goes west, as far away as he can from the call. His epic 

adventure, worthy of the Odyssey, includes being thrown overboard from a ship during a 

storm, getting swallowed by a whale (or large fish, depending on your translation), and 

finally being thrown up, literally, at the very same point where he started running from 

God and the mission God had for him.  

Now, we could berate Jonah for his lack of faith or courage, but it’s probably more 

helpful if we identify with him. He was given a mission impossible.  

Nineveh was one of the greatest cities of its day. Built by Nimrod, according to the Bible, 

a mighty hunter and warrior before the Lord and the great grandson of Noah. Nineveh 

was the capital of the kingdom of Assyria. It was a city of conquerors with a strong 

commercial base, superior technology (for its time) and a powerful war machine.  

Jonah was from the northern kingdom of Israel which would, in just a few years, be 

conquered by the Assyrians. Relatively speaking it was a relatively worthless strip of 

wilderness that the rest of the world passed through as a way station to somewhere else. 

Nevertheless—Jonah had an important mission. Problem was, Jonah had no credentials 

.for such an act of international diplomacy.  

Imagine yourself suddenly being sent to someplace like the Sudan—a place where the 

government is committing genocide on Christians in the south. God tells you to march 

through the hot desert and tell their leaders to repent, stop the genocide, hold democratic 

elections and respect everyone’s civil rights. Oh—and while you’re at it—God needs you 

to stop lining your own pockets and start using their wealth for the good of the entire 

nation. What do you think would happen? Do you think you could get their leadership to 

repent?  

For that matter, imagine going to Washington, DC and demanding that elected officials 

enact campaign reform and term limits or that they stop pork-barrel spending and 

overhaul the whole corrupt lobbying system. Do you think you could get Congress to 

wear sack cloth and ashes? Umm—probably not. So—do you see what I mean? Jonah 

had a mission impossible. At best he’s a “quixotic” figure—tilting at windmills. 

Isn’t that the way of the world though? I mean, doesn’t the world conspire to make 

Jonah’s out of all of us? Doesn’t it beat us down and tell us that you can’t change 

anything? So we just say, “it is what it is,” fall back in line and make the best life that we 

can for ourselves and our families?  

Our values may tell us we need to head east to Nineveh, but we turn around, walk west 

and get on the boat with Jonah. Why? Because answering God’s call is just too doggone 

hard. And so, we spend much of our precious time, in the belly of the whale—out of 

touch with our calling, out of step with our sense of meaning and purpose. 

Several years ago a book came out called The Politics of Meaning by Michael Lerner. 

The book said that said far too often, we give up on our deepest held values of 
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compassion, caring and community, and that we do so because they don’t seem practical 

in the real world. They’re too hard to live out. So, instead, a culture of selfishness and 

materialism prevails by default. These are the values that we settle for when our deeper 

values seem out of reach. However we label ourselves, politically or religiously, 

individualism, consumerism and materialism are powerful determinates of our lives.  

Ironically, these attitudes give us very little actual freedom and power. What’s more they 

erode community and make it less possible to live the life we want, putting us even more 

out of purpose. Jonah’s way may seem easier at first, but in the end, we get thrown 

overboard and end up in the belly of the whale. 

In contrast to the calling of Jonah, our gospel reading this morning tells of how the first 

four disciples—Peter, Andrew, James and John—are called by Jesus to be disciples. And 

while it takes three chapters for Jonah to get to Nineveh, it only takes the fishermen four 

verses to leave their nets, their security and their families to follow Jesus.  

Personally, I needed several months to think about it. I needed that time to weigh the 

consequences, consult my wife Jane and my family and think about all the implications 

of such an important—and radical—career move. In hindsight, God was pretty patient 

with me. I wouldn’t have blamed him one bit, if he’d have moved on! 

Conversely, Mark tells us nothing of the disciples’ inner deliberations. And as he 

typically does, he merely says, “And immediately—they followed him.” Interestingly, 

the word “immediately” appears over forty times in Mark’s gospel, but not once in 

Jonah! 

This kind of immediacy was captured in a TV show in the late 1990’s. The show was 

“Early Edition.” It was about an average guy named Gary Hobson. Every day—for 

unknown reasons—Gary receives an early edition. of the Chicago Sun Times. However, 

it doesn’t give yesterday’s news, but what’s actually going to happen today. He gets 

tomorrow's newspaper today. He doesn’t know how or why. All he knows is that when 

the early edition hits his doorstep, he has twenty-four hours to set things right. And so, he 

spends his day trying to avert various disasters, and when he’s successful, the news in the 

paper actually changes.  

In episode after episode, Gary changes the lives of an incalculable number of people. He 

makes a remarkable difference and knows that he’s doing so. The show was all about 

wrestling with the dilemmas of our role in the lives of others. The show asked how 

differently would we act if we knew the potential difference our lives make to others? 

What if we, like George Bailey in “It’s a Wonderful Life,” could see the important part 

we play, the effect we have, in the lives of those around us? In a bigger sense, what if we 

knew what part we play in God’s great plan for the world? 

You know, in our cynicism, it’s easy to forget that divine providence—that is, God—can 

and often does, work through us. We don’t realize that God brings about good, often out 

of bad, by weaving together our daily decisions. We don’t consider that our non-

decisions or inactivity, may cause the fabric to unravel until God can find someone else. 

Someone who can still hear and act in faith. Someone who can hear the call “...and 

immediately” follow it. 
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The immediacy of Mark’s Gospel is contained in Jesus’ simple message in the very first 

verse of today’s gospel reading. Jesus says, “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of 

God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” Jesus doesn’t spend a lot 

of time analyzing things and his program isn’t very detailed. He’s more set on making 

God’s kingdom a reality. God is near. God’s power is at work all around you, Jesus says. 

Hear this good news and follow me.  

How could the disciples not follow Jesus? How can we not follow Jesus? 

At one point in John’s gospel, some of Jesus’ followers—finding his teaching too hard to 

accept—make the choice to leave. As they walk away, Jesus turns to the original twelve 

and asks: “Do you also wish to go away?” I love Peter’s answer. “Lord, to whom can 

we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and to know that 

you are the Holy One of God.” And so I ask that obvious question: What about us? Do 

we wish to heed Christ’s call and follow? Or do we wish to go away also? How could we 

not choose to follow? Why would we choose not to follow? 

We talked about the misconceptions people have about being called by God, but the fact 

of the matter is, we do have a choice. Either we heed God’s call and follow Christ or we 

follow the desires of our own hearts. There really is no middle ground. Answering God’s 

call to serve may involve hardships and difficulties. But we have to make a choice and 

my sense is we must make it soon. 

The immediacy of the gospel, found in the urgency of Christ’s call and the ever-growing 

need of the world and our community will not afford us the luxury of waiting forever to 

make that choice. And if you think, “Aw shucks—I missed it—sorry.” Don’t worry—

you’ll get another chance. 

Just before he died, Martin Luther King, Jr. published a book entitled Where Do We Go 

from Here: Chaos or Community? In the book, Dr. King quotes from a sermon. It’s a 

sermon he’d preached one year to the day before his assassination. The sermon reminded 

the congregation that leisure and caution were often our most insidious mode of 

complicity with evil.  

Dr. King said, “We are faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We are confronted 

with the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is 

such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often leaves us 

standing bare and dejected with a lost opportunity. Over the bleached bones and jumbled 

residues of numerous civilizations, are written the pathetic words: ‘Too late.’”  

Too late?  Is that us? Is that what we think? That it’s already too late for us? Is it that 

we’ve heard it all so many times we’ve stopped listening? Is that it—are we cynical? Or 

is it that it frightens us so much that we—like Jonah—run as fast as we can away from 

God’s call? 

Friends, I’m convinced that God’s mercies are new each and every morning. I believe 

that each day brings us new opportunities to serve and new ways to use the gifts God’s 

given us—ways to help people come to know Jesus Christ. Sometimes big. Sometimes 

small.  

 



 4 

What I’m trying to do is encourage us to make the most of the opportunities that come 

our way each day and to do so now. And as I think I mentioned last week, it isn’t just the 

responsibility of a few select Christians, or a certain type of person. Each and every one 

of us knows someone who doesn’t yet know Jesus Christ, but who need to—desperately. 

Heck, we probably each know several people. So why not engage them? Why not invite 

them? Every single one of us—and the Church as a whole—needs to regain a sense of 

urgency, a sense of just how important it is to live out our calling. An urgency that was 

the hallmark of Jesus’ own life and service. 

There was no delay, but “immediately,” he was about his father’s business, doing the 

work he was born to do. The urgency of his mission fill the gospels. There was no 

holding back. No reluctance. No slackness. There was—instead—a blessed “immediate-

ness” about all His work. We should all learn from this perfect example which he’s left 

us. What better place than here. What better time than now. 

I said last week—and it bears repeating—and so once again brothers and sisters, here’s 

the thing: God calls each of us by name and in a personal way. God seeks us out. God 

calls us for a purpose. A good purpose. His purpose. God calls us so that he 

may transform us and our world. And so, each and every one of us must 

choose to listen and to take that call seriously. 

It is an urgent call because of the world’s desperate need; an urgent call to bring healing 

and wholeness, meaning and peace; an urgent call to bring words of life—abundant and 

eternal, “The time is fulfilled ad the kingdom of God has come near, repent, and 

believe in the good news. 

Right here. Right now. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


