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The call to serve God, to follow Christ, is wonderful and holy but it can also be intimidating, 

frightening, and confusing. For example, I’ve been told that at Orthodox ordinations (and this may no 

longer be the case) two men stand on either side of the ordinand, holding his arms so that he can’t run 

away. A magazine article years ago described a violinist who felt a call to go to seminary and seek 

ordination and it so terrified her that whenever the thought of it crossed her mind she would pick up her 

violin and play like mad, evidently hoping to drown out the voice of God. I had a friend back in 

Lancaster who, whenever I told her I was enjoying or looking forward to a particular ministry I was 

engaged in, would insist, “Oh, so then it’s not a real call, is it?” For her, an authentic call to ministry was 

antithetical to being happy. I never understood her reasoning. 

 

My own call to ordination (not to be confused with a call to follow Jesus) developed over time; I did not 

respond “immediately” to anything, but I did keep things “tucked away”. And when I began to doubt 

that I could be cut out for ordained ministry, and wondered if I had the courage to be a priest in Christ’s 

Church, I soon realized that what I feared wasn’t what ordination would require or call out of me; what I 

feared was what baptism was already requiring and calling out of me. Once I made peace with that, 

lifelong church geek that I am, I rushed at seminary like a kid in a candy store. 

 

We’re in the season of biblical “call” stories. Last week John’s gospel gave us a glimpse of Jesus’ 

earliest followers responding to a series of invitations to “Come and see” and to “Follow” – spend time 

w/Jesus, make a decision for yourself. This week, Mark tells us that Jesus was simply walking along the 

shore of the Sea of Galilee, where he happened upon two sets of brothers, all fishermen, and invite them 

to follow him; and with the strong sense of immediacy common to Mark but perhaps not so prevalent in 

John, these brothers do get up and follow him, leaving their astonished fathers behind. 

 

Regardless of which of these stories we read or which one speaks to us more readily, we get a sense of 

the willingness of these earliest followers of Jesus to join up. They may or may not know what they’re in 

for – who am I kidding? Of course they don’t know! – but they see and sense something so compelling in 

this rabbi from Nazareth that they are willing to give up whatever security, whatever domestic 

relationships they currently have to fall in with him. We discussed this passage at the vestry meeting this 

week, and someone pointed out given that Jesus had been traversing the Galilean countryside, 

proclaiming the good news, it’s entirely possible that these brothers had heard him, or heard of him,  

and might have been waiting and hoping for this invitation; I think that’s entirely possible. Still, they left 

all that was familiar and took off after him as soon as that invitation was issued.  

 

Well, some of us are like those four fishermen on the shores of Galilee, and some of us are more like 

Jonah. You know the story of Jonah: told by God to “get and go to Nineveh” because God needed him 

to prophesy to that wicked city and to warn them of their impending destruction at God’s hands,  

Jonah did get up - but he went in the opposite direction instead, boarding a ship for Tarshish. When a 

storm came up that threatened all aboard, and Jonah confessed to the crew that he was running away 

from the God the Hebrews, he told them to hurl him into the sea to save themselves, which they did,  

and God sent a big fish to swallow Jonah (if you don’t know anything else about Jonah, you know that!).  

Three days later, the fish vomits up Jonah on the shore, and that’s where we pick up the story, with God 

giving Jonah another chance – “Get up and go to Nineveh!” This time Jonah obeys. Not only that, the 



people of Nineveh listen to him and obey God, who in turn shows them mercy. Jonah can’t quite handle 

this notion of divine mercy, and that’s where the book ends, with the prophet struggling with the 

reconciling, forgiving nature of the One who called him. 

 

Jonah’s story is more likely satire than history, but it speaks a truth. Answering a call to follow where 

God leads can be risky, and challenging, and inconvenient. It can be upsetting. I think there are more of 

us who struggle like Jonah than quickly get up and follow, like the disciples we’ve been hearing about 

(two of whom were sons of a man named “Jonah”, by the way). For all my eagerness to rush to seminary 

and embrace life “on the block”, as we called Seabury-Western’s Evanston campus, life in seminary is 

rough, and I don’t just mean the academics. In seminary you can expect to have everything you thought 

you knew and believed about God, about Jesus, challenged and questioned; your entire sense of meaning 

of life in the church will be turned inside out; your experience of what worship, of reading and 

understanding scripture, of what it means to follow Jesus, will be broken and shattered and 

reconstructed. At least, that’s what should happen. It’s what happened to me. But it’s really painful. In 

seminary I had my Jonah moments. There were times I wasn’t sure it was worth it. It was.  

 

For the record, I don’t think such experiences are unique to seminarians or the ordained – I think anyone 

who truly commits to following Jesus authentically and genuinely has those experiences from time to 

time: doubts, disorientation when confronted with new ideas, fear of losing the security of an inherited 

yet unquestioned faith. And I’m convinced that if we don’t doubt or wonder or feel fearful at some 

point, then we’re probably not following Jesus as fully and completely as we can and as he desires.  

Those first disciples who seemed to follow him so eagerly really didn’t have a clue what they were in 

for: they would have their faith challenged and their behavior modified; they would have their hearts 

broken at the foot of the cross; and then they would experience something so unbelievably wonderful 

that – well, that they didn’t believe it, most of them, not right away. 

 

Hymn 661, in the “Christian Life” section of our hymnal, contains this text: 

They cast their nets in Galilee just off the hills of brown; 

Such happy, simple fisherfolk, before the Lord came down. 

Contented, peaceful fishermen, before they ever knew 

The peace of God that filled their hearts brimful and broke them too. 

We never know where God is going to call us, or to what new place Christ is going to lead us; the 

distance traveled might just as likely be spiritual, emotional, or psychological as physical or 

geographical. Responding to that call will change your life, in ways you could never guess. It will 

transform you; and just as Christ intended when he called his very first disciples, our own 

transformations will equip each of us, all of us, to change the world with God’s good news. 

 


