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Mark 1:14-20  

     Now after John was arrested, Jesus 

came to Galilee, proclaiming the good 

news of God, and saying, “The time is 

fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has 

come near; repent, and believe in the 

good news.”  As Jesus passed along by 

the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his 

brother Andrew casting a net into the 

sea--for they were fishermen.  And Jesus 

said to them, “Follow me and I will 

make you fish for people.”  And 

immediately they left their nets and 

followed him.  As he went a little farther, 
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he saw James son of Zebedee and his 

brother John, who were in their boat 

mending the nets.  Immediately he called 

them; and they left their father Zebedee 

in the boat with the hired men, and 

followed him.   

 

     Dear Lord, help us to follow Christ 

more closely, love him more dearly, day 

by day, and produce other followers of 

Christ.  Amen. 

 

     It's often the case that we've heard 

Jesus' call for action so many times that 
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it's lost its sense of urgency for us.  A 20-

year-old man in Gainesville, Florida, was 

arrested after making 1,100 calls to 911 

over a 2-day period.  When authorities 

asked why he dialed the emergency 

number so much, he replied that ‘he was 

bored.’   

 

     “When Jesus began to proclaim the 

coming of God's kingdom, many people 

at that time, as they looked at the 

depressing state of the world around 

them, must have assumed that Jesus had 

lost touch with reality.  Marva Dawn and 
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Eugene Peterson observe that “reality is 

what we see on the surface, the 

superficial perspectives we gain, for 

example from the television's evening 

news.  Truth is what is really going on in 

a certain situation.  The reality is that our 

world is full of economic chaos and 

political mayhem; the truth is that Jesus 

Christ is still Lord of the cosmos.”  

(Marva Dawn and Eugene Peterson, The 

Unnecessary Pastor [Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2000], p. 112).   
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     “The logic of repentance inherently 

assumes that the norm to which one turns 

lies in the past, in the character, 

commitment and will of God disclosed 

in Israel's decisive history and 

authoritative scriptures.  As Jesus saw 

things, however, responding to the 

kingdom's coming turns one to the 

future.”  (Leander Keck, Who is Jesus? 

[Columbia, SC: Univ. of South Carolina 

Press, 2000], p. 88).   
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     “If you are on the right track, you will 

get run over if you just sit there.” (Mark 

Twain).   

 

     “Christians are saved not only from 

something but also to something (Christ's 

lordship over all life).”  (Charles Colson 

and Nancy Pearcey, How Now Shall We 

Live? [Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 

1999], p. 296).   

 

     “There is a reason Jesus proclaims 

‘the kingdom of God.’  A kingdom 

implies boundaries, a difference between 
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what is the world, and what is the 

church.”  (William H. Willimon, Pastor: 

The Theology and Practice of Ordained 

Ministry [Nashville: Abingdon, 2002], p. 

242). 

 

     “As a wise counselor once pointed 

out to me, our chronic guilt is the price 

we are willing to pay in order to avoid 

change.”  (Barbara Brown Taylor, 

Speaking of Sin [Cambridge, MA: 

Cowley, 2000], p. 66).   
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     “All reform except a moral one will 

prove unavailing.”  (Thomas Carlyle). 

 

     Repentance for the Christian always 

happens in the context of God's promise 

of forgiveness in Jesus Christ.  

Repentance, therefore, always has the 

end of forgiveness and reconciliation in 

sight.  That being the case, “the prospect 

of forgiveness requires that we take the 

risk of offering words, gestures, and 

actions that break the pattern of loveless-

ness for the sake of reconciliation.”  (L. 

Gregory Jones, in Practicing Our Faith, 
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edited by Dorothy Bass [San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 1997], p. 137).   

 

     Three beneficial questions as one 

seeks to turn around one's life are:  

1. When my life is over, for what do I 

want to be remembered?   

2. What do I want to be doing five, ten, 

and twenty years from now?   

3. What do I want to be sure I am not 

doing five, ten, and twenty years from 

now?  (Ben Carson, The Big Picture 
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[Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 

Publishing House, 1999], p.139).   

 

     President Jimmy Carter, when he was 

ten, was fishing with his father.  He had 

tied the string of fish to his belt loop. 

When it broke all the fish were gone.  “I 

threw my pole up on the nearest sandbar, 

forgot the hooked fish, and began to dive 

madly into the river below where I had 

been standing.  Then I heard Daddy's 

voice calling me: ‘Hot,’ he said, ‘what's 

wrong?’  ‘I've lost the fish, daddy.’  ‘All 

of them?  Mine, too?’  ‘Yes, sir.’  I 
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began to cry, even as I continued diving, 

and the tears and water ran down my 

face together each time I came up for 

breath.  Daddy was rarely patient with 

foolishness or mistakes, but, after a long 

silence, he said, ‘Let them go, Hot.  

There are a lot more fish in the river.  

We'll get them tomorrow.’  Jimmy said 

at that, ‘I almost worshiped him.”  

(Jimmy Carter, An Hour Before Daylight 

[New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001], p. 

107).   

     Sometimes we just have to do our 

best, and even though that seems not 



13 
 

good enough, God knows us better that 

we do, forgives us, and will complete the 

beautiful picture that we have begun for 

our Lord.   

 

     Wishing to encourage her young son's 

progress on the piano, a mother took the 

small boy to a Paderewski concert.  After 

they were seated, the mother spotted a 

friend in the audience and walked down 

the aisle to greet her.  Seizing the 

opportunity to explore the wonders of 

the concert hall, the little boy rose and 

eventually explored his way through a 
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door marked “NO ADMITTANCE.”  

When the house lights dimmed, and the 

concert was about to begin, the mother 

returned to her seat and discovered that 

her son was missing.   

     Suddenly, the curtains parted and 

spotlights focused on the impressive 

Steinway on stage.  In horror, the mother 

saw her little boy sitting at the keyboard, 

innocently picking out “Twinkle, 

Twinkle Little Star.”   

     At that moment, the great piano 

master made his entrance, quickly moved 

to the piano, sat down next to the little 
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boy and said, “Don't quit.  Keep 

playing.”  Then leaning over, Paderewski 

reached down with his left hand and 

began filling in a bass part.  Soon his 

right arm reached around to the other 

side of the child, and he added a running 

obligation.  Together, the old master and 

the young novice transformed a 

frightening situation into a wonderfully 

creative experience.  The audience was 

mesmerized.   

     That's the way it is with God. What 

we can accomplish on our own is hardly 

noteworthy.  We try our best, but the 
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results aren’t exactly graceful flowing 

music.  With the hand of the Master 

though, our life's work truly can be 

beautiful.  So, the next time you set out 

to accomplish great feats, listen carefully 

and you can hear the voice of the Master, 

whispering in your ear, “Don't quit.  

Keep playing.”  Feel God's loving arms 

around you.  Know that God's strong 

hands are playing the concerto of your 

life.  Remember, God doesn't call the 

equipped, God equips the called.  Your 

worst days are never so bad that you are 

beyond the reach of God's grace.  And 
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your best days are never so good that 

you are beyond the need of God's grace.   

 

     The late H. King Oehmig, who wrote 

for the Episcopal publication called 

“Synthesis”, said he thinks Episcopalians 

are not all that convicted of our faith.  He 

said, “Faith can be a hand-me-down, a 

collective belonging, while conversion, 

[repentance and believing] by definition, 

implies that a personal choice has been 

made.  That is why,” he says, “it is 

possible to be raised as a ‘good 

Episcopalian’ and at the same time be 
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largely unconverted to Christ.”  One 

needs to be “grasped by a new way of 

thinking and being in the world.  There 

[must be] a conscious adopting of a new 

set of values, a reshaping of what one 

considers important.  A profound change 

[needs to] occur.  There is established a 

new center of gravity--one that often 

draws the converted person in a single, 

revised direction.  In conversion, there is 

always an identifiable change in what 

one trusts in and what one has loyalty 

and dedication to.”  The disciples heard 

Jesus.  They believed him and in him.  
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They committed to him.  They followed 

through.  And “thus Jesus’ own work 

acquired extended arms and legs.”   

     “So, the question each of us has to 

answer in their own heart today is, am I 

really converted?  Or am I satisfied with 

being a cultural Christian, just living a 

relatively good life, doing occasional 

good, but not really standing for the 

things Jesus has called us to stand for, 

seeing our neighbor as a thing of 

irrelevance and even scorn when it 

comes to our witness to them of faith in 
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Jesus Christ.  “Why should they benefit 

from my faith?”   

     If we all think that way, then the way 

Jesus taught his disciples and us through 

the apostles’ successors is pretty much a 

sham, a falsehood, something we maybe 

are a bit ashamed of.  Then perhaps we 

have not understood Jesus’ call to us to 

repent and believe, and then to go to find 

others to tell the good news that the 

kingdom of God is at hand.   

     But if we have repented of our many 

sins, if we have believed in Jesus as our 

Lord and Savior, then it behooves us to 
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get with the program and tell others 

about the way to God’s heavenly 

kingdom through him.   

     “For God so loved the world, that he 

gave his only begotten Son, that 

whosoever believes in him shall not 

perish, but shall have eternal life.” 

 

     “…Mark leaves out the process 

because, in the end, the process is not the 

point.  The point is that Jesus finds us, 

calls us, and the call is to go with him.  

This is about committing to the person of 

Jesus Christ.  It’s not about committing 



22 
 

to a doctrinal statement or a program or 

some denominational tradition—it’s 

about personal commitment to Christ. 

Jesus never said—“Come, be a 

Christian” or “Come, embrace this 

philosophy” or “Come, do this ministry.”  

He said, “Come with me --belong to me-

-follow me.”   

<> 

     The Rev. Julie Pennington-Russell, a 

Baptist minister in Georgia wrote, ‘We 

had this couple in our home for dinner 

and the man began to talk with Tim and 

me about where his life was going.  “I 
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want to believe,” he said, “that my best 

days aren't behind me, and that my life 

can still count, can still make a 

difference for God.”  He sat at our table 

with his head in his hands.  “I just can't 

help but feel like I've blown all of my 

best chances,” he bemoaned.  That's 

when his wife, who's just this wonderful, 

middle-aged bohemian Texas flower 

child kind of woman, reached over and 

took his hand and said--and I'll never 

forget this--she said, “Baby, you've got 

to take your sticky fingers off that 

steering wheel.  If God could yank Jesus 
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out of a grave, I figure he can make 

something beautiful out of busted parts.”  

And I tell you what --if I live to be a 

hundred and ten, I don't expect to hear 

the gospel better articulated than that.’   

-The Rev. Julie Pennington-Russell is 

the pastor of First Baptist Church in 

Decatur, GA. 

 

     In C. S. Lewis’ story of The Lion, the 

Witch and the Wardrobe Mr. Beaver tells 

the four children who sit at his feet 

hearing about the Lion who will come to 

save Narnia from its unending winter, 
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“Course he isn’t safe!  But he’s good. 

He’s the King, I tell you.”   

 

     The last quality of a good fisherman 

is key: the longer you do it, the better 

you get. If you haven’t been fishing 

much for Christ in life, chances are that 

you are not very good at it. It takes a 

while, but you keep at it, and pretty soon, 

you become a more experienced fisher of 

men and fisher of men, so that more 

people are caught for Jesus Christ.   
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     Jesus said to Simon Peter and you and 

me, “Today, I will teach you to become a 

fisher of people, that these people may 

be caught for Christ.”  Simon Peter and 

his brother and cousins dropped 

everything else to learn this new 

behavior, this new skill, this new way of 

living.  In the future, they would learn 

about love, forgiveness and prayer.  But 

on this day, they began learning to fish 

for Jesus Christ.   

- Edward F. Markquart, Lutheran pastor 
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     “Have we missed the point 

somewhere along the line that the leaders 

of the church and the followers in the 

church are fragile, imperfect human 

beings and that Jesus chose them 

precisely because he wanted a human 

church?  If he wanted something better, 

he should have turned it over not to the 

philosophers in Rome but to the 

Seraphim.”   

- Father Andrew M. Greeley 

 

     God does not call the perfect, God 

perfects the called.   
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     Amen 
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Description: The call of Christ to his first 

followers is simple and direct.  His first 

proclamation is “The time is fulfilled, 

and the kingdom of God has come near; 

repent, and believe in the good news.”  

He does not first train his closest 

followers, he simply calls them, and they 

follow.  Our own lives are sufficient for 

us to be fishers of people for Christ.  We 

only need to step up to the need to 

proclaim the Kingdom of God is at hand, 

repent and believe, just as did Jesus.   
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     Fishing can be very boring.  One may 

stand or sit for hours waiting for the first 

bite.  But you have to be constantly 

attentive in case your line gets a tug.  

And you may have to cast your lure over 

and over again before anything happens, 

and sometimes nothing happens for a 

very long time.  On the Sea of Galilee 

the fishing was by nets that had to be 

cast over and over again and then 

dragged back to the boat.  Sometimes 

you would have a catch of fish and 

sometimes you would have an empty net.  

But regardless, you would have to recast 
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that net again and again, regardless of 

success or failure.  That was the job of 

the Galilean fishermen Jesus called to 

follow him that day at the sea shore.   

     The story in the Gospel of Mark 

which we just heard is probably 

truncated, shortened, a bit; it seems 

likely that Jesus had encountered Peter, 

Andrew, James, and John before they 

received their call.  In the Gospel 

according to John, no mention is made at 

first of Jesus walking by the sea shore to 

meet those disciples.  They first heard 

about Jesus when John the Baptist 
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motions toward Jesus and calls him the 

“Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 

the world,” and then they go to hear what 

Jesus had to say.  So it seems reasonable 

that Jesus had impressed them already 

before that day at the seashore when he 

began calling and collecting his very first 

disciples.   

     But suppose someone called you to 

go on a new adventure, one that may 

involve risk, one without a well-defined 

job description, one that may require you 

to relocate, but you would be following 

someone you had learned about first.  
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And if Jesus could impress those first 

disciples, he surely had done so before 

he began his calling walk on the 

coastline of the Sea of Galilee.   

     The disciples are faced with a 

decision to go with Jesus or to keep on 

fishing, for fish.  Indeed, the prospect of 

fishing for people would seem to be a 

more fulfilling task than catching and 

cleaning stinky fish!  And if they had 

seen Jesus’ miraculous power of 

persuasion of both minds and nature, 

what more could a person ask?   
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     Nowadays, I think people seem to 

equate a call from Christ to be a call to 

ordination.  I was at a national 

conference these past few days and 

overheard two lay people chatting with 

each other; one was a Warden of a 

church, and the question they were 

discussing was if they were going to seek 

ordination.  The Warden averred that she 

was not really thinking that way.  She 

had a two-year-old son whose future 

education was foremost in her mind.  So, 

going to seminary was probably the least 

likely thing she might do with her life.  
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And with the cost of seminary education 

being a six-digit figure, such 

consideration of how to repay that 

enormous student loan is certainly a deal 

breaker.  An alternative has apparently 

been the case in this diocese which has a 

“Bishop’s School” that some have 

enrolled in to become priests.  It is far 

less expensive but is not a fully 

recognized or certified seminary 

education, yet it is one that turns out 

what might call “Canon Nine” priests 

who can serve in only this diocese, I 

believe.  This process was first used in 
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the dioceses of Montana and Idaho, but 

those dioceses have now terminated 

those programs, as the future 

employment of those priests was always 

limited at best.  But it is still an option 

here in the Diocese of Bethlehem.   

     But is Christ only calling people to 

the priesthood, or to be deacons or 

bishops?   

     I personally believe this diocese has 

greatly neglected the calling and training 

of deacons, which is done in a process 

very similar to the Bishop’s School, and 

which I believe does use that school in 
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the process.  These deacons are vital to 

the functioning of every church, I 

believe, especially churches with full 

time ministries.  And to have such a 

church without a deacon would be way 

out of the norm in many dioceses; but 

the process of having more deacons 

among us must be a focus of each 

bishop, a focus which I think is 

absolutely necessary.  Deacons serve 

away from the church which sponsors 

them, as a pretty firm rule.  A deacon is 

raised up from the congregation, but she 

or he is to serve elsewhere where they do 
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not look upon the deacon as just another 

lay person.   

     But lay ministry is still the primary 

calling of most in the church.   

     As I look back on my career, I realize 

that I have held almost every job a lay 

person can have, beginning with being 

an usher at Trinity Church, Wall Street, 

an acolyte and crucifer at St. Bart’s on 

Park Avenue, a vestry member, a lay 

employee of that church, a lay pastoral 

calling person at that church, and then 

finally a seminarian at another church—

seminarians need to have a broader 
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experience than in their home church 

since they will be serving the whole 

church in a variety of settings.   

     I went from Wall Street to Park 

Avenue, to Madison Avenue, to West 

End Avenue, to serving simultaneously 

in the South Bronx, a place I could not 

have remotely conceived of as where I 

would be working for over two years, 

moving between Madison Avenue and 

the Grand Concourse.  Then suddenly 

after that I was called to help in a church 

in Connecticut where our Palm Sunday 

procession went from the Yacht Club up 
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the hill to Trinity Church Southport.  

My, what a difference from the South 

Bronx!  But the requirement at each 

point was simply to get up and follow 

Christ wherever he was leading me.  And 

that was the charge I followed here when 

the bishop was looking for someone who 

had some experience serving in an 

environment which had been strongly 

challenged by addiction.   

     The Lord seems to know where our 

skills can be best put to work.  And our 

training always has a way to be used.  

The Lord’s calling is a carefully 
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orchestrated one, one which uses skills 

we often do not think we have, but which 

uses our interests to guide us into 

pathways to help others on their spiritual 

journey.  The key is to say yes and to 

follow up with our affirmation wherever 

it may lead, and whatever it may require 

us to do.  And oftentimes what we may 

think is not important may be the most 

important thing we should be doing at 

any point in time.  But stagnation is 

never the result.   

Fishers of fish probably do stagnate; but 

it seems highly unlikely that Peter, 
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Andrew, James, and John and the other 

disciples ever stagnated.  They were 

constantly challenged; they had no gold, 

but they did have the healing touch, the 

healing prayer, the healing word.  They 

had no connection with the political 

powers that be, and were frequently in 

conflict with those powers.  They didn’t 

choose Nikes over the needy, as one 

person has put it, but somehow their 

daily needs were always met.  Saints 

may be cooks like Brother Lawrence, 

accountants like Levi or Matthew, fisher 

folk like Peter, Andrew, James and John, 
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rabble rousers like the apostle Simon the 

Zealot, doctors like Luke, and so on.  But 

if we listen carefully, God will tell us 

what is in store for us, but often we only 

know the superficialities of the challenge 

before we really face it.  And in Peter, 

Andrew, James, and John, Jesus must 

have focused on the patience of the 

fishermen, their ability to do heavy 

manual work, their ability to support 

their families, their ability to sell their 

product, and their ability to think deeply 

about the challenges and inconsistencies 

of life.  They did not receive seminary 
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educations before they were called, but 

of course they had the best teacher 

anyone could hope for, Jesus Christ 

himself, creator of the world, the Gospel, 

and everything in between.   

     For me, I happened to be at the right 

place at the right time in seminary, and I 

was able to get Professor Raymond 

Brown, the world renown specialist on 

the Gospel according to John, to be my 

thesis professor; Father Brown died 

suddenly a few years after I left 

seminary, but I have been eternally 

grateful that I saw the opportunity to 
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study under him and took that 

opportunity.  It was a spectacular gift to 

have him as one’s teacher.   

      The first sentence in today’s Gospel 

lesson establishes the immediacy of 

God’s call: “The time is fulfilled.”  The 

time is now.  It is urgent.  Don’t get 

distracted.  What God has promised is 

with you.  Don’t keep looking for 

something else.  Here it is.   

     Then Jesus says what it is that is so 

important: it is not just anything that has 

happened.  The most profound and 

worthy thing in all the world and for all 
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time has occurred.  The intersection of 

our universe with the eternal habitation 

of God is right here.  It is within our 

grasp; it is so close.  The kingdom of 

God can be reached.  “The kingdom of 

God has come near.”   

     So, we ask, how can we get this 

incredibly valuable thing?  How do we 

achieve the entrance to the kingdom of 

God?   

“Repent, and believe in the good news,” 

Jesus says.  Three things are there in 

Jesus’ statement: “repent”, “believe”, 

and “the good news.”  So, Jesus affirms 
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that what he is offering is “good news”, 

not just any kind of news, not the bad 

news we routinely hear on television or 

radio--“all the crime, all the time”, as 

someone has paraphrased it.  No, it is not 

crime we are focusing on here.  It is the 

kingdom of heaven, and that is good 

news.  The image of the opposite 

perhaps comes through our minds, the 

kingdom of hell, burning, sulfurous 

smoke, devils with pitchforks—of course 

Jesus does not portray any of these 

things here, but he does seem to at least 
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allude to them elsewhere in his parables-

-just not the pitchforks, or the devils!   

     I watched an interesting movie a few 

years ago on television called, “Catfish”, 

which the New York Times called one of 

the “most intriguing movies” of the time.  

It is a story of relationships made 

through Facebook and shows how the 

people we think we meet on the internet 

may be from those who are actually 

writing to us.  Near the end of the movie 

one of the characters tells the story of 

English codfish being brought across 

continents to China, but what they found 
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was that by the time the codfish arrived 

in China they were lifeless and tasted 

very watery and bland.  A discovery was 

made perhaps by happenstance that if a 

catfish were included in each of the 

barrels of codfish that the catfish would 

nip at the codfish and keep the cod 

swimming vigorously during the 

transportation.  The result was healthy 

and good tasting codfish when they 

arrived in China.  What I think we 

twenty-first century Christians need is a 

spiritual catfish to keep us from become 

stale and lifeless.  We need those who 



52 
 

challenge our assumptions about our 

faith and keep us on our toes about what 

we really believe and care about.  The 

catfish nipping at our edges are 

benefitting our abilities to spread the 

gospel of Jesus Christ.   

     We are called to be fishers of people; 

find out how you can introduce someone 

new to the Kingdom of God.  We are not 

to focus on how much of a club we can 

make our church, but we need to focus 

on how our church can be a magnet for 

those seeking Christ’s Kingdom.  Each 
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of us has a role in being a part of that 

great spiritual magnet.   

     So maybe I or someone in your 

family or a friend or an acquaintance will 

be the one to be your catfish, to enable 

you to begin rethinking your faith, to see 

how vibrant you can become as a 

Christian, so you and I can become a 

‘reproducing Christian’ and follow 

Christ all our days.  Amen.   

 


