“Jesus Is Calling You!”

Mark 1: 14-20

Have you ever heard of the acronym SETI? It stands for Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence. SETI is the collective name of a number of activities that have been undertaken in the last half-century trying to detect intelligent life beyond our own planet. In its early stages SETI received some support by the U.S. Government, but in recent years it has been primarily funded by private sources through the SETI Institute. 

The general approach of SETI was to search the sky, not only with optical telescopes, but also with the use of radio telescopes to see if anyone might be trying to contact us via radio waves. (See  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SETI ) 

Perhaps the most popular astronomer of our lifetime Carl Sagan became interested in the SETI efforts late in his life. I guess one can only study the heavens for so long before one wonders what or who may be out there. Someone who found out about Sagan’s interest in SETI posed the question to him, “Carl, what if we never get any messages from out there?” 

 Sagan’s reply was, “It’s a possibility, but it’s a depressing thought to me that there might be no one in the universe trying to call us.” (In a sermon by Tom Long, “Where You Never Expected to Be.” At www.30goodminutes.org )

Carl Sagan gave voice to one of our deepest human longings. Isn’t it the case that each and every one of us hopes that there is a voice calling to us from beyond our selves? Isn’t it the case that in this grand universe, we yearn to know that we are being summoned by a higher voice; a voice from beyond this world; a voice that can help us understand that we are not alone in the vastness of space; a voice that may perhaps give a higher meaning and purpose to our lives beyond the day-to-day grind we find ourselves in?

 His cousin, who had baptized him and sent him forth into the wilderness to listen for that higher voice, had been arrested. Yes, John had finally ruffled the wrong feathers and now he was in prison. It did not bode well for John. Herod was an evil man and had not hesitated even to kill his own kin when he felt threatened. John was probably not long for this world.

 But in his time in the wilderness, Jesus has heard that larger voice calling, and so, when he got the news that John had been arrested, he never hesitated. He came into Galilee and he came preaching - preaching after the pattern of John; telling folks that the kingdom of God was coming. It was so close you could touch it. It was time – time to get ready; time to repent; time to change our ways; time to put our faith, not in the things of this world, but in the gospel – the “good news.”

 He couldn’t have picked a less auspicious time to start a ministry, but Jesus never hesitated, for he heard his Father calling him. Isn’t that really the only reason people of faith should do something – not because it’s wise or prudent; not because it is reasonable or rational – but because God calls them to do it?

And then as Jesus answers the call of His Father, notice that the next thing he does – the very first act of ministry he performs – according to the earliest gospel writer, Mark – is to extend the call to others. Yes, Jesus starts calling others.

 And it is indeed interesting whom Jesus calls. He does not call kings or princes. He does not call rulers or those in the seats of power. No celebrities are beckoned; no famous ones are summoned. Rather, the ones Jesus called first are common, ordinary fishermen.

 I suppose if anyone is likely to wonder if they will ever hear a larger calling in life, it is the ordinary Joe and Jane. They are the ones who are busy eeking out a living. They’re the ones in the fields and factories or casting nets into the oceans to reap the harvest of the sea and feed the masses. And I can only imagine that such may have been the case to these first four men to whom Jesus calls.

 Simon and Andrew were casting nets along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, because, as Mark in his terse manner says, “they were fishermen.” (v.16) It’s who they were and what they did. No more; no less. ‘They were fishermen.” 

 But Jesus comes along and says, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” And here’s the amazing thing – Mark tells us “immediately, they left their nets and followed Jesus.” (v.18). 

 But then, before we can even comprehend what has happened with Simon and Andrew, Jesus has moved on down the beach and he’s calling others. This time it’s James and John. These guys have had enough success in the fishing business to have a boat. Their dad, Zebedee, must have started the business and was now passing it on to his sons. Without a moments delay, Jesus also calls them. And in just as abrupt a manner, Mark says that James and John left their father in the boat by himself and followed Jesus.

 This is the story laid before us today by Mark. It is concise; almost too much so. I, for one, would like to know more than Mark relays. What were Simon and Andrew, James and John thinking and feeling? Did they know Jesus before he called to them? Why did they respond so immediately? What happened to their fishing businesses and their families? Did old Zebedee get left holding the family business by himself?  So many questions and so few answers.

 But maybe that is the way Mark intends it. For with so little details, we are left to focus our attention on one fact and one fact alone – that Jesus called these men and they answered when called. That and that alone is the message in this story – that Jesus calls us and we are invited to respond.

 And that, my friends, is good news. Why? Because, it means that there is a higher voice beckoning us in the midst of our day-to-day lives. In the run-of-the- mill, everyday life of people like you and me, who are consumed with nets and boats; jobs and mortgages; dirty diapers and dusty floors; ailing economies and aging parents; Jesus comes calling – summoning us to lift our eyes to the stars and realize we have not simply been left to our own devices in the universe; that we are not alone and we have been called; called by name; giving a higher vocation and a mission beyond what we might be able to see right now in the nitty gritty of life. Yes, we may not be kings, rulers or celebrities, but Jesus is calling us, commoners that we are, to consider how we might serve the kingdom of God that is at hand.

 Methodist Bishop William Willamon, used to be the Dean of the Chapel at Duke University. He tells about being invited to a Duke fraternity one evening to give a talk. It seems the university required them to have a certain number of programs each year in order to give fraternities some semblance of respectability. His assigned topic was “Character and College.” Willamon says he couldn’t believe they were dumb enough to invite an old guy like him to come and talk to them about character.

 Willamon says he went to the fraternity house and knocked on the door. The door opened and he was greeted by a young boy all of about 8 or 9 years old. What’s this kid doing here this time of the night? Surely there are rules about young children being in the dorms this late.

 ‘They’re waiting for you in the common room,” he said, “Follow me, I’ll show you where it is.” Will Willamon says they wound their way back to the common room and the fraternity brothers gathered glumly and awaited the presentation. As he began his remarks the little boy climbed up onto the lap of one of the brothers and shortly fell asleep in his arms. 

 Willamon says he hammered away at the college kids pretty good for the moral failures of their generation. A half-hour latter when he finally finished his talk, he asked if there were any questions. Dead silence. So, he thanked them for the honor and began to prepare to leave. As he was making his way out, he noticed the fraternity brother who had held the little boy, standing by the front door lighting up a cigarette. And he overhead him say to the little boy, “You go on and get ready for bed and I’ll come tuck you in and read you a story.”

 Intrigued, he went over to the fraternity brother and said, “Let me ask you; who is the kid?” And the young college student said, “Oh, that’s Darrell, The fraternity is a part of the Durham Big Brother program. We met Darrell that way. His mom is on crack and having a tough time. Sometimes it gets so bad she can’t take care of him. So we told Darrell to call us up when he needs us. We go over and pick him up, and he stays with us until it’s okay to go home. We take him to school, buy him his clothes, books and stuff.”

 Astounded, Willamon said, “That’s amazing, I take back all the stuff I said about you people being bad and irresponsible.”

 And here’s what the fraternity brother said to Willamon, “I tell you what’s amazing.” As he took another drag from his cigarette, “ what’s amazing is that God would pick a guy like me to do something this good for somebody else.” 

(Pulpit Resource, January –March 2006, p.19)

Yes, sometimes God picks the most unlikely of people sometimes to do his will. There is just no telling whom Jesus will call.

 All of us this week I’m sure, regardless of our political stripes, were proud Americans as we watched Barack Obama become the 44th President of the United States and the first American of African descent to do so. As I watched this historic moment, I thought of another story I heard not long ago that you may not be aware of.

 Just a few years ago, they buried in the cemetery of the First Baptist Church of Decatur, Georgia a lady named Grace Thomas. You probably never heard of Grace Thomas. No reason that you should. She was the child of a streetcar conductor from Birmingham, Alabama. She fell in love with a boy from Georgia Tech and moved to Atlanta and married him, full-time wife. To support the family she took a job as a secretary at the state capitol. She was now full-time wife and full-time secretary. 

Through her job she became very interested in politics and the law, so she enrolled at night law school. Now she was a full-time wife, a full-time secretary and a full-time law student. When she finally graduated from law school, she astonished her family by saying, “I’m not going to practice law. I’ve decided to run for political office.” 

They said, “Mother, what office?” 

Expecting her to say school board or library board, she said, “I’m going to run for the governor of Georgia. The highest office in the state.” Now this was 1954 and Grace Thomas ran for governor of Georgia. There were nine candidates that year: eight men and Grace Thomas.

There were nine candidates but there was only one issue. It was 1954 and Brown versus the Board of Education had come forth from the Supreme Court to integrate the public schools. And eight of those candidates for governor said that they thought Georgians ought to resist this every fiber in their being. Only one candidate, Grace Thomas, said that she thought it was the coming of justice. Her campaign slogan was “Say Grace at the polls.” Not many people did. She ran dead last and her family was relieved that she had gotten this out of her system. But she hadn’t. 

In 1962 she ran for the governor of Georgia again. This time the civil rights movement was in full flower and the stakes were high. She went around the state with her message of progress and prosperity and racial harmony. She received death threats on her life and her family feared for her and traveled with her to protect her.

One day, she went to give a campaign speech in the little town of Louisville, Georgia. The centerpiece in Louisville is not a Civil War monument or a county courthouse, it’s an old slave market where human beings were bought and sold. She decided to give her speech under the canopy of that slave market. She addressed a gaggle of farmers and merchants and she pointed at the slave market and said, “This, thank God, has passed and the new has come. It’s time for Georgians to join hands, all races together.” 

Somebody in the crowd shouted at her, “Are you a communist?”

“No!” she said.

“Well, where did you get those goldarned ideas?”

She thought about it for a minute. And then she pointed at the steeple of the First Baptist Church and she said, “I got ‘em over there in Sunday school!” (Long, “Where You Never Expected to Be.”) 

 When Jesus calls, you never know what sort of goldarned ideas you might come up with. But you can be sure of this – they will be kingdom ideas rooted in the Word of God.

 Jesus is still calling people today. People like you and me. There is a larger voice in the universe, beckoning us to a higher vocation. We are not alone in the vastness of space. Our efforts are not futile and our commitment is needed. Will we answer the call? If you are listening today, you WILL hear it. “Follow me,” says Jesus, “Follow me!”
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