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“Follow Me”
Jonah 3:1-5, 10 & Mark 1:14-20
Our reading from The Book of Jonah is a story built around a prophet named Jonah.  He is said to have prophesied during the days of King Jeroboam II of Israel sometime during the eighth century BCE (2 Kings 14:25).  

God calls Jonah to preach repentance to the Assyrians living in Nineveh.  But he resists and is reluctant to fulfill the obligations of his prophetic tasks.  The story includes the episode of Jonah and the great fish.
The episode captures our imagination not only as adults but as children.  What an adventure it must have been for Jonah to be swallowed up by a great fish for three days and three nights and then spewed out on dry land!  

Yet we know the story is not so much about Jonah’s adventure in the belly of a great fish than it is about what happens when the people of Nineveh repent and experience God’s mercy and steadfast love.  When Jonah is spewed out on dry land he finally responds to God’s second call to preach repentance to the Assyrians.  
When Jonah warns the Assyrians that the city will be destroyed unless they repent, the people believe him and that he is a prophet from God.  They show signs of remorse by fasting and wearing coarse garments.  
We assume that Jonah will be pleased but we learn not only he is displeased, he is also very angry.  After all that he had been through, Jonah is convinced that the people of Nineveh deserve to be destroyed.  But when he finally heeds God’s call, the people respond and Nineveh is saved.

If we think about Jonah, it would seem we live in a world no different than that of Jonah’s day.  Like Jonah, we may be tempted to look upon ourselves as deserving of God’s mercy and steadfast love and that others, like the people of Nineveh, are more deserving of God’s judgment and punishment.  

This notion of judgment and punishment has its parallels in our reading from The Gospel According to Mark.  It  begins with the arrest of John the Baptizer. It was John who proclaimed the coming of the Messiah in the wilderness.  We learn that Jesus was baptized and spent time being tested in the wilderness.

Now we read that John has been arrested for criticizing Herod’s marriage to Herodias.  It was John who preached about baptism for the forgiveness of sins.  (Mark 1:4)  It was John who said of Jesus, “I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” (Mark 1:8)

John’s ministry has come to an end and the time has come for Jesus to begin his ministry.  From this time on everything will be different.  Albert Nolan in his book Jesus before Christianity:  The Gospel of Liberation, observed the following:


The time of John and the time of Jesus are radically different because they 


are determined by two radically different future events.  John prophesied 


the judgment of God; Jesus prophesied God’s salvation.  John lived off the 


prospect of a great catastrophe; Jesus lived off the prospect of a great kingdom.  


John was the prophet of doom and Jesus was the herald of the good news.


(London:  Darton, Longman & Todd, 1977, pp. 74, 77 f)
Is it any wonder then that Simon and Andrew and James and John would be so quick to leave their fishing nets and families behind and follow Jesus?  Some say that when Jesus returned to Galilee, the province where he grew up, he was returning to a rural area thought to be a bit of a “backwater.”

Remarkably it is in this unlikely place that he begins to proclaim the good news of God’s reign of justice and compassion.  A new age is about to begin.

Jesus calls Simon, Andrew, James, John and others to repent – that is to turn around and reorient their lives towards God.  Repentance means both a turning away from sin – those things that separate us from a relationship with God – and also a turning towards the good.  

It demands movement and change and the message to Simon, Andrew, James, John and others becomes a clear challenge.  There is no indication in our reading why Simon, Andrew, James and John were so quick to follow Jesus.

Nothing is said about what they thought as they dropped everything and left their work and their families.  There is no question that they went with Jesus.  But what compelled them to go?

The writer of the story tells us that all Jesus told them was their new work would be to “fish for people.”  (Mark 1:17)  Whether or not such work would provide care for their families and put food on their tables is not clear.  
What is clear is that there is a sense of urgency to the work that lay ahead for those who follow Jesus.  What is clear is that the call to follow Jesus means leaving behind a past way of life and trusting in the one who calls each of us to proclaim the good news of God’s mercy and steadfast love.

Many, many years ago I had an opportunity to be a student of a United of Church of Christ missionary.  The course was on “Christian thought in Japanese literature.”

I have shared this story with some of you in the past.  It is a story that I would like to share with others of you today.  

One of the books we read was Shusaku Endoʻs Silence.  In Endoʻs fictional account of the early Catholic mission to Japan, he tells the story of a priest who finds himself in a seaside village where those under his care are being persecuted by the shogun of the area.

As more and more people are tied to posts along the water’s edge to meet their deaths with the rising tide, he finds himself struggling to make sense of his faith.  The shogun is able to identify the Christians in the village by calling upon each person to place their foot on a fumie or image of the face of Jesus.  Those who step on the image are spared.  Those who do not step on the image are assumed to be Christian and are sentenced to death.
The priest determines that even though he himself is a Christian, he would step on the fumie and he encourages other Christians to do the same.  For the priest the deaths of men, women, and children were senseless.

Word of his action reaches those in the hierarchy of the church outside Japan and he is excommunicated.  Was the priest being faithful to his call?  By stepping on the fumie he was renouncing his faith.  Or was he?  Was there not a higher good to which he aspired?  
Following Jesus is no easy task. 
Every now and then someone will ask me:  “Kahu, why did you decide to go into the Christian ministry?”  Over the years I have come to realize the  decision I made was in response to a call of faith and not a choice in career.  The decision was not unlike the decision of the prophet Jonah or the disciples Simon, Andrew, James and John.  

There were moments when it seemed I made the decision in the same way that Jonah did – with great reluctance.  There were also moments when it seemed I made the decision in the same way as the disciples – without hesitation.  But whether with reluctance or hesitation, I made the decision to be a disciple or follower of Jesus Christ because I believe in God’s mercy and steadfast love.  
No matter what others may say of our lives, God’s mercy and steadfast love remain.  No matter how we may feel about our lot in life, God’s mercy and steadfast love endures.  No matter what we may think about the worth of our own lives, God’s mercy and steadfast love are unchanging.  

This is the good news of Jesus Christ!
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