3 Epiphany, Jan. 22, 2012, Mark 1:14-20, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
When I was a child , we used to play a game that went like this – maybe it is familiar to you:  “Who stole the cookies from the cookie jar? Who me? Yeah you. Couldn’t be. Then who?” and it repeats, with different people being accused of stealing the cookies from the cookie jar.  What I remember the most about this game is being singled out, called, and my saying “who me? and others saying, “yeah you.”  

Today, our Scripture lessons teach us about being called into service by God, and to reflect on our response.  What does it mean to be “called” by God?  We usually hear this kind of talk in reference only to priests, but it is a term that applies to all who have been baptized.  A “call” is when God invites us to follow Him.  God does this in a variety of ways:  sometimes it is with an audible voice, but most times it is a nudging, a leading, a sense, or a sign. Today, we have good examples of God’s “call” in our Old Testament reading from Jonah and in our Gospel reading from the 1st chapter of Mark.  
Jonah was called by God a for a specific mission: to tell the people of Nineveh that they needed to change the way they were living and obey God.  Jonah could not believe that this was something that God wanted him to do; he did not want to do it, and he ran away – even ending up inside a great fish!  You remember: Jonah and the whale?  Our passage from Jonah today enters the story after he gets thrown out of the whale.  God called him again, Jonah got the message and did what God asked – God was patient with Jonah.  Jonah said, “who me? the Lord said, “yeah you.” 
In our Gospel reading, it is the beginning of Jesus’ ministry – He was teaching His message of the good news of salvation along the Sea of Galilee.  As He was walking along, He taught three things:

1. the time is fulfilled, the long awaited Messiah was right here

2. repent – this means to change one’s behavior, in light of the Messiah’s arrival, &
3. believe in the good news, in other words believe in Jesus:  receive God’s love, and love God with your whole heart ; it is about a relationship.
Then we are told that Jesus encountered four different fishermen, two sets of brothers: Simon Peter and Andrew, and then James and John.  He invited each of them to be His disciples, he “called” them to follow Him and be part of what He was doing as the Messiah.  “Who me? Yeah you.”  And, how did these four respond to the call?  We are told that, “they left their nets and followed Him.”  There are several important things to notice here. One is that Jesus did not go it alone --from the very beginning of His ministry! Christianity is still not about going it alone. The Good News is about building up communities of faith which follow Jesus and fish for people.  We are one of those communities.

Another thing to notice is that Jesus is not calling these four to add a new task (i.e., fishing for people) to their already busy lives.  Instead, He is calling them into a new way of being, taking on a new identity as Christians.  Fishing for people is about living and sharing your faith, and they do this only after they experienced Him, after they heard His teaching to repent and believe.  Jesus is more than a prophet, more than a model teacher, more than a spiritual guide – Jesus is God.  Following Jesus involves being transformed by His love.  

Also notice that when God called James, John, Andrew, and Peter, He did not just give them a job and then leave them. They had three years of internship.  Jesus helped them learn what they needed to learn in order to do what we they were asked to do.  The same is true for us.  Answering God’s call does not mean that we have to go it alone or become someone that we aren’t in order to follow Him.  Instead, He frees us to bring the best of who we are to Him and offer it up as we join Him in God’s work in the world.  
At the beginning of the service today, I prayed the prayer or collect for the day.  Look at that now at the top of your bulletin insert.  It begins, “Give us grace, O Lord, to answer readily the call of our Savior Jesus Christ.”  Do you realize you just prayed that?  You did.  We all prayed for God to help us say yes to God when we are called. Whew.  “Who me? yeah you.”  We react that way because we, like Jonah, tend to flee when called or try to get it to go away – because we either don’t want to be found out (for how stupid or scared or lazy or whatever we see ourselves as) or because we don’t feel worthy of being asked.  I know when I received my call from God, I went into major denial and then negotiation, “oh God, you must have the wrong person, you must not have meant me – you must have made a mistake.”  Oops…but wait, I remembered, God does not make mistakes.  In our Gospel, Jesus said “believe in the good news” and this is often translated as “trust” – we need to trust in the Lord and His plan.  So, I said “yes” and trusted in Jesus.
You might be wondering now why you have not heard a call from the Lord in your life.  That’s ok.  You may have been called, and not even realized it.  Hearing God’s call requires squeaky clean spiritual ears; in other words, a close and open communication with God.  There are many different types of wax that can clog our ears, and keep us from hearing God’s call to us.  Our own busyness, our own stubbornness, our own inability to give control to God, recognizing our need for Him – these are all wax: things that can be barriers to our hearing God’s plan for us.  Fear can clog our ears too – if we don’t trust in the Lord, if we are focused on all the things that can go wrong it is difficult to hear God’s plan for us.  The Good News is that there is no need to fear because God loves us so much and because God gives us a choice. God’s call is not full of pressure or force.  In order to hear God’s call, you have to get out the spiritual Q-Tips.  What are the spiritual Q-Tips?  They are spending time with God in prayer and study, as well as worship.  If you want some help with this, Wednesday we have bible study at 11 and today here at St. John’s, the Explorer’s Class begins. Today, we talk about prayer and what salvation means.  This is a six part class series that will take place in the chapel right after you get your coffee after church.  All are invited to participate. 
This church is a community of the Good News that is led by God’s call; we go where God calls.  You already know some of the areas God has called, because sitting in these pews are a few people who have heard God’s call and responded “yes” already.  What might some of the other ways God is calling St. John’s people to respond to?:
-Maybe God is calling you to do hands-on outreach to needy people in Shawano, 
-maybe God is calling you to go on a mission trip to a far away place, 
-maybe God is calling you to begin a youth group here for teens, 
-maybe God is calling you to be the librarian of our new library, 
-maybe God is calling you to start a women’s group or a men’s group here, 

-maybe God is calling you to invite people in this neighborhood to church.  
Use those Q-tips of prayer and study to unclog those spiritual ears. Listen. God is speaking, nudging, whispering.  There is specific work set aside for you to do; there are specific people who God already knows that only you can reach.  God is calling each of us (with all of our warts and weaknesses) to grow, to get to know Him better, to do His work in the world. God is saying to each of us, “follow me.”  Who me? Yeah you. How will you respond?
Let us end by praying together the collect for the day from the top of your bulletin insert:  Give us grace, O Lord, to answer readily the call of our Savior Jesus Christ and proclaim to all people the Good News of his salvation, that we and the whole world may perceive the glory of his marvelous works; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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