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Jonah 3:1-5,10, Psalm 62:6-14, 1 Corinthians 7:29-31, Mark 1:14-10

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the courage to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen

 Consider this fishing story by Jacob Braude. Two ardent fishermen met on their vacation and began swapping stories about the different places they had fished, the kind of tackle they’d used, the best bait, and finally about some of the fish they had caught.  The first fisherman told of a vicious battle he once had with a 300 pound salmon.  


The second man listened attentively.  He frankly admitted he had never caught a fish quite that big.  However, he told about the time his hook snagged a lantern from the depths of a lake.  The lantern carried a tag proving it was made back in 1912.  But the strangest thing of all was the fact that it was a waterproof lantern and the light was still lit.


For a long time the first man said nothing.  Then he took one deep breath. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” he said slowly.  “I’ll take 100 pounds off my fish, if you’ll put out the light in your lantern.”


Fish stories.... Gotta love ‘em


Today’s scriptures touch on fishing in lots of ways. They use the  act of fishing 

to illustrate a deeper truth.   Our Hebrew Scriptures lesson from Jonah instantly has many of us thinking about Jonah and the whale, a scripture passage that comes immediately before today’s reading.   And in the gospel of Mark, Jesus is selecting his first four disciples Simon, Andrew, James and John all of whom are fishermen from Galilee.


In Mark’s characteristically concise gospel account, Jesus goes immediately from being tempted in the wilderness after his baptism, to Galilee to find his disciples.  The scripture says “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.”   Our Lord is saying, it seems to me, pay attention, the time that the prophets of old said would have to pass, has passed.  The good news is that God’s kingdom is near and in order to experience that good news all we need to do is repent and believe.   


Repent is a word that often is a major stumbling block to people.  What did Jesus mean for us to do  when he said “Repent”?  We should first off understand that repentance does not mean a formal act of self-examination such as writing down all our sins, taking them to the priest, and making a formal confession.  That is not what the gospel meant by repentance.  Likewise repentance does not just  mean entering upon a trip down memory lane concerning your past, or your present.  It means changing our life and mind, our spirit, our attitudes, our behavior, our relationships, our point of view, and  our plans–long range and short term to bring them into line with what God is asking of us. It means internalizing a new understanding of life’s purpose and direction and acting differently or acting how we believe God is asking us to live.  The word “repentance”  in the original Greek has the connotation of turning 180 degrees and going in a totally opposite direction  The grace-filled  ability to change our mind and to change our behavior is the gift of God that we call repentance and faith.   It is not just a change of location or doing  change for change’s sake.  The Prodigal son had also left his kinfolk, didn’t he and had taken  his inheritance away with him and  wasted it.  That mere movement towards self-realization, towards independence, of cutting the apron strings was without any blessed significance for his life.  It was a life event, but not a repentance.  His real move towards wholeness, towards repentance, comes months later in the pig pen, when he said to himself, “I will get up and go home.”


Repentance means a true change, not just going through the motions. And because it requires a change of heart, it is often better to consider what we need to repent of rather than what others need to repent of.   Consider this story told by Glenn Pease.   A mother calling to her son shouted, “Johnny, tell your sister to come into the house out of the rain.”


“I can’t mom,” came the reply.


“And just why can’t you?” demanded his mother.


“Because we are playing Noah’s Ark, she’s one of the sinners.”

We like to make the distinction between the sinners on the outside of the ark and the saints on the inside, and it is a legitimate distinction.  But in so doing, we tend to cover up the reality that the saints inside are still sinners.  Sinners saved by grace, but nevertheless sinners.  Failure to be aware of this reality led the Pharisees of Christ’s time and self-righteous saints all through history, to feel that repentance does not apply to them.  Yet in today’s scriptures Jesus says that “Repent” is the first key to finding the good news.


In Jesus’s time, John the Baptist had been baptizing and calling people to repentance for years.  If repentance were all that were needed, Jesus could have continued with John’s rather solemn ministry.  But notice, our Lord says that repent is the first part of the message but then he adds and “believe in the good news.”


 Our scriptures for today model that concept. There is a delightful ironic contrast concerning faith and belief in the book of Jonah.  In the first part of the story of Jonah, the prophet is told by God to go to Nineveh and proclaim that repentance is needed.   Jonah instead takes a ship in the opposite direction avoiding both repentance and belief.   God then sends a giant storm and as a last resort the sailors throw Jonah overboard.  The prophet is swallowed by a giant fish and decides that he’d better go to Nineveh which is where today’s selection begins.  


Notice that Jonah does what he is asked but doesn’t really change his behavior.  By contrast the Ninevites, who do not believe in Jonah’s God, when they hear the message that repentance is needed, they believe it and repent.   And the good news is that God changes his mind and does not bring calamity on them.  As a bit of a side note, Jonah then goes to pout because God is going to spare the city of Nineveh.  It is ironic that the non-Jewish people of Nineveh both repent and believe. While Jonah, a prophet of Israel, misses the point about repentance and belief.


Then, of course, our gospel has Simon, Andrew, James and John leaving their nets and their families and immediately following Jesus when our Lord invites them with “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”  Ordinarily one would not expect commercial fishermen to leave their boats and their livelihood.  Nor would the sons of Zebedee leave their father in the care of hired servants unless they were convinced that the person who called them had a valid claim on their total lives.  Simon, Andrew , James, and John believe in what they were being called to do.  They simply stop what they are doing and believe.  And Jesus promises that step of faith of belief will lead to the good news.


And what is the good news?  It is that God is at last reclaiming the whole world as his own, in and through Jesus of Nazareth.  The good news is that God loves us enough to welcome us back into relationship and intimacy with the Holy One through the gift of grace that Jesus represents.  Our part, like that of the disciples, is to respond to that love with repentance and belief.  And when we do that, we put our first foot forward on the path of discipleship, from which there is no turning back.


William Carter shares the following story that happened during the fight to end apartheid in South Africa.  During a flight from Johannesburg, South Africa to London, England.  A woman with a thick European accent got on the plane.  She came down the aisle to the coach section and discovered her seat assignment put her right next to a man of color.  She looked at her seat assignment; she saw it was correct.  She then asked her seat mate, “I’m sorry, are you in the right seat?” He smiled and nodded yes.


She turned around to see if there were any other empty seats in the section but she didn’t see any so she tugged on the sleeve of the flight attendant.


“Excuse me, she said, “as you can see, I”m sitting next to a person whose skin color is different from mine.”


“Yes, ma’am, I can see that.”


“Well,” she said, “this is simply unacceptable.  Is there another available seat?”  


The flight attendant looked at her strangely and said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s against our policy to move people unnecessarily.”


“You don’t understand,” said the wealthy woman, “this arrangement will not do.  I have funds in my purse to arrange an alternative.”


The flight attendant said, “You do?”


“Yes, I do.  Would you please go up to first class and see if there is an available seat?  I simply cannot sit next to this person.”


The flight attendant shrugged her shoulders, walked up the aisle.  A few minutes later she returned.  She leaned over the European woman, tapped the man with the African accent, and said, “I’m sorry sir, I hate to do this.  I must make a seating change.  If you follow me, we have a place for you in first class.”


The love of God makes it possible to give every person first-class treatment.  Sometimes, however, we get stuck in our same old seats.


Today  through repentance and belief Jesus offers us a way to get ourselves unstuck and free to respond to the grace and love and joy that the good news offers us.  Or in the words of our opening collect, we can “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.”  Because in the coming of Jesus Christ the kingdom of God has come near.   Repent and believe and experience that good news.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


