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Everyone here today has been called by God. All of us, in one way or another, 

are living our God-given vocation. We tend to think of “the Call” as something that 

happens to people who then go to seminary, and get ordained, but everybody here is 

here today because God spoke to them, in one way or another, almost always through 

somebody else. God calls, and we respond. Our liturgy is a mirror of God calling us in 

its call and response format: “Lift up your hearts!” “we lift them up to the Lord.” “let us 

give God thanks”, “it is right to give God thanks and praise”. I think this call and 

response format is designed so we’ll remember the eternal dialog with God: who it is 

that is calling us, all the time. Today’s readings are a meditation on call and response: 

three very different examples of how call plays out in the lives of different people.  

Jonah is a reluctant prophet. He has no desire to go to Nineveh, where God has 

called him. He gets in a ship and sails away to Tarshish instead! But God and calls up a 

great storm. It appears that Jonah would rather be thrown overboard in a stormy sea as 

sacrifice to save the lives of a crew than actually go where he’s been sent. He would 

rather die than go to Nineveh. Which is where the whale comes in. Cast overboard, 

Jonah does not die but is swallowed and spat up by an enormous fish. And now when 

God calls him again to go to Nineveh he has no excuse. Once he gets there, he walks 

into the middle of the city and tells them that they are going to be conquered and 

destroyed. No amendment of life, no hope of mercy, just bad news. It is God who sees 

that the Ninevites have paid attention to the prophet and amended their lives, who 

shows mercy to the whole city. Jonah, who really has an anger management problem, 

is not happy about this, and asks that God would just let him die, if he’s going to go 

back on his word like that. God keeps on provoking him to anger (which is not hard to 

do), sending him a shady tree and taking it away again. The object lesson is that 

Nineveh, a great city of thousands, is worth showing a little mercy to, and even more 

important than the shade over Jonah’s head. Jonah, too, is spared. His utter 



gracelessness in response to God’s call and care might be a lesson of hope for those of 

us who get angry from time to time, or who find it hard to forgive others. 

St. Paul is a whole different kind of guy. For him the Second Coming is so close 

that you might as well just live as though that were the only thing in front of you. What 

do earthly responsibilities matter if Jesus is coming tomorrow? Some of you may have 

heard of the “Great Disappointment” of the Millerite movement in 1844, when the Baptist 

preacher William Miller had prophesied the Second Coming, and Jesus didn’t come 

back. There have been others. Not too long ago there was a self-appointed prophet in 

Oakland who made the same prediction for a date in 2010. And then changed the date 

when the eschaton didn’t come to pass. Those of us who live in the daily reality of the 

21st century may look askance at these failed prophecies, or at St Paul’s text. We may 

not be waiting up nights for Jesus to come. But consider St. Paul. He had been knocked 

off his horse by Jesus. His whole life turned upside down, his old life dead and a new 

one begun. Call and response: this was Paul’s experience, and he acts accordingly. 

The call of Jesus is a thunderclap, and life will never be the same. How are we to 

respond to him, though? Do we act as though we were not married, or as though our 

friends don’t die, or as though we don’t rejoice for one another when good things 

happen in life? Because we do have families, and possessions, and we are in the world. 

We do rejoice and mourn with one another, and surely this is part of the abundant life 

that responding to God’s call includes. And yet. If we say that our fundamental vocation, 

or call, is our response to God’s claim on us, then maybe we will act differently. Maybe 

worldly anxieties won’t stand so much in the way of putting God first. It’s a different way 

of seeing the world. If we know ourselves to be children of God and inheritors of the 

gospel, that gives us a way of seeing, of thinking, of making decisions, that is 

fundamentally different. This is the pearl of great price, the key to the kingdom. Because 

if we don’t have this way of being to hang on to, someone else will be delighted to do all 

our thinking for us.  

In the gospel, it is a mystery why James and John, Simon and Andrew, give up 

fishing to follow Jesus. He doesn’t offer them much: no explanation, no plan, no promise 

of success.  They didn’t know him. They didn’t deliberate, sleep on it, talk it over with 

their families. What did it mean, to “fish for people”? Would we leave our nets, our 



livelihoods, or our Internets, to follow Jesus? One of the things about a call is that you 

don’t really have any idea where it will lead. All we know is that these calls came on the 

heels of the arrest of John the Baptist, who had proclaimed the good news himself, who 

had announced Jesus’ coming. His arrest must have been a terrible thing for his 

followers. In the wake of his arrest, when things looked bleak, they might have felt they 

had nothing to lose. It’s often at the darkest hour that we’re open to hearing the good 

news. 

In Mother Tracy’s sermon series on our Baptismal covenant, this Sunday would 

be the third vow: to proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ. And 

many of us find that daunting. Proclamation may not be our thing. But everyone’s call is 

different. Everyone’s response is different. Proclaiming the good news may mean 

seeking justice and doing mercy. It may mean being the most loving person we can be. 

It means using our gifts, the ones God has given only to us, to the fullest. 5It takes time 

for our response to a call to develop, once we’ve been willing to act on it. 

  Did Dr. Martin Luther King, at the beginning of his parish ministry, see his destiny 

as a national leader for civil rights unfolding? Probably not.  

 Did Rosa Parks, on beginning training in community organizing for for workers’ 

rights, see herself as a landmark in history, the first lady of civil rights? 

Did Dr. Paul Farmer, on his first trip to Haiti to do what he could to alleviate the 

suffering of people with little or no medical care – did he see Partners in Health 

developing into an international organization changing the lives of the poorest of the 

poor in Haiti, Peru, Rwanda? 

Muhammad Yunnus was convinced that making microloans to poor women 

would change lives. On that conviction he started the Grameen Bank, won the Nobel 

Prize, and changed the pattern of investment in the lives of families all over the 

developing world. Do you suppose he saw all that coming at the beginning? 

Did Desmond Tutu responding to God’s call with the conviction that all human 

beings were created in the image and likeness of God, foresee his part in the downfall 

of apartheid?  

At some point, the recognition of their call in the lives of each of these led to an 

epiphany of how that call was to be manifest in them. In the middle of this season of 



light, may it be so for each of us. Day by day, one foot in front of the other, may our lives 

be blessed with the knowledge of God’s will for us, and the willingness to carry it out. 


