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Preparation for worship:
"May the One who can scoop the ocean with one hand -- the One who is profoundly present to each grain of sand -- hold you firmly and carry you gently this day."   Sam Hamilton-Poore, Earth Gospel: A guid to Prayer for God's Creation

Trust, Timing and Transformation


This morning our scripture texts give us two very different responses to the call of God. On the one hand we have the fishermen – Simon, Andrew, James and John. These were men with solid, as far as we know, dependable fishing careers who literally and figuratively dropped everything to follow Jesus when he called. And then on the other hand we have Jonah who heard God’s call and immediately and very decidedly turned around and walked the other way. 

What is it that causes some to say ‘Here I Am Lord’ when God calls, as we heard last Sunday in the call of Samuel, and others to run the other way? Or, more to the point, what is it in us that causes us sometimes to say ‘Yes, God’ and other times to turn our face away?

This week we continue our journey through the Epiphany season in our church year. Last Sunday I mentioned that every January, during Epiphany we get two Sundays in a row in our suggested scripture readings that deal with call stories. Last Sunday we heard the call of the priest/prophet, Samuel, and another account of Jesus calling some of his disciples. In that case it was Philip and Nathanael.  Last week I put the focus of the sermon however, on our reading for the day from the Psalms, Psalm 139. I talked about how that Psalm reminds us of the foundation of our callings, the place where we begin when we consider God’s calling in our lives.

With the words of Psalm 139, of God’s sweeping knowledge of us, inside and out, before our time here on earth began, every word we speak before we speak it, every path we may take, and God’s abiding presence with us still – the psalmist writes, “I come to the end – and I am still with you, God” (v. 18) in this psalm we are reminded that God knows us, loves us, and calls us anyway.  Psalm 139 reminds of our humanity, and of God’s radical commitment to us still, despite all that God knows of us.  Accepting God’s acceptance of us is what frees us to respond to God’s calls to us in our lives. 

I ended the sermon last week with a quote from a scholar who wrote, “Recognizing that God knows us better than we know ourselves, we give ourselves over to the security that God will lead us. Then perhaps we will become more aware of our mission and calling.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gnuse, Robert, Lectionary Homiletics, Volume 23, Number 1, Dec. 2011/Jan. 2012, pg. 49.
] 


With that firm foundation in place, that God really does call even us, we turn this morning to look at how some of our brothers in the faith responded, and consider how we might learn from them.

What struck me about the two call stories we read this morning is how different is the response, one from the other, of those who are called. Both responses are remarkable in their extremity. There are those who ‘drop their nets’, drop everything and follow Jesus. And then there is the one who does everything humanly possible to avoid God’s call. I think there are probably times in our lives when we have been pretty close to both of these extremes, if not right there. We probably have not spent a whole lot of time in the belly of a big fish in our fight to get away from God’s call, but most all of us I am sure have received a call from God, and thought, ‘this can’t be for me.’ And other times we have embraced God’s call to us, knowing some where inside that this is what we are meant to do.

This week as I reflected on why it was that Jonah and the fishermen responded the way they did to God’s call in their lives, and, in turn, why it is that we respond the ways we do three factors came to my mind. They are up there in our sermon title. They do not explain the whole mystery of God’s call and our answers, but they shed some light on the idea for me.

Whenever we receive a call from God there is trust. First, God’s trust in us. We heard about that in Psalm 139. We certainly do not earn or deserve God’s trust, yet we still have it. God puts the work of God’s kingdom, God’s creation in our hands. 

And then there is our trust in God in the process. Remember the story of Jonah? God called Jonah to go to the city of Nineveh, a community of people he despised, and preach a message of repentance. Jonah was to tell the people that if they did not change their evil ways God would destroy them. 

One of the ironic points in this story is that Jonah knew that if he did go and preach and if the people did repent, change, then God would forgive them and let them live, and Jonah did not want that. In the verses immediately following what Ann read, when God has pardoned the people of Nineveh the story continues, “But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed and said, ‘O Lord, is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled in the first place; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding is steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” (4:1-2) 

Jonah ran from God’s call, got in a boat to escape God and ended up in the belly of a big fish, so intent was he to get away from the God he knew. But the fact is, he knew. What underlies all of this behavior is that Jonah knew and trusted God enough to know that God is faithful and forgiving. For Jonah to hear the call of God in the first place and react as he did, although the actions were ill advised, there was already a trust there. There was already a relationship between Jonah and God. Jonah knew God and, obviously from the story, we see that God knew Jonah as well. When we are discerning a call from God we are already in a relationship with God. 

And there must have been something in the way Jesus spoke or how he took the time to talk to them, or what they had heard before of this man, Jesus, that made the fishermen trust him that day enough to follow. Sometimes trust and faith begin in one moment and our lives are never the same. There is trust, there is relationship when there is a call from God.

A second factor is timing. I think this is the most difficult one for me. As we elect officers at the congregational meeting in a few minutes, I think of the individuals we will elect this year and so many of you through the years who say ‘yes’ to a particular task here at church. Serving as a deacon or elder or on a session committee, taking a turn at being the lector or singing in the choir, teaching a class, going to El Salvador, preparing a church luncheon or working at Vacation Bible Camp. The list goes on and on. I believe these are clearly calls from God to service in this place and time.

But I am also mindful of conversations I have had with some of you in which you have either told me ‘no’ or you tell me you have said ‘no’ to one of those calls from the nominating committee because you hear God calling you to give your time, energy, creativity some where else right now. Discerning what God wants from us, and when, is a high calling in itself. Much prayer and conversation are often required.

I think of those fishermen. Had they been praying for a change in their lives? Did Jesus catch them by surprise or had they seen him before? Our text says they followed ‘immediately’. I wonder what was happening in their live, how God was working in their lives, that led them to that point of dropping their nets and following. I do believe God works in our timing such that sometimes we know it is our time to drop our nets and other times we know that we are the ones to be tending those nets just now. 

Or course there are the times when we get it wrong. Like Jonah, we are convinced that God could not be calling us to do that now.  And then like Jonah, we find out God has another plan for us. Like Jonah, we have our big fish stories too. 

Finally there is transformation. God’s calls to us always involve transformation. We are not the same after we have received a call from God. We see the world differently. We see ourselves differently. And we see God differently. I think one of the best positive analogies for this is falling in love. Think how loving and being loved changes our perspective on most all of our life. We are changed and we see the world differently. So it is with God’s calls. We see the needs of the world and our abilities to meet those needs in new ways when God calls upon us. God transforms us through calls.

We don’t know what God’s next call will be to us, personally or as a community. We have in Jonah and these faithful fishermen two models of call and response. Two extremes of the realm of possibility. But the thing is, God called them both. May we open ourselves to the trust, timing and transformation of God in our lives. 
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