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Whenever I read this passage, what come to mind for me are the two big Jesus musicals of the 1970s: Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar. If you haven’t seen either or both, it’s worth attempting. Both were controversial at the time they were produced, and controversial to two groups. Up until that time Broadway had eschewed overt religious content in musicals, and critics raised eyebrows at two shows coming out in the same year with such a focus. At the same time, conservative Christians reacted strongly against sacred texts and stories becoming commercialized product consumed on a stage. They also objected to the fact both musicals finish with the crucifixion, and neither affirms any kind of belief in the divinity of Jesus. What both musicals reflect is of course, the spirit of the time: the liberalizing spirit that saw greater ecumenical engagement in the wake of the Catholic church’s Vatican II, and the anti-establishment youth counter-culture which unfolded in the 70s in free love, sex, drugs, activism.
It’s no surprise that those who created Godspell and JC Superstar enlisted the story of Jesus in spreading their own messages. Because the gospels, and Mark in particular, portray a Jesus who is counter-cultural, who stands power-structures and the status quo on its head, whose concern is for the poor, the underdog, the weak, those who are oppressed, a Jesus who is the liberator who sets people free and gives them a new path to walk, whose message is joy and hope and love. A call to repent of sin (which each generation reinterprets) and to walk in new, free life. I think of those two musicals in reading/hearing today’s gospel, because every detail of the story we’ve heard is startling, shocking, counter-cultural, upturning expectations.
It’s a story which appears in the three gospels that share common sources, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Yet this version of the story is quintessentially Markan: every phrase is declaimed with brevity, and everything is “right now”, “immediately”. Mark’s message about Jesus starts not with birth narratives but leaps right into his commissioning: John the Baptist preparing the way, Jesus’ baptism and temptation, and by the 14th verse here we are, Jesus beginning his ministry. It’s located in time and space, and both are important for Mark. “After John had been given up” – whether he was arrested or killed, we don’t know at this stage, Jesus begins proclaiming the “good news of God” in and around Galilee. Even his message carries the force of immediacy: “The time is fulfilled” – it’s right now, it has come, here it is: “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe in the good news.” Jesus embodies the rule of God come near, the cloud descending, the presence that used to dwell in the most holy place of the temple surrounding and enfolding: an unbearably gentle, suffusing weight. There’s an expectancy that having recognized the reality of the kingdom breaking in, things are going to happen from here. Because the time is fulfilled. And it calls for a change of life, a turning from what had been and orientation towards what God is bringing about.
The same immediacy permeates the calling of these four disciples. We heard a different call story last week in John’s gospel. In John, the disciples approach Jesus and he says “Come and see”. Andrew finds Peter and invites him to “come and see”. Philip finds Jesus and invites Nathanael to “come and see”. In Mark (and in the other synoptic, albeit without so much force of immediacy), Jesus shows up on the beach, says “Follow me”, and in each case, the pair of fishermen addressed drop what they are doing and follow Jesus. Immediately. He calls to Andrew and Simon (later Peter), who seem to have been fishing from the shore. “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” They drop their nets and follow him. He calls to James and John who are a bit better off, because their father could afford a boat and paid workers to help. “Follow me”. They leave the boat, the nets, and they immediately respond to him. They even leave their old dad in the boat with the nets… Not stopping to put the gear away, not losing any time. If it weren’t so comic, it’s almost like watching a tv show on fast forward. Such is the urgency: Jesus has a mission to fulfill and a message to preach, and so fulfill it and preach it he will. Right now. And the disciples are called to go with him on his preaching mission, right now. No stopping to pack a bag – or even to change clothes (smelly with fish). Just as they are right then and there: a whole change of life called for in the snap of fingers.
Instead of fishing for fish, they will join Jesus in fishing for people. Instead of dealing with the lake or sea of water, they will join Jesus in calling people out of the darkness of the world’s sea, in calling people to repent and to have faith in the liberating power of God. Mark’s gospel is full of stories of healing which is a manifestation of faith, and of liberation from darkness, evil, and sin. Jesus’ message: The time is fulfilled, the rule of God has drawn near – it is as though the immanence of the rule of God, its permeation of all things is itself the liberation and offering of free, new life. And the fishing for people is the opening of eyes and mind and heart to see, perceive, and experience the new reality of God’s rule. And the place this starts is with Jesus reeling in those who will become significant fish: follow me. Something about the authority of that call is compelling, intriguing, inviting.
Last week we reflected on the pattern: notice, share, invite. Today we’re brought up short with the insistent call of Jesus: “Follow me” which is inevitably tied to “and I will make you fish for people”. We’re kind of ok with “follow me”. I say “kind of” because if Jesus showed up and said the same to us, would we respond the way these first disciples did? I’m not sure. I think many of us would have ambiguity around leaving everything and following him out the door. Perhaps that’s something we as a church community need to work on: being ready to respond to the call of God as it happens. Perhaps we each could do with engaging in small acts of following Jesus. Like listening to our conscience when we have a choice to do the wrong or the right thing, to say something cutting to someone or to treat them with dignity, to choose to show love rather than contempt, to not seek vengeance or responding in kind when someone’s done ill to us. Like refusing to engage in gossip. Refusing to allow a complaining spirit – and instead choose to be thankful and gracious. Those are all small acts of following Jesus which add up. And in those small acts the realm of God draws near.

The second part of course is the “I will make you fish for people”. Fishing for people is part and parcel of living in the realm of God and following Jesus. The bait and tackle is our own experience of God and God’s goodness to us, and the genuineness of our own following of Jesus. If we’re engaging those small acts of following Jesus, the truthfulness of our faith will shine through. If we are living our belief, our faith in the realm of God which has drawn near, then we can’t help but speak of it. Because it’s immediate, it’s here, it’s now. God is with us, closer than our own breath, to touch and heal, to bring peace and reconcile, to stand the status quo on its head, to liberate, to end the power of sin in our lives, evil, and to bring light to the darkness. And that is a message of hope the dark sea of our world needs to hear.
Last week, and at the beginning of the service, I invited us all to notice one thing in the last week in which God has been at work in our lives. Write it down, bring it. Turn to a person nearby unrelated to you and share that experience of God.

Next step: to share that with someone who wasn’t at church today.

The Lord be with you


And also with you.
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