
Called In The Tumult
Jonah 3:1-5, 10 David B. Keller
Mark 1:14-20 January 24,, 2021
TEXT: Mark 1:17-18 “And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’  And
immediately they left their nets and followed him.”  
PURPOSE: To urge our faithful response to God’s call, especially when the call comes in the midst of
tumult. 
______________________________________________________________________________

I like hymns.  I like singing them.  That probably comes as a surprise to no one
participating in this worship.  I also like learning about the people who wrote the
hymns, and about the personal or historical situation that inspired the hymn.  For
instance, the hymn “It is Well With My Soul” was written by a layman named Horatio
Spafford after his four daughters had been lost at sea.  If he could say, “It is well with
my soul” after such an enormous loss, how could I not sing that it is well with my soul
whenever I am experiencing distress or loss?  

The season of Epiphany, which runs from the end of the Christmas season to the
beginning of Lent, is all about the light of Christ coming into the world.  The scripture
passages throughout the season testify that the way Christ’s light comes is through the
people who are his disciples, the people who, like the four fishermen in today’s passage
from the Gospel of Mark, choose to follow him.  The scripture passages we heard this
morning are the most direct accounts of people being called to ministry in the entire
Epiphany season.  

So are the hymns.  Each of them has a story to tell.  The lyrics to the hymn which
will close our worship today, “Jesus Calls Us O’er the Tumult.” were written by Cecil
Alexander.   Cecil was born in Ireland in 1818.  Starting in her early childhood, she
wrote lots of poems and hymns.  She married an Anglican priest who eventually became
a bishop.  Consequently, Cecil lived a life of privilege.  Ireland at that time was slowly
recovering from the great famine which had decimated Ireland from 1845 until 1849. 
Over a million people died from famine-related illnesses.  While the famine was a very
different crisis for Ireland than the pandemic has been for us, that crisis, like ours, threw
the nation into chaos and exposed the deadly inequalities between rich and poor people.  

Cecil was troubled by the dissonance between her comfortable life and the
conditions of the great mass of her fellow citizens.  She took it upon herself to go the
people who were hurting the most, bringing food, clothing, and medical supplies.  She
wrote “Jesus Calls Us” during that time.  By the way, she also wrote “Once in Royal
David’s City,” “All Things Bright and Beautiful,” and “There is a Green Hill Far
Away.”1 

1https://askherabouthymn.com/what-hymn-of-discipleship-challenges-consumerism/
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Surely her ministry responded to Jesus calling her over the tumult – over the
harsh sounds of suffering and grief which surrounded her.  I got to thinking about a
small change in the lyrics, from hearing Jesus “over” the tumult to hearing him calling
“in” the tumult, or maybe, “from” the tumult.  Cecil knew that Jesus was not calling her
from the comfort of a bishop’s residence.  He was calling her from where he was, with
the people who were suffering the most.  In the midst of overwhelming distress and fear
and suffering, in the thick of the tumult, there is Jesus, calling us to follow him, asking
us to love him more than items in the “vain world’s golden store.”  

We may hear his voice “over” the noise of our tumultuous time, over cries for
justice and expressions of rage, “over” the cacophony of cable news commentators and
blaring advertisements.  But his voice comes from where he is, from within the tumult,
in the thick of misery- from within the hospitals overwhelmed with people diagnosed
with COVID-19, from within the demonstrations and riots clamoring for their cause,
from within the funeral homes who have run out of places to store our dead, from within
the shelters and camps filled with people made homeless by the economic consequences
of our attempt to keep the virus from spreading.  His call is a call to meet him there, to
share his life as he shares himself for the sake of the people who are hurting the most.  

This morning, we heard Bible passages describing the calling of Jonah, and also
of the first four men who constituted Jesus’ inner circles of disciples.  Jonah’s story is
more a parable than a historic account.  The story goes that God called Jonah to
“prophesy against Nineveh, and cry out against it, for their wickedness has come up
before me.”  (Jonah 1:2)  Jonah had no interest whatsoever in doing what God wanted
him to do.  He figured that if he went in the opposite direction from the way to Nineveh,
that he’d get out of God’s dominion.  But God caused a huge storm – a “wild, restless
sea”– to overwhelm the ship he’d boarded which was headed for Tarshish.  The crew
rightly recognized the storm as caused by a divine being, and discovered that the Jonah
was the cause of their distress.  As soon as they threw him overboard, the storm abated. 
I suppose Jonah thought he would drown.  Instead, a great fish, which is what most of
us remember about Jonah’s story, saved him by swallowing him.  After three days of
soaking in fish bile, the fish spewed him up on dry land.  

Jonah still didn’t want to go to Nineveh, but his incarceration in a fish belly at
least got him to realize that he had no choice.  The passage we heard this morning
recounts that Jonah preached the shortest and most effective sermon ever preached:
“Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4)  Nineveh repented,
and God relented, and Jonah was upset because he wanted to see Nineveh destroyed. 
Read the whole book– it’s only four chapters long.  It’s got lots to say about the nature
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of God and the way God gets things done.  

It’s the part about God’s call to Jonah, and Jonah’s response, which sheds light
on what happens when God calls us.  The point is, when God calls us, God means
business.  Running away from God’s call is pointless. Our opinion about the particulars
of the call is irrelevant.  What matters is God’s plan, which God accomplishes through
flawed human beings.  That’s Epiphany – the light of the world coming into the world
by means of people who respond to God’s call, even if we respond reluctantly, even if
we disagree with God’s way of doing things.  

So how about those four fishermen?  Their story borders on being as
preposterous as Jonah’s story.  A man unknown to them, who, at the time they met on
the shores of Lake Galilee, had no reputation preceding him, shows up in the middle of
their work day, and invites them to follow him.   All they have to go on is his vague
claim  that he will make them into a new kind of fishermen, fishers for people.  In
response, they dropped everything and followed Jesus.  They had no idea who he is, or
why he was calling them.  The reader of the story gets no explanation for their response. 
We hear nothing about how their decision affected their families.  Even Jonah got a
better idea of what he was getting into.  

I wonder what would have happened if they had refused to follow.  Would Jesus
have activated that “wild, restless sea” that convinced Jonah to embrace God’s call? 
Would Jesus just let them off the hook and sought out more willing candidates?  The
story answers none of our questions.  Like the story of Jonah, however, it does invite us
to reflect on our response to God’s call.  

By the way – actually, not ‘by the way,’ but central to the understanding of call:
everyone affiliated with Jesus is called.  Following Jesus is not for professionals only. 
Following Jesus is not reserved for the most willing, or for those who have the least to
lose.  Following Jesus is absolutely not a spectator sport, where the great mass of
Christians watch and cheer, or criticize, the few who give their whole selves to
responding to God’s call.  God calls every person who claims Jesus as Lord and Savior
to some task which contributes to the establishing of God’s realm on earth as it is in
heaven.  

Neither one of these two stories describes a call issued in or over a tumult.  But
both stories shed light on what’s involved in responding to God’s call, whether or not
the people being called are in a tumultuous time.  They tell us that God’s call is issued
in God’s time, not ours.  They tell us that God’s call is for the purpose of accomplishing
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God’s agenda, not ours.  We are certainly living in a tumult which is well characterized
as a wild, restless sea, a sea which seems to be more than capable of swallowing us up. 
We are right to be looking to Jesus for some comfort, for strength to deal with whatever
the tumult is imposing on us, for protection from the worst aspects of the tumult.   We
likely are not wanting Jesus to call us to follow him.  We don’t want more to handle
than what we’re already handling, even if what’s coming our way is coming from Jesus.  

But from the places most ravaged by the tumult of our times comes the voice of
Jesus, calling us to join him in the sacred work of mending creation, the sacred work of
inviting others to share his life, and, as we accept his call, to receiving the most
enduring peace and the most lasting joy.  

One more character comes to mind, and that is Albert Schweitzer.  Schweitzer
was a renowned musician, an organ builder, and a theologian.  But he heard a call to
meet the physical needs of people in the greatest need.  So he studied to become a
doctor, and left the comfort of life in Europe to lead a medical mission in West Africa. 
Schweitzer wrote a number of books on Biblical criticism, theology, and organ building. 
One of the most famous, and enduring, is titled The Quest for the Historical Jesus. That
book ends with this quote: 

“He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lakeside, He
came to those men who knew Him not. He speaks to us the same words: "Follow
thou me!" and sets us to the tasks which He has to fulfill for our time. He
commands. And to those who obey Him, whether they be wise or simple, He will
reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings which they shall pass
through in His fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn in their
own experience Who He is.”2

There’s the tumult, its angry waves lapping at our feet, causing us to seek safety
at all costs.  From within the tumult we hear the voice of Jesus, coming to us as one
unknown, as those four fishermen heard it, as Schweitzer heard it, as countless others
heard it, and obeyed, and also met him in the toils, the conflicts, and the sufferings
which people in his fellowship are likely to experience.  It is in the tumult that we meet
him, and it is in his service that we participate in his light coming into the world.  That’s
all the comfort and joy we will ever need. 

2https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Schweitzer is a wonderful account of his life and work.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Schweitzer

