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• Ten days ago, I finally got a flu shot. Given the epidemic sweeping the 
country, I hope it was just in time! Getting the jab reminded me of how the 
vaccine helps protect us from infection. It doesn’t work by putting a drug 
into our bodies that will kill the flu virus. Instead, with the injection, we are 
given a bit of the flu virus itself, though an inactivated version of it. We are 
given just enough to trigger a response from our immune system. This often 
protects us from getting the flu, or diminishes its impact. 

• Ironically, there is a church version of this inoculation process. Despite our 
best intentions, church experience sometimes inoculates our members from 
catching the Faith! Parallel to how we absorb a bit of flu virus into our 
bodies, we can receive a real bit of faith into our thinking. But a small bit of 
faith can prevent us from encountering the whole Gospel. 

• This happens when we accept simplistic substitutes for what we find in the 
Bible. For example, we assume that Jesus was loving; that he accepted all 
people into his fellowship, and that he was peaceful. Of course, there’s truth 
in these descriptions. But, the problem lies in how they convey less than the 
whole truth about Jesus. For our Gospel portraits of Jesus are painted not 
only with roses, pastels and warm beiges. They are also composed with fiery 
reds, cool deep blues, and brilliant yellows. Our understanding of Jesus 
needs to be composed of a full-spectrum of Gospel insights. 

• We can see this by engaging our reading from Mark today. Two weeks ago 
we heard Mark’s companion passage about Jesus’ Baptism at the Jordan. 
This is how Mark begins his Gospel —no birth story, no angels nor shepherds
— only the blank landscape of the wilderness, and John calling people to 
repent. In Mark, Jesus’ public ministry begins at the stark edges of the 
desert ~ in a liminal space between here and there. 
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• In other words, Jesus’ ministry does not begin where we are ~ like in a 
Jerusalem tea shop or at a Nazareth prayer group, making new friends. 
Instead, he appears in the company of the radical Baptizer. And Jesus’ first 
words echo those of the off-putting Jordan River prophet. Mark is telling us 
this: Jesus commenced his ministry by identifying himself with the Baptizer’ 
vocation. And so, Jesus embarks upon ministry not by uttering words of 
acceptance and comfort, but with challenge, and with a call to change! Mark 
reports that, “after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming 
the Gospel of God, and saying, ‘…the kingdom of God has come near; 
repent, and believe the good news’!” Jesus spent forty days in the 
wilderness, tempted by Satan, while surrounded by wild beasts. And then 
he came to Galilee, a region ruled by Herod ~ the Herod who had arrested 
John, and who would soon confront Jesus. 

• Jesus’ first words in Mark imply a message that may be difficult to hear and 
receive. For the Gospel Messiah, whom we imagine as gentle, accepting 
and non-confrontational, emerges as a complex and multifaceted person. To 
notice this, we must practice a mature reading of Scripture. We will be 
sensitive to ambiguity, open to paradox and willing to see things in a new 
way. 

• Notice how Mark begins his Gospel with the report of John's arrest, and that 
it later ends with the results of Jesus’ arrest. John the Baptizer challenges 
the structures of a corrupted society – not just rulers high and mighty, but 
ordinary folks like you and me. Then, provocatively, Jesus does the same! Of 
course, we prefer to recall how Jesus referred to himself as ‘the good 
shepherd.’  But do we also remember his statement recorded by Matthew: 1

"Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come 
to bring peace, but a sword.” Or, as Luke recalled, “I came to bring fire to the 
earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!”  This poses a challenge we 2

may be slow to acknowledge. 
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• The easiest way to ‘tame’ this challenge is to remember and believe only 
certain aspects of the Gospel, and overlook what differs from them. But if we 
do that, we allow ourselves to be inoculated against the whole, by receiving 
only to a part. 

• Mark is telling us several things by the way he begins his Gospel. Among 
them, that Jesus’ ministry is linked with the long history of God’s prophets. 
Like Jonah in our first reading, they were often severely critical of those 
around them. And so, by making present God’s kingdom, Jesus was doing 
so much more than improving our well-being. The first words out of his 
mouth signal something critical about his vocation. His ministry and 
message are a matter of life and death. For, unexpectedly, his Gospel may 
divide us on the way to bringing us together; his teaching can provoke us as 
it may also give us comfort; and his saving work may lead us to death while 
also raising us to new life. Most of all, it is about change! Ironically, we seem 
to like change when we choose it. But, we don’t like it so much when it’s 
caused by someone else ~ especially when it’s prompted by God! 

• According to Mark, Jesus’ first instruction —his very first command— is this: 
Repent! Now, what does that mean? We can rightly guess that it doesn’t 
mean, ‘you’re just fine,’ or that, ‘God is happy with you just as you are.’ 
Instead, it means, “Change! Turn around! Be different from what you have 
been, so that—in Christ—you can be who you really are!”  

• This may make us uncomfortable. But it’s the only reading of the Gospel that 
makes sense of what happened later, during Jesus’ continuing ministry, and 
how it came to an end. A ‘Jesus’ whose purpose was to comfort people, 
accept everyone and help them all get along, would not have made so 
many people mad, nor attracted such political hostility. There would have 
been no reason to plot against or arrest such a person, nor would there have 
been reason to kill him. Indeed, a passive, compliant and alive Jesus would 
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have been better for Herod, by helping him prop up a false kingdom, and 
leave God’s people in servitude under ungodly powers. 

• Instead, Mark’s Gospel begins with hints of a drama that is just unfolding. 
God’s Kingdom is disclosed by someone who appears bearing the power of 
the Holy Spirit. And he will change everything! Even when people don’t 
recognize this, the demons do. For they know he has come not to confirm 
the existing order. Instead, he comes to overthrow what is rotten, as he 
fulfills God’s purposes. Look: This is the Jesus who calls Peter and Andrew, 
and calls James and John. And he calls them away from their families and 
friends, and away from their work and homes. He does this so they can help 
him ~ help him call all the people of this world into a new community.  

• Like Philip and Nathanael; like Peter and Andrew; and like James and John, 
Jesus finds us. And then he calls us. ~ Think about this for a moment: how 
would you respond to his call? Would you go? 

• With his call, Jesus accepts us. But, he also challenges us. He challenges us 
to live beyond ourselves, for the sake of God’s Kingdom. We may find 
ourselves leaving much behind. But, following him, we will offer gifts ~ gifts 
whose sacrifice brings holiness. Our sacrifices bring holiness to us. And they 
bring holiness to our church, in which we worship and through which we 
serve. 
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James Tissot, The Calling of St Peter and St Andrew 
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Mark 1:14-20 

After John was arrested, 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.” 

As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a 
net into the sea—for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will 
make you fish for people.” And immediately they left their nets and followed him. As he 
went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their 
boat mending the nets. Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the 
boat with the hired men, and followed him. 

Notes: 

 See John 10:11 in context.1

 See Matthew 10:34-5, and Luke 12:49-50, where Jesus also says, “I have a baptism with which to be 2

baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed!”
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