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Today’s gospel lesson continues the theme of “calling” that we saw in last week’s 
reading.  The version of Jesus’ gathering of the first disciples that we read this 
week is from Mark, and it is quite different from John’s telling of the story last 
week.  Mark tells us without flourishes how Jesus encounters two sets of brothers: 
first Peter and Andrew, and then, James and John.  They are fishermen, engaged 
in their trade, getting ready to cast their nets.  Jesus tells them to follow.  And they 
drop their nets, leave their boats, and follow. 

This is really an unbelievable story.  Most of us simply can’t fathom how these 
apparently normal and responsible people would suddenly walk away from their 
lives to follow a stranger, a wandering preacher, into the unknown.  You will hear 
people explain that it wasn’t all as spontaneous as it appears.  These men 
probably had known Jesus for a while, and already knew who he was before they 
accepted his invitation to follow.  I’m not sure I agree.  There is little evidence that 
the disciples, as they are portrayed by Mark, ever really “get” who and what Jesus 
is, let alone figure it out in the first chapter. 

So, I can only wonder about the thought-process of these four men that leads 
them to so suddenly abandon everything: their homes, their livelihood, and the 
people in their lives who might be depending on them.  And Mark, for his part, 
gives us no help.  Mark specifically avoids the “whys” and “wherefores.”  

But it is the very fact that the story is unbelievable that gives it power.  Mark is 
showing us the meaning of “discipleship” writ large – the Master calls “follow,” and 
we follow.  Period.  Mark is getting our attention with a startling, and I think, 
deliberately troubling, preview of how this man, Jesus, is going to be changing the 
lives of those he encounters. 

But there is another character in this incident.  We’ve heard this story retold so 
often with the focus on Peter, Andrew, James and John, that we might not even 
notice him anymore.  He appears right near the end of the story.  He is Zebedee, 
the father of James and John.  As his sons go with Jesus, they leave him sitting in 
the boat. 

I’ve always been amused by the image of Zebedee, alone in the boat, probably 
with a puzzled look on his face, watching until James and John are no longer in 
sight.  We might wonder why Mark even includes Zebedee in the story.  My 
speculation has always been that, once again, it is for impact.  We really see the 
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depth of James’ and John’s commitment as they simply leave behind not only their 
boats and their nets, but their father as well. 

But whatever the reason that Zebedee is even in the story, his presence there 
does raise a provocative question for me.  Why doesn’t Zebedee follow Jesus?  
Didn’t Zebedee also sense Jesus’ charisma; didn’t he feel the power of his words, 
and see the effect Jesus was having on people?  Wouldn’t Zebedee at least “tag 
along” out of curiosity?  Wouldn’t you? 

We might think that the reason was that he wasn’t invited. In Mark’s account it is 
possible to conclude that the invitation to follow is given only to James and John 
out of the whole group of men. The problem I have with that interpretation is that it 
flies in the face of the radical inclusivity that Jesus displays and teaches 
throughout the Gospels.  I believe that Jesus invites everyone – is calling 
everyone – and I can’t believe that Jesus intended to leave Zebedee out.  Yet he 
alone has apparently refused the invitation.   

What we have today, I think, is not one, but two, stories.  Mark is juxtaposing them 
for us.  The first, of course, is the story of the people who got up and 
enthusiastically followed Jesus.  The second story is about one person who didn’t.  
Both of these stories can be a little unsettling for us.  The first can make us uneasy 
because we have a hard time identifying with the trust and commitment of the 
people who dropped everything to follow.  The second can make us a little uneasy 
too, but for the opposite reason.  It can be all too easy for us to identify with the 
one who hesitated.    

What about Zebedee?  Why didn’t he follow?  We can only guess, just the way we 
have to guess at what was going on in the minds of Peter, Andrew, James and 
John.  It’s easier for us to speculate about Zebedee’s motivations, though.  Him we 
can understand.  He chose the safety of the life he’d always known.  It’s what the 
other four did that quite frankly baffles us, isn’t it?  In an instant they gave up what 
little security they had to follow who knows who, to who knows were, to do who 
knows what – to fish for people?  We do know who Jesus was, and what his 
ministry was about, but we don’t know any better than the disciples did what total 
commitment to Jesus would mean.  Who can really say what would happen in our 
mostly safe and comfortable lives if we were to say, “Okay, Jesus.  All I am and all 
I have are yours to control”?   

It’s hard to get up and follow when the one certainty in the whole proposition is 
change.  Our lives will change.  We will change.  Today Mark says that Jesus 
came preaching a line that we’ve associated with John the Baptist since way back 
in Advent: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  “Repent” has a very 
simple definition.  It means to change your mind, and then change your direction.  
It’s kind of silly to say, but it bears comment, that neither Jesus nor John ever 
preached, “Stay the course!  Keep doing just what you’re doing, for the kingdom of 
heaven is near!”  Jesus and John preached repentance because that’s what all 
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humanity needs.  We all need to change something.  And God intends to make us 
over.  There are priorities to reorder, things to let go of, and things to take hold of.  
Life is certainly simpler, and less risky, back on the shore with our nets, and our 
boat. 

Many of you have personal stories of how Jesus called you and you stepped out in 
faith.   And that’s wonderful.  You probably also have had times when you stayed 
in the boat like Zebedee, as Jesus called in vain from the shore.  I have more than 
a few of those stories.  One of them happened around 1993, when I became a 
trustee of the church in Manhattan where I was a lay member.  At that time, I 
thought my being asked to be on the board was a great sign of my acceptance by 
my church family. 

At my very first meeting, we considered a request we had received from the 
Church of St. Paul and St. Andrew over on the upper west side.  They were having 
problems with their building.  We all have problems with our church buildings, but 
in their case, pieces of their stone façade were falling off and endangering 
pedestrians on 86th Street.  They had asked all their sister churches for a gift, or a 
loan, of $20,000 for emergency repairs. 

Our church was not wealthy, but we could easily have loaned our sister church the 
money, and not suffered much if they could never pay it back.  However, no 
sooner had the situation been introduced than the President of the Trustees 
opined that our responsibility was to preserve the assets of our church, not to bail 
out others who had not adequately maintained their own.  One by one, the other 
members were agreeing, as I became more and more uneasy. 

As others spoke, I began mentally composing what I would say when they got to 
me.  “Can this be how Jesus would respond?  These are brothers and sisters in 
need.  If our situations were reversed, we’d hope that they would be generous to 
us.”  It was a good speech, except that I never gave it.  As it turned out, I went last, 
and when the group worked their way around the table to me, I nodded in 
agreement with everyone else.  I don’t really know why.  Maybe I didn’t want to 
sound “holier-than-thou.”  Maybe I was trying to “fit in” with my new friends – to not 
make waves at my first meeting. 

Was it an earth-shattering moral challenge?  Probably not.  But it was important 
enough that my inaction still bothers me over twenty years later.  I regret my lack 
of courage.  My regret is not because my inaction meant the end of the Church of 
St. Paul and St. Andrew.  They got their funding from somewhere else, fixed their 
building, and praise God, their church is thriving today.  My regret is because that 
evening I went with the crowd when the crowd was wrong.  That night I so clearly 
heard Jesus saying, “Jim, follow me,” and I said, “Not right now.” 

Fortunately, that wasn’t the last time that Christ invited me to follow. Subsequently, 
on at least a few occasions, I have followed, as my presence here as your pastor 
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proves.  But I will share a secret with you about ordination.   Putting on a stole 
doesn’t mean that pastors no longer find themselves from time to time holding tight 
to the sides of the boat as Jesus stands on the shore asking, “What are you 
waiting for?” 

The good news is that no matter how many times we refuse to follow, Christ never 
stops inviting us.  We don’t know what became of Zebedee.  Maybe he 
encountered Jesus again on his travels around Galilee.  I think he probably did.  
And when he did, I’m certain that Jesus invited him again.  Maybe Zebedee said 
yes.  Fortunately for us, today’s gospel lesson is not about a man who missed his 
only chance to follow Jesus.  Because with Christ, there are no “last chances.”  
Christ knows he is asking us into unfamiliar territory, to be someone we’re not 
certain exactly how to be.  Christ knows this is hard for us.  So, Christ keeps 
asking. 

It’s also important to remember something else.  When we say “Yes” like those 
paragons of faithfulness, Peter, Andrew, James, and John did today, the story isn’t 
over then, either.  If you remember the rest of the story, instead of following, 
James and John will spend their time arguing with each other about which of them 
is going to be more important when Christ’s kingdom comes.  Peter will deny he 
even knows Jesus when the chips are down.  It even says in John’s gospel that 
after the resurrection, a despondent Peter went back to fishing.  But then, in the 
last chapter of John, in what is almost a reprise of today’s story, the risen Christ is 
standing on the lake shore, inviting Peter to come out of the boat, and follow.  

Every day, in situations that are both potentially world-changing and relatively 
mundane, Christ summons us to follow him – to do things we’d rather not do, to be 
people it is not in our natures to be, to leave behind old familiar and comfortable 
ways.  Sometimes we’ll say “Yes” without hesitation, and with an energy and 
enthusiasm that will surprise even ourselves.  Sometimes we’ll say “No.”  
Sometimes, we won’t hear Christ’s invitation at all.  But no matter how we’ve 
responded in the past, Christ is always right there with a new invitation – to take 
the risk; to follow Him, deeper into the life that is life.   

 


