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It has been a really long time since I’ve written out a sermon in longhand. 
 I’ve have had some kind of word-processing disaster at home and     
  I have had some kind of word-processing capacity since the creation of the  
    kaypro complete with floppy discs, decades ago.      
     I made several attempt this weekend to get my sermon   
      to work on my computer and the word-processing went to 
        pieces. 
So, this morning I am reading from a true manuscript,        
 written word for word pretty much in my own scrawl. 
  I gave up and turned to that tried and true technology,      
   that never fails, the pen. 
There is a lot irony in this because, 
 long before I knew that my computer was going to betray me,      
  I had decided to concentrate on the aspect of immediacy and speed    
   found in our texts this morning, and also in the Corinthians’ passage,  
    which we didn’t read but we are using in liturgy,       
      it’s also chock full of what to do right now. 
Now, as with any scripture passage,             
 there is more than one thing being said,           
  and more than one way to interpret it,           
   but earlier this week, and especially on Tuesday morning     
     with the group that gathers together to study the lectionary,   
      the aspects of speed and quick action       
       seemed to leap out of the passages.  
In the Jonah story, we are long past the moment when        
 Jonah tried to hide from God and ended up leaping into the sea      
  to be swallowed by a whale. 
He has his feet at the ground this morning,           
 and his clothes are dry as he finally does what God wanted him to do all along,  
  go to Ninevah and announce that they had better shape up      
   and live by God’s commandments           
    if they want to avoid serious consequences.   
 
After a little literary description about just   
 how big the town was,  
  and therefore how big the job Jonah has to do was, 
   Jonah proclaims God’s message. 

   And, right away, everybody takes heed.  
    Everybody listens and shapes up.   
 



They dose their fires, rip their clothes and sit in the ashes.   
 They stop working and they stop eating, and stop feeding their livestock, 
  All day long they sit and pray, promising to change their wicked ways.  
We never do get any detailed description of what it was  
  the Ninevites were up to exactly, 
   except that their wickedness has something to do with  
    “violence in their hands.”  
     They stop the violence of their hands, and God forgives them. 
 
Again, speed is evident. 
God doesn’t ponder or hold off for effect. 
  It’s instantaneous. God warns through Jonah, they repent; God forgives. 
   Bam, we’re done. 
 We don’t even get read on to find out how Jonah feels about it, which is not good. 
  Not today anyway, and I have learned over the years 
   that when the lectionary asks us to stop reading at a certain point,   
    it’s for a reason, it’s wise to simply stop and see       
     what’s right in front of us. 
      
In the Mark text, we begin with an introduction that’s also quick and fast.  
 “The time is now. The reign of God is here. Believe it.” 
  This is summed up twice as the “good news.” 
In the 13 verses before today’s reading we’re told some 
 things about Jesus and things that happen to him, 
  but this announcement and what follows are Jesus first acts  
   in this our oldest gospel.  
“The time is now to embrace the reign of God”, he says, then calls Simon and Andrew,  
 James and John in fast succession. 

They respond so instantly, it boggles the mind. 
Mark will use the phrase “And immediately” in his gospel again and again,   
 but seldom to such dramatic effect. 
 
As theologian William Placher writes, “One pictures Zebedee standing in his boat  
 with his mouth open in surprise as his sons depart.” 
The 4th Century Priest and scholar, Jerome decided         
 there must have been something divine in Jesus’ countenance,      
  Jesus’ face “that men seeing, could not resist.” 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer on the other hand           
 thought there was something about Jesus’ authority, not his appearance,   
  that commanded such instantaneous response. 
It led Bonhoeffer to conclude that Christians should just give up worrying    
 about how to attain perfect faith or deeper faith before following Jesus. 
Instead, this story and others like it convinced Bonhoeffer       
  to advise people that we should obey and follow Jesus first,       
  in order to discover that we have faith.           
   And even to discover how much our faith has grown. 



 
It’s like the fable that Kierkegaard retells           
 about the corrupt man who puts on a mask, a mask of goodness and kindness  
  to his neighbors and wears it for some time          
   and when he takes it off he discovers          
    that he has become the thing that he spent time pretending to be. 
 
The psalm, rather than contain elements of speed,         
 tells us why we should quickly cast our lot with God alone.  
God is the only thing in all of life, says poet,  
 that we can truly count on, the one and only source        
   of hope and of security. 
In marvelous language the poet topples other icons of certainty,      
  beginning with poverty.               
   Even the poor are momentary, says the poet, “but a breath.” 
The rich or high born are worse;            
 money and high station are “a delusion!”   
You shouldn’t even put your confidence in your ability to manipulate     
  or con your way through life, and if you are more criminal then that,     
  not even robbery will bring you security. 
Because riches may comfort, but they can’t save. 
God is the one who knows our lives  and makes an assessment of our worth,  
 based on, says the poet, how we act. 
And God, as we know from Jesus Christ,           
 judges not on how we act but with much more grace than that. 
 
“So”, the poet might announce in light of our other two scriptures,  
 “What are you waiting for?”                
  Put your trust, your hope, your confidence in God alone. Do it Now.    
   Because God is the only real security.  
 
Sitting by the fire in my living room at home,           
 writing all this about acting right now            
   to live like someone who trusts God. I’m writing this in slow motion   
    because it is by hand —at no speed whatsoever—was in fact a gift. 
 
If you have to slow down because your computer won’t work,       
 or your schedule got thrown, or the weather canceled your plans,     
  then the implacable “Now” can loom up, full of invitation. 
All week I have been asking myself through these scriptures       
 “What have I not been doing in my life of faith          
  because I’ve been so busy doing, or avoiding, other things?”   
  
  
It seems to me that one of the reasons we resist God’s invitation 
 and dither away time wondering what discipleship means 



  or if we’re ready or if we’re faithful or if we could do better  
   and on and on and on and on,  
  one of the reasons we do this to ourselves is because we’re afraid  
   God will call us to do something hard, or something we don’t want to do,  
    or something we can’t do at all. 
And that is realistic.  
 Simon and Andrew and James and John  
  gave up real security and assets 
   —nets, boats, family relationships—to follow Jesus. 
    There is a cost to discipleship  
     and we do worry and wonder if we’re up to it.      
      So we settle for less. 
At the same time God calls us to things that are far less difficult,       
 it seems to me than the things we chose to do instead. 
As a pastor, and just as a person, I have seen so many times 
 the ways people limit their lives, or avoid real joy. 
  I’ve seen myself make foolish choices, 
   in thrall to things that just don’t matter,  
    that are not worth what the world says that are,  
     things that really are delusions.  
Meanwhile God calls us to joy, to freedom, to deep relationships,  
 to life-giving experiences of grace, to newness, to “now-ness” 
  to a way of life that is always, always, always  
   more than anything we can do in God’s place. 
 
 
For a few years in the late 90s there was a show on TV  

called “Early Edition.” Set in Chicago, it featured  
a good-hearted young man who mysteriously receives  

a copy of the next day’s newspaper each morning,  
giving him 24 hours to avert various disasters and change the outcome.   

In one episode, the headline foretold the deaths  
of 150 people in a plane that would explode after leaving O’Hare Airport.   

Knowing the departure time of the flight, our hero races to the airport  
but, gets  hopelessly entangled in traffic.  

Frantic, and torn about what to do,             
  he glances at the paper again and sees another story,  

about a little girl who dies after a being hit by a car  
because her injuries were misjudged as only minor  

when she’s examined at the hospital.  
What should he do, keeping striving to get to the airport,  

where most likely he will be too late,  
or save one little girl?  

At that moment he sees her riding by on her bike.   
He runs after the little girl and sees the accident.  

At the hospital his insistence that she be more thoroughly examined  



gets him thrown out by security, 
 but he sneaks back in and browbeats a doctor  

into discovering the extent of her injuries.   
As our hero finally slumps in the waiting room to rest,  

the girl’s parents come racing in.  
Her father is wearing a pilot’s uniform.  

He turns out to be the pilot of the airliner  
that would have exploded, but was called off the runway  

because his daughter was struck by a car.  
It’s a two-for-one rescue!  

Great screen writing, ridiculous story.  TV, not reality, but it makes a moving point.  
That waiting to understand the meaning of everything we do is ridiculous.   

  That small actions taken now may have unforeseeable outcomes,  
outcomes for good for ourselves and others  

the extent of which we may never know.  
 
Are there things you can do? Or stop doing right now        
 that would impact the depth or quality, or accessibility of your faith? 
If Bonhoeffer is right, actions are a great deal more important than our understanding 
  or analysis of what it means to be a disciple. 
 
I have decided that the action I most need to take         
 is to give up some of my anxiety about the future         
  and embrace God’s goodness around every moment I can. 
My star-word for this year is in keeping with that goal.        
  I was not here on Epiphany Sunday.           
   So, after I got back into town, I found the basket        
    and I reached into the big basket as it sat in the Gathering Space.  
       
As I was reaching in to the basket my eye fell on a star with the word “providence.” 
 It made me well-up with emotion,             
  as if it were a promise that God has always kept my life      
   and the life of those I love and always will.         
    That doesn’t mean everything is good and everything’s fine.    
     God keeps our lives in difficulty and harm as well as in good times. 
Nevertheless, I did not pick that star. That felt like cheating because I’d seen it.  
 So, I reached down deep and pulled another star from the basket. 
That one read “journey” and it seems just right now.         
 For me to allow myself every moment           
  to trust God’s providence will be a journey,         
   a wonderful, probably scary journey,          
    that in some ways I have been taking         
     all my life, but in other ways I have always been avoiding, too. 
So, I’ve decided to embrace God’s promises more deeply now,      
 right now, without the angst that is such a big part of who I am. 
That is bound to be a journey well worth taking. 



 
What is Jesus calling you to in your particular now?         
 He is here looking right at you announcing that now is the time      
   because the reign of God is all around. 
What will you say?  Amen.      


