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“Heeding the Call”
Jonah 3:1-5, 10 & Mark 1:14-21

I want to tell you a fish story that is real; the other imagined.  I remember going fishing at night with my mother and other family members when I was a child.  My mother was the one who would gather the bamboo fishing poles with the fish hooks and lead sinkers and aho or string fishing lines.  She would also bring along a bucket that we would fill with water to keep fresh whatever fish we caught.  This was in the days when we had no ice and no ice coolers.

The bait was somewhat of an extravagance.  It was a box of shrimp.  Each of us would be given a shrimp that was to basically last the night.  My mother never gave instructions in the sense of her saying, "You do this. You do that."  


She had us watch her and then copy or imitate whatever she did.  So we tied the aho to the tip of our bamboo poles as she did and we measured the line by the length of the pole itself and then some.  


We tied the hooks on and slipped the line in the cut of the lead sinker.  All it took to secure the lead sinker to the line was a bite with our teeth.   


After we prepared our fishing poles my mother took to saying a few words to us and by doing so she essentially instilled a level of fear that kept us focused on our purpose for the night.  "No play around.  If that hook get stuck in you I don't what we going do.  I get pliers but still going be sore, so be careful."


And with that we would walk to edge of the wharf at Keauhou Bay and attach our bait to our hooks and set our lines in the water.  We were there to catch ÿupäpalu or cardinal fish for our weekend meals.  

I don't remember if it mattered or not if it was a moonlit night.  All I remember is that it was at night.  The smell of the seaweed and salt water filled the cool evening air.  The water would rise and fall along the edge of the wharf as it gently pushed its way up on to the graveled shoreline dotted with ÿiliÿili pebbles.

In those days I would not be exaggerating if I said the fish seemed to jump up out of the water and onto the pier.  That's how much fish there were.

But we learned very quickly that ÿupäpalu were not the only fish out at night looking for a tasty morsel of shrimp.  "You can feel when they bite," my mother would tell us.  "Watch your pole when the tip goes down."

My mother had a technique that we all hoped we would eventually master.  When she felt a fish nibble she would give her hand a jerk to secure the fish.  We were amazed at what she was able to do and we were determined to do the same.

But when we began to miss snaring our share of fish we slowly resigned ourselves to the fact that it would take many more nights of fishing before we would be able to achieve her level of skill.  Over time we learned it was best to get a bamboo pole that narrowed at the tip because it was more sensitive to the touch of a nibble.   We were left only with our complaints.  "Aw, the buggah wen steal my bait."  And with each complaint we managed to fault the fish for being so greedy, never wanting to admit that we were being outwitted by them.

From time to time we would snare a catch but almost always my mother would let out a moan.  "Shhheh.  Hïnälea.  Too slimy that fish and stink.  Junk eat.  Throw 'em back."  She always thought that the hïnälea or brightly colored wrasse was never worth eating.


But what always caught our attention in a frightful way was the spiny and prickly ÿalaÿihi or red squirrel fish.  "Ahhh!  Pilau that fish,” she would bellow.  “Watch out you no get poke by the fins.  Besides that fish get too much bones.  That one just as junk for eat.  Throw 'em back."
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Every now and then a shriek would pierce the night air.  "Puhi!"  Because there was no way for us to detach the eel and throw it back into the water, my mother would cut the line with her pliers and we would watch the puhi all balled up in a knot drop to the ground, unwrap itself and slither its way back into the water. 

The puhi always fascinated us.  My mother knew that and to keep us from scampering about and being distracted, she would exclaim, “Nevah mind.  That one even more junk for eat.  Throw 'em back.”  

So there we would sit through the night throwing our line in hoping that we would be able to add whatever ÿupäpalu we caught to my mother's catch thus insuring that we would have enough to eat over the weekend.


Late one night a man came by.  My mother was off in the distance in one direction and my uncle and cousins were off in the other.  I was in the middle by myself.  

My mother seemed oblivious to him.  As much as we enjoyed the evening in a playful way, I knew that my mother was concerned about catching enough fish for us to eat.


I did not recognize the man but I could hear him talking.

After a few minutes my uncle responded to the man.  I recognized my uncle’s voice but could not decipher what he was saying.  My cousins kept on fishing.


A few more words were exchanged and then the man walked away.  My uncle went back to his fishing and slowly moved in my direction.  


“Who that, uncle?”  I asked.


“I not sure,” he answered.  “He kind of lölö.  He was telling me and your cousins about fishing but the kind fish he catch was people.  So I wen listen little bit and then I figgah, ‘Poor thing, brother little bit off.’”
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My uncle continued, “You know your mama know take plenty work for us come fishing.  We no come only for fun.  We come for food.  That man said, ‘Eh, go come follow me.’

I said to him, ‘You crazy or what!?!  We cannot just leave our fishing stuff here or the kids.’  Then he wen come little bit huhü.  That’s wen he wen walked away.”


“But before he left I said, “Eh, maybe bombai!  That’s when he turned around and he had this look on his face, ‘Bombai?”  

“Yeah, you know.” I answered.  “By and by.  Some other time.  Laydahs.”


The fish story with my mother and me is something that happened.  The fish story with the man and my uncle is something I imagined.  It is in that imagining that I wondered about the story of Jesus when he called the first disciples to follow him.  


As he passed along the Sea of Galilee that day long, long ago, he knew that Simon and Andrew were busy casting their nets and James and John were busy mending theirs.  Jesus knew that they had family commitments and that the fishing they were doing was not recreational.  It was not sport but a way of life for them.  It was their way of putting food on the table.

The call of Simon, Andrew, James, and John is so short that some scholars are convinced that it is a “telescoped” account of what actually happened.  In other words it was probably an event that transpired over a longer period of time.  


The fact is, our reading from The Gospel According to Mark gives no details as to what might have been telescoped, and the absence of details makes the story even more vivid.  Mark is not preoccupied with what it took for them to be fishermen.  He is more concerned about conveying to us that the call to discipleship is a radical call that may mean that one will have to leave property and family to follow Jesus.

Jesus uses the image of fishing to explain the work of proclaiming that the “kingdom of God has come near.” (Mark 1:14)  When he spoke to Simon and Andrew about what needed to be done, he did not talk about himself or his own work as a carpenter.  
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Instead he spoke to them in a way that made more sense.  He called on them to take their skills as fishermen and to redirect them to the work of proclaiming the kingdom of God has come near.  

If we are to respond to the call to discipleship; if are to heed the call, our vulnerability may come not only from leaving work and family, but from the difficult task of calling ourselves and others to repentance – to turn around – and to proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord.  In this season of Epiphany the Apostle Paul reminds us:  “For it is the God who said, ‘Let the light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 4:6)



God called Jonah to be a prophet, to leave the comfort of his home to go off to a distant place to call the people to repentance.  In the darkness of Nineveh, Jonah brought the light of God’s mercy and grace.  

Darkness remains in our lives and in our world.  

As we continue through this season of Epiphany, we remember not only Jonah but others like Queen Liliÿuokalani who discovered God’s faithfulness when she was most vulnerable.  Imprisoned within the walls of the palace in Honolulu in January 1893 by American businessmen and U.S. Marines she sought to bring the light of God’s justice to a kingdom under siege by a foreign power. 

We also remember those like the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. who discovered God’s faithfulness when he was most vulnerable.  Born in January 1929, he was called to be a prophet.  Dr. King left the comfort of the four walls of a church to walk the streets of our cities and towns to bring the light of God’s justice to a nation at war with itself.

Heeding the call may frighten us because we know there is a joy and a cost to our discipleship.  We also know that two forces will sustain us.  The first is the faithfulness of God.  The other is knowing that we do not journey alone.  
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When Simon, Andrew, James, and John began their new life, they joined the good company of not only Jonah but Noah, Abraham, Job, Ruth and so many others.  When we began our new life of discipleship, we joined the good company of not only Simon, Andrew, James, and John, but Queen Liliÿuokalani, Dr. King, and many, many others.  


From the country of India comes the lyrics of a song many of us know well.  Let this be our closing prayer and a reminder of our response to the call to discipleship.  

I have decided to follow Jesus.  

No turning back.  No turning back.
The world behind me, the cross before me.
No turning back.  No turning back.

Tho’ none go with me, still I will follow.
No turning back.  No turning back.

Will you decide now to follow Jesus?

No turning back.  No turning back.


In this season of Epiphany, we remember Jesus as the Light of the World.  And in remembering we are reassured that whatever darkness may cover of our lives and our world that we shall overcome.  Amen.
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