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Jonah 3: 1-5, 10

I Corinthians 7: 29-31

Mark 1: 14-20


Today, January 24, 2021, within days of the inauguration of the 46th president of the United States, following an outrageous insurrection at the US Capitol, we are hearing the announcement of the “good news” – the beginning of the gospel (in Greek - evangelion) according to Mark. I don’t know about you, but I only learned recently that the whole concept of a gospel (an evangelion or piece of good news) to be announced (or heralded) came from the practice of the Roman Empire. Evangelion was a government term! Usually, the evangelion that was trumpeted or heralded was the “good news” of yet another conquest by the Roman army. Now “gospel” is such a sacred concept to us that it is a bit disconcerting to find out that its roots are in the violence and the arrogance of the Roman Empire. But, on the other hand, how clever of the writer of the first gospel to turn such a symbol around to stand for the good news of the reign of God – the antithesis, if you will, of such violence and arrogance and domination. The gospel writer of Mark is making a stark contrast. He uses no genealogy or infancy narratives to introduce his message. His style is blunt and direct. His message is about needed CHANGE in the world, and the turning of tables. His favorite words are IMMEDIATE and IMMEDIATELY). Be sure to notice that word as we go through Mark’s gospel this year.  Mark showcases the beginning of Jesus’ Galilean ministry , immediately following his baptism in the Jordan. He just plunges right in and calls for readiness for change – in other words, REPENTANCE!


The story of the prophet Jonah in our first reading is a perfect warm up for Mark’s blunt CALL TO ACTION. Jonah, an Israelite, who has every reason to hate and despise the Assyrians who are constantly oppressing the Israelites, is called upon by God to go to Nineveh, the Assyrian capital of all places, and to call the people of Nineveh to repentance. Jonah is outraged. How could God possibly be asking him to go into the bowels of the territory of Israel’s greatest enemy, and to offer them the opportunity to “get right” with Israel’s God? What was God thinking? So, of course, Jonah simply decided to go as far in the opposite direction as he could. We all know what happened next. God arranged for Jonah to be cast overboard during a storm at sea and to be swallowed by a giant fish, where he remained for three days before being regurgitated so that God could have another word with Jonah about the project at hand. Jonah was to learn slowly that the God of Israel also cared deeply about the Assyrians and others, and that God was teaching Israel through this story to expand their vision, and to understand God’s reign and also, by the way, Israel’s mission of being a light, in much bigger and broader terms – a theme brilliantly echoed in the closing words of our young poet laureate. Amanda Gorman, at last week’s presidential inauguration. 


Also, looking at I Corinthians, it is clear that Paul is indicating to the Christians of that place at a time of much uncertainty, that it was truly a time for a clear focus on the gospel and for real single heartedness of purpose as the community was called to inclusivity. Again, fast forwarding TO OUR DAY, NOT A lot has changed!

Yes, Mark’s gospel is a no frills gospel. It is about immediacy and total commitment to getting the word out. The time (KAIROS) is now! The task is preaching the nearness of the reign of God (the BASILEIA – again, a complete contrast with the basileia or reign of the Roman Empire). And finally, the action response called for is change of one’s focus (METANOIA).


When Jesus says REPENT in Mark’s gospel, he uses the verb METANOEITE! And that is a plural, not a singular verb. So, Jesus is speaking to the community, and not just to individuals, as Christians have sometimes come to understand Jesus’ command. Communities of his disciples are to work together to bring the reign of God, as Paul makes clear in I Corinthians as well. 


“Repent and believe the good news, says Jesus. And by that he means that we must reorient ourselves away from our past and towards God’s future. It is an invitation into a future made possible by grace. Jesus wants us to know that to follow him means things can not just stay the way they are now. Now that is a real challenge! We all know all too well how easy it is to succumb to the inertia that surrounds us, the resistance that is endemic in our institutions, from family, to church to governments to industries. Many spend entire lives trying to make sure that things stay just the way they are. After all, change is uncertain; it takes things out of our control. 


“METANOIETE!” says Jesus. Trust God and God’s future. “Follow me,” he says at the call of the first disciples. Jesus is modeling God’s call which is directed at very diverse and very ordinary people. Jesus is demonstrating that God’s call is always for a specific purpose; that that call is holy and divine in origin. For us Christians, Jesus the Christ is the focus of the call. It is Jesus who sets the new disciples in motion, sends them out on mission and empowers them for ministry. 

As we proceed through Mark’s gospel, Jesus will make clear to those who choose to follow him that there is indeed a cost to discipleship. And that cost involves having to discern what we can retain from our past life and what we cannot retain because it is working against our single hearted commitment to the call we have been given to follow Jesus. And let’s face it, giving up things, leaving attitudes and practices behind is not ever easy. But that is what METANOIA is all about. Mark is emphasizing for us that the call of Jesus the Christ is immediate and urgent. What is required on our part is openness to new paths, creativity and imagination. We are being told that we can be good leaders in the reign of God if we are good followers of Jesus. Leadership and followership are two sides of the same coin. Like the first disciples, we will continue to struggle with what it means to leave the nets behind. What Mark is suggesting to us in his gospel is that that is the struggle to which we are called, and that is all that is necessary to proclaim the gospel boldly.

So, as we begin to read the evangelion of Mark, we are challenged to IMMEDIATELY relinquish control and to buy into God’s way forward; to reorient ourselves to see and hear differently; to enlarge our vision and to expand our understanding of the community as God’s reign envisions it. 


This is a tall order. We are in for a wild ride during this year of Mark. How will we discover the meaning of the fulfillment and satisfaction implied in bringing this good news to our world? The answer will unfold as we continue to read the rest of the 16 chapters of Mark’s gospel during this year of grace 2021. Fasten your seatbelts!
