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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 1/24/2021, Jonah 3:1-5,10; Mark 1:14-20 (Elizabeth 

Felicetti) 

We are hearing a lot of call stories in these Sundays after the Epiphany. Last week we had the 

prophet Samuel in the Old Testament as well as Philip and Nathanael in the Gospel. This week 

we get Jonah in the Old Testament and then two sets of brothers in the Gospel: Simon and 

Andrew, and James and John. On this Annual Meeting Sunday, these call stories can help us 

discern what it means to be called by God. We are all called by God but discerning to what and 

how and when can be tricky. I want to look at three dangers of being called by God: certainty, 

convenience, and cost.  

First, certainty. This morning’s stories can lead to a dangerous belief that being called is simple. 

“Get up and go to Nineveh.” “Follow me.” A quick read of these stories can tempt us to think 

that God’s call is certain and clear.  

If so, please remember Samuel’s story last week, when he couldn’t tell that the word of the Lord 

was coming to him until Eli told him, and even Eli didn’t figure it out until God’s third try. That 

call was not as clear and certain as the ones we read about today.  

Certainty can be dangerous. I have served here at St. David’s for almost ten years now—it will 

be ten years one week from tomorrow. The process of believing I was being called away from 

the church I had been serving to come here took at least a year and a half, and I looked seriously 

at other churches along the way. The search committee here was part of that call: it wasn’t all up 

to me. Together, we had to pray and look at different options to see if God was calling us 

together. 

I want to stay here until I retire, not go to another church or work on the diocesan level. But how 

do I know that’s what God is calling me to do? A couple of years ago, a couple of opportunities 

arose, including the bishop here in southern Virginia, and I was certain that I wanted to dismiss 

those jobs. But Gary, bless his heart, asked how I could be sure that what I wanted and what God 

wanted were the same thing. So I prayed. I consulted the vestry and others. And I discerned that I 

was called to remain here. My call as the rector of St. David’s was renewed.  

My call felt renewed again last summer, when I was miserable not only because of the toxic 

chemicals being pumped into my body while on disability but because not preparing sermons 

every week was damaging my prayer life, and not celebrating the Eucharist every Sunday 

crushed my soul. Despite my health issues and this hideous pandemic and even having to come 

to almost all of you right now over a screen, I feel refreshed and reinvigorated in my call as the 

rector of St. David’s. 

But I remain careful about certainty. 

Convenience can be another danger when it comes to call. We only get one snippet of Jonah’s 

story today. We started after he was spit up on the dry land after languishing in the belly of a fish 

for three days and three nights. After he was tossed off a boat in a storm because fleeing God’s 

call endangered everyone aboard. Jonah didn’t want to answer the call in the first place because 
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he didn’t like the wicked people in Nineveh and walking through the exceedingly large city 

preaching was not going to be convenient. 

Now, please don’t take this story to an extreme by hearing that God will only call you to do hard 

things that you hate. I love Frederick Buechner’s assurance that God calls us to the place where 

our deep desire meets the world’s deep need. But if you think that God is calling you to do 

exactly what you want and it’s easy, re-evaluate. Pray. Read the Bible. Ask other Christians for 

input and prayer. 

I have felt called in different directions for a while now. You all know that I have a passion for 

writing. Writing is not convenient. I rarely enjoy it. I find it excruciating. Ideas come to me at the 

least convenient time, like when I’m walking the dog or in the shower or driving. 

As Hector is going to discuss in the financial part of today’s Annual Meeting, we are discerning 

together what it means for me to become bivocational so that I can direct more time to my 

writing and work less for our church, even though St. David’s is my other big (and often 

inconvenient) passion.  

This exploration financially blesses St. David’s, because when I work less, I’m paid less. It’s 

also inconvenient: inconvenient for me, because writing does not pay well; and inconvenient for 

the church because I will not always be available when you would like me to be. I strongly 

believe this—that is, bivocational ministry—is the direction to which we are being called, and 

the pandemic with its financial pressures encouraged me to take this discernment to the vestry. 

I’m scared and excited. 

If you think you are called by God to a new job or a new direction, ask yourself: what’s the cost? 

If you don’t think there’s a cost to following God, then I don’t know what Bible you’re reading. 

In our Bible, you can see the cost for Jonah. The cost of not following, in Jonah’s case, was even 

greater than the cost of following the call to go to Nineveh, as he got swallowed by a fish and 

suffered in its belly for three days before praying to God and getting  spat out. God’s call cost 

Jonah his trip to Tarshish, where he tried to flee because he did not want to go to Nineveh. Jonah 

did not want to save the people of Nineveh. He didn’t like them. Today, we only heard about 

how God changed God’s mind. But in chapter 4, you can read how this change provoked Jonah’s 

anger. He was furious with God for being gracious and forgiving to the Ninevehites. 

Following Jesus in today’s Gospel cost all four fishermen their livelihoods. Simon and Andrew 

immediately left their nets and followed him. Mark loves that word “immediately,” as will 

become clear as we continue to read his Gospel for the rest of this year. James and John also 

immediately followed Jesus. 

“And they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men.” 

These two brothers left their father. 

How do you imagine this scene? Do you think Zebedee said “Bye boys! Have a good life! Don’t 

worry about me.” Zebedee having “hired men” shows that his fishing business had so much work 
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that he and his two sons couldn’t handle it all themselves. And now his sons were abruptly 

abandoning him to go follow some rando wandering along the Sea of Galilee.  

I imagine Zebedee pleaded with them to wait, to think it over. I imagine it broke their hearts to 

leave their father in the boat with the hired men. 

There was a cost to following Jesus. 

We as a church have incurred costs this year to stay together as a community of Christ. A 

pandemic invaded our world, forcing us to stay physically apart. For a time some of us were able 

to gather again, but we couldn’t sing or shake hands or even hold the community prayer books. 

We had to sign up and sit in assigned seats. We had to wear these awful things on our face which 

make it hard to breathe. And now, we aren’t even doing limited in-person worship. Now, we 

gather online to worship God. We don’t have potlucks. The body of Christ isn’t homemade bread 

that Bill and I break apart. We don’t kneel shoulder to shoulder at this rail. 

But we are still called to do the work of God. There is still need in our community, in our church 

family and beyond. We all still long for God.  

In this season after the Epiphany, we remember the call of the first disciples. Follow me.  

We remember God’s call to Jonah. Go.  

Together, as the St. David’s community, we continue to figure out our calls, keeping in mind 

certainty, convenience, and cost. 


