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Third Sunday after the Epiphany 
Jan. 21, 2018 
St. James Episcopal Church 
 
Excuse me while I just look over my to-do list for this week.  
 
You know, there’s a lot of stuff on here.  
I’m especially concerned about this item right here: 
It says: “Write sermon.” 
And unfortunately, it hasn’t yet been crossed off.  
 
So that’s not good.  
Given that my deadline for having that sermon ready  
passed just about 30 seconds ago,  
this is really quite an urgent item.  
 
But there are a lot of other things on this list too.  
Things that I could be doing, 
things that need to be done eventually.  
 
Like this one: 
Update the Words with Friends app on my iPhone.  
I could do that. 
(Do this.) 
There.  
I’ll just mark that off my list. 
That feels good. That’s one less thing to worry about.  
 
Now, you might think that standing here,  
updating my smartphone apps  
is not a really good use of my time, 
given the importance and urgency  
of some of the other items on this list.  
But you’d be wrong.  
 
It seems counter-intuitive,  
but time management experts say  
that one of the best ways to tame a vicious to-do list 
is to begin with the least urgent task.  
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Few of us are willing to do that  
because common sense says  
we should tackle the most urgent issue first.  
 
The problem with that is,  
we all have a tendency to wait until something becomes urgent,  
THEN deal with it.  
That’s bad,  
because most of our urgent tasks  
were non-urgent once.  
 
The idea is to complete our tasks before they become urgent. 
And the only way to do that  
is to work on the less urgent tasks first.  
Who knew? 
 
This strategy won’t eliminate genuine emergencies, of course.  
Unexpected things happen that demand our immediate attention,  
and of course we must deal with them.  
But if we make it a habit  
to deal with non-urgent items first,  
experts say our overall emergencies will drop substantially,  
right along with the stress that accompanies them. 
We’ll become more efficient.  
 
Me taking the time to update my app this morning  
isn’t looking so foolish now, is it?  
Well, okay, maybe just a little. 
But sometimes, the most foolish choices lead to the best results.  
Sometimes the most foolish choices  
turn out to be not so foolish after all.  
 
Take, for instance, the choice that Simon and Andrew and James and John 
made in this morning’s gospel.  
They were fishermen.  
Mark tells us that Simon and his brother Andrew were busy,  
casting their nets into the sea, 
when Jesus comes walking along –  
and says “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”  
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And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  
What sort of business strategy is that?  
To just drop what you’re doing  
and go after some guy with a crazy scheme to fish for people? 
If Jesus really had a good plan, I would want to hear about it.  
So I might make an appointment, say a week from Tuesday.  
But I can’t just drop what I’m doing  
to go chasing after somebody.  
Not if I want to pay my bills. 
 
And James and John, that’s even crazier.  
Mark says they were in their boat, mending their nets,  
when Jesus called them. 
So they left their father in the boat with the hired men and followed him.  
I wonder what Dad had to say about that?  
 
I suspect that Jesus knew  
he was asking those disciples 
to do something that made no sense. 
It made no sense then, and it makes no sense now.  
Definitely counter-intuitive.  
 
I don’t know how he did it.  
Jesus must have been uncommonly charismatic. 
And the message he was peddling  
must’ve touched ancient people’s hearts and minds  
in ways we don’t fully appreciate in 21st century America.  
 
“The time is fulfilled,” he said.  
“And the kingdom of God has come near.  
Repent, and believe in the good news.” 
 
To us today, Jesus saying “the time is fulfilled”  
doesn’t mean much.  
It’s just another of those crazy things that Jesus says.  
But had we been 1st century Jews, 
we would have known exactly what he was referring to.  
We would have understood 
that this was a reference  
to the ancient Israelite custom of the Year of Jubilee. 
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The year of Jubilee was supposed to come around every 50 years or so.  
In that year, some incredible things were supposed to happen.  
It’s all spelled out in Leviticus and Deuteronomy:  
All debts were forgiven.  
All slaves were set free.  
All land was returned to its original owner.  
 
It was an incredible deal  
for the poorest and most vulnerable.   
It meant that no one,  
no matter how poor,  
was destined to spend his or her entire life in poverty or in slavery.  
 
It meant that there would be no such thing as generational poverty,  
where one generation’s failure to succeed  
doomed the next generation to a life of unending lack,  
because every 50 years,  
society pushes the reset button.  
 
It meant that nothing was forever,  
neither the good nor the bad. 
It was an acknowledgement that ALL things come from God, 
and are ultimately God’s to distribute. 
Or RE-distribute.  
 
Utopian fantasy?  
Preposterous folly?  
Yeah, probably.  
I don’t know if the Year of Jubilee 
was ever a real thing  
or always just an ideal. 
No one knows.  
 
I’m just saying  
that’s what Jesus was talking about.  
And that vision really resonated with a lot of people. 
 
When Jesus proclaimed that the time had been fulfilled  
and that the Kingdom of God had drawn near,  
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people were ready to believe,  
WANTED to believe.  
Because that really would have been good news for them.  
 
Today, we usually understand the word “believe” as  
accepting that certain statements are true.  
But in the ancient world, it was more than that.  
Theologian Marcus Borg has said that in Jesus’ time,  
to “believe in the good news”  
meant to trust that the Kingdom of God was near  
and to commit to that kingdom.  
He said that another way of phrasing Jesus’ proclamation is like this:  
“Now is the time to transform our understanding of what is possible  
and to live out the values of the kingdom,  
trusting that this is the path God wants for us.” 
 
To transform our understanding of what is possible. 
To live out the values of the kingdom. 
To trust that this is the path God wants for us.  
 
Was Jesus wrong?  
Did he mislead Simon and Andrew and John and James  
and several billion people since then?  
Was the Kingdom of God NOT at hand?  
Were we tricked? 
 
Certainly Paul seemed to think the Kingdom of God was near.  
Scholars think Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians  
was written about 20 years after Jesus’ death.  
For 20 years they’d been waiting.  
Not a long time relatively speaking,  
but still a long time in a single human life  
to wait for something you’d been told was imminent.  
 
And what is Paul’s best advice to the Christians in Corinth,  
who were getting impatient?  
Live “as if,” he says.  
Let those who have wives live “as if” they weren’t married.  
Let those who mourn live “as if” they weren’t mourning.  
And those who rejoice live “as if” they were not rejoicing.  
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Do all this, and do it now,  
because the time is growing short.  
If Paul kept a to-do list,  
you know what would be at the top of it.  
Get ready, because the end is coming soon.  
 
Was Paul wrong?  
 
There’s no shortage of people who will tell you that he was.  
No shortage of people who will tell you Jesus was wrong.  
And sadly, there is an outright abundance of people  
who will tell you Jesus and Paul were absolutely right –  
but they have no idea, 
no idea at ALL –  
what Jesus and Paul were really saying.  
They don’t realize just how radical the gospel message really is.  
And often, those of us who DO know, choose to forget it. 
 
And so we continue in our lives, 
casting our nets, mending our nets,  
just as we always have done.  
Doing the sensible things. 
 
I wonder what would happen if we acted  
as if we really did believe the gospel promise.  
What if, instead of insisting that we MUST do the sensible thing,  
the thing we’ve always done,  
we instead let go,  
and let the foolishness of God rule the world?  
What if we acted AS IF we already lived in the Kingdom of God? 
 
We could never make that work.  
And that is exactly the point.  
WE could NEVER make it work. 
We would have to let God do it.  
 
We would have to give ourselves over completely 
to trust this imprudent, unrealistic God; 
this god who so desperately wants to be OUR God, 
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that we are given an invitation  
to come and live in the Kingdom right now.  
No waiting. Right now.  
And suddenly  
we realize that the kingdom is unfolding all around us,  
and we didn’t even realize it.  
Breaking in here, filling in over there, popping up beneath our feet. 
 
The Kingdom of God is indeed at hand.  
Each one of us must decide:   
will we live our life as though nothing has changed  
and we can mend our nets as we have always done? 
 
Or will we recognize that God is at work right now,  
transforming the world into the Kingdom?  
Transforming our understanding of what is possible.  
Transforming us into disciples 
who are willing to drop their nets 
and fish for people.  
Amen.  
  


