
Text:  Mark 1:14-20                             January 24, 2021 

EYES ON JESUS 

Pastor Lillian Daniels tells of a New Yorker cartoon that depicts a clergyman standing at a 
crossroads, marked by a signpost, trying to decide which way he should turn.  On one arrow it 
says, “Heaven”, on the other it reads, “Discussions about Heaven.”  He is clearly torn. 

“Sometimes,” writes Daniels, I think we in the church stand at the same crossroads, stuck 
between ‘Jesus’ and ‘Discussions about Jesus.’  This,” she says, “is particularly true of 
thoughtful, intelligent people who are not afraid to ask questions about the history and 
culture of Jesus’ day.”  (Lillian Daniels, When ‘Spiritual but Not Religious’ Is Not Enough, 157)     

In many ways, Daniels is describing us, isn’t sheWe are, indeed, relatively comfortable with 
theological and biblical discussions about the nature of Christ, parsing who we believe he 
was, and who we say he wasn’t it.  We are fairly comfortable, even adept at such 
conversations.  We are happy to go down that road.Like good Congregationalists everywhere, 
we aren’t afraid of a careful analysis of scripture. And like other members of the United 
Church of Christ, we feel free to make up our own minds about such matters. But when it 
comes to actually following Jesus, that may challenge us in a very different way. 

It doesn’t appear that was a problem for Peter, Andrew, James and John.  Granted, Mark 
always tells his story in a very tight manner.  His reporting is always short and to the point.  
So, there may be things he leaves out.  Those first disciples may have had a lengthy 
theological conversation with Jesus before they decided to hit the road and follow him along 
the way.  But you’d never know it to read Mark.  Yes, they may have heard him preach--may 
even have witnessed a healing or two.  But Mark implies they made their decisions on the 
spot, and without equivocation.  Jesus, he tells us, is passing by the edge of the Sea of Galilee, 
when he first spots Simon, later known as Peter, and his brother Andrew.  The brothers are 
going about their work, casting their nets into the water, hoping to get their days quotient of 
fish.  Ever one to enjoy a good metaphor, Jesus shouts out across the waves, “Follow me and I 
will make you fish for people.”  (1:17) And just like that, immediately says Mark, they drop 
their nets and follow him.   

A bit down the shore the threesome encounter the Zebedee boys, James and John, Jesus 
issues the same invitation, and they respond in like manner.  They even leave their father in 
the boat with their helpers, and pull up stakes.  And off they all go.  Wending their way 
through the next fifteen plus chapters of Mark’s story.  They come to that crossroads and 
instead of getting bogged down in some theological argument, they follow Jesus, not really 
knowing where they are headed, not really knowing how long they’ll be gone.  But somehow 



trusting this man from Nazareth, knowing that if they simply keep their eyes on him, they will 
know what way to go. 

It is a journey with many bumps and spills.  They don’t follow him perfectly.  They make 
mistakes, they let their faith flag, they question his authority.  But still, as long as they keep 
their eyes focused on Jesus and his way of living, they are able to keep moving forward.  

Now unlike Andrew, Peter, James and John, unlike Mary Magdalene, Mary of Bethany and 
her sister Martha, we don’t have the privilege of knowing Jesus in the flesh.  We live two 
thousand years later; in a world he would barely recognize.  Even in the places he walked and 
taught, he would no doubt scratch his head in wonder and disbelief.  Where he fed the 
thousands with five loaves and two fish, there is not only a church buildingbuses lining the 
driveway, and a gift shop full of Jesus trinkets.  On boats filled with tourist crossing the Sea of 
Galilee, fifties rock music blares out of loud speakers.  And on and on and on.  And 
surrounding various parts of the ancient land are walls, tall concrete walls.  We live at a very 
different time, in a world changed in so many ways since the days when Jesus and his 
disciples traipsed around the country side. 

But certainly, there are things he would recognize.  The fact that Covid patients take sick and 
are isolated and cut off from family and friends, even as lepers were in his own day.  The 
reality that the rich live in massive homes with more bedrooms than they can count, while 
others live on the streets.  The fact that some folks have more than enough food, while 
others wait in lines for a meal.  These are things he would understand.  Hunger, poverty, 
homelessness, a lack of justice for those on the margins of society.  Yes, ours is a different 
world in many ways, but at core the problems, the injustices, the brokenness of so many 
people, so many systems, persists.  And if he was to walk our streets and roads today, Jesus 
would still call on us to follow his way of love, his way of justice, peace and mercy.Indeed, in 
and through the gospels, he still does just that.  He calls us to follow. 

But to do that, to be able to take the necessary risks of speaking up for the disenfranchised, 
to be able to reach out to those who are downtrodden, to know how best to do that, we 
must, like those first disciples, keep our eyes on Jesus.  We must be willing to learn from him, 
and of him, if we are to progress along life’s way. 

Anne Lamott is an author and poet who is in long-term recovery from drugs and alcohol.  She 
has written extensively about how that came about in her book Traveling Mercies, and 
credits her new found freedom to a faith in Jesus and the support of the recovery community.   

Anne is someone who has kept her eyes on Jesus, and who struggles to follow his way, just 
like many of us.  “I just try to love and serve everyone, and bring everyone water and lend an 
ear,” she once wrote, because “that’s what Jesus said to do.” 



Anne’s faith journey has been bolstered by her church, St Andrew’s Presbyterian in Marin 
County, north of San Francisco.  It is an interracial congregation, where Anne has found a 
sense of meaning, and new ways to serve--including starting the church’s Sunday School.  It 
has not always been easy.  Recruiting teachers was a challenge, and the students often 
pushed buttons and tested their patience.   

Essentially, at least at first, it was a one-room school.  The kids were very diverse.  Black, 
white, Asian and Mexican.  Many of the kids had emotional issues, some suffered from 
ADHD.  “Some,” she writes “were wild.  [But] we didn’t exclude anyone because Jesus 
didn’t.”  (Plan B:  Further Thoughts on Faith, 68) 

Anne speaks of their rather simple approach to Christian education.  They’d give the kids a 
juice box, some corn chips and then teach them about God’s love.  “I could always feel Jesus 
in the room, encouraging us in every way,” she writes, “although maybe he would have 
stopped short of sharing Doritos with us.”  (Ibid) 

One day their teacher recruitment problem caught up with them, and they had too many 
students and not enough adults.  The Bible study for the day had focused on finding Jesus in 
the faces of those who suffer.  “If you want to feel close to Jesus,” the teachers had said in 
the lesson, “find the people who are suffering, or whom the world doesn’t value.”  (Ibid, 69)  

An easy craft project which the limited number of teachers could oversee was that go-to craft 
used by many a desperate teacher, making cards.  Not get-well cards, though, rather cards for 
people who are oppressed, marginalized, even reviled.  The kids set to work with 
construction paper and crayons, and created cards to send to kids in juvenile detention 
centers, people in Israel, refugees in Palestine, even the president.   

Two little girls in second grade approached Anne with a question, “’What was the name of 
the woman whose two dogs killed that girl last year?”  They were asking about a famous case 
at the time when Diane Whipple had been mauled by her neighbor’s two dogs.   

“Marjorie Knoller,” Anne told them.  Knoller had been sentenced to 15 years in prison on a 
second-degree murder charge for failing to properly restrain her dogs.  She was filled with 
remorse, but the sentence was still applied. 

Their question answered, the two girls sat back down at the table and made a card for 
Marjorie Knoller.  A card, Anne writes, “with cats and suns and glitter blobs, which said, “We 
are from St. Andrew and we are saying hello because we know you did not want your dogs to 
kill that girl.’”  (Ibid, 67) The second graders had heard Jesus wants us to reach out to the 
suffering, even those who are reviled, and so they did just that.   



You never know where Jesus is going to lead you.  And that’s the risk.  You may need to drop 
your nets and journey to Jerusalem, or pick-up crayons and construction paper to teach a 
class of rambunctious kids who take you seriously about reaching out to those on the fringes.  
But when you have eyes on Jesus, when you seek to learn and follow his way, you may even 
discover a life that’s filled with purpose and meaning.  And there will be times, as you follow 
Jesus, as you take those risks, when you may even notice, as Anne writes, “he rolls up his 
sleeves, smiles roguishly, and thinks, ‘This is good!’”  (Ibid, 74) 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

 


