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In our scripture readings for this morning we heard about the beginnings of six people’s 
ministries: Jonah, Jesus, and the apostles Peter, Andrew, James, and John. Those ministries 
began in three different places: in Nineveh, in the wilderness, and on the lakeshore. And for 
the next few minutes, I want you to find yourself, and least metaphorically, in each of those 
three places, because it is in those places that we find God, that we hear God’s call, and that 
our ministries begin. 
 
Perhaps you find yourself in Nineveh. 
 
When I was in college, I went on a mission trip to Mobile, AL. We did different projects at 
different places each day, but there was one project we did every day. The church that hosted 
the camp was near a place where day-laborers would wait to be hired for a day of work. But 
before they headed off to a job site, they came for a hot meal at the church, and a sandwich 
that they could take with them for lunch, later. There was a lot to do to get ready before they 
came. Sandwiches had to be made, the serving line had to be set up, and so forth. But once 
the doors opened, not as many people were needed. So the rest of us were supposed spread 
out, find a table, and get to know some of the people who had come in that day. Well, I tried, 
but it wasn’t working for me. I didn’t know what to say to those people as they were coming 
through the line, and I couldn’t even bring myself to sit down at one of the tables – that was 
just too scary. 
 
Every evening, we would sit out on a dock in the Mobile Bay and talk about what we had 
experienced that day. One night I told the group, “I don’t know what to say to those people! I 
can’t find any common ground.” And one of the others turned to me and said, “As long as you 
see them as ‘those people’, you won’t be able to meaningfully connect with them.” And she 
was right. The biggest wall between me and the people I was trying to talk to was one that I 
had built and only I could tear down. The next day, as the serving line opened I looked at the 
people coming in, and instead of seeing people who were utterly different from me, I began to 
see fellow human beings – fellow children of God – and with that change in perception, the 
conversations that day happened very naturally. It was an amazing day! 
 
Jonah saw the people of Nineveh as “those people.” They were evil in his eyes. They were 
beyond redemption, beyond hope. In Jonah’s eyes, “those people” didn’t even deserve God’s 
grace and forgiveness. In his eyes, “those people” deserved every bit of fire and brimstone 
that God had in store for them. But those are the people to whom God sent Jonah. 
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These days there are lots of people that we see as “those people.” We live in such a polarized 
world, and with the wealth of information we have at our fingertips, it is so easy to just listen 
to “our people” and not have to wrestle with perspectives of “those people.” Thanks to the 
rhetoric of our day, too often those who we see as different are not just as wrong, but also as 
evil, stupid, and dangerous. But many times, “those people” are precisely the ones to whom 
God sends us. Almost always, God calls us out of our comfort zone and into the midst of 
people we’d rather keep at a distance. God calls us to put aside our prejudice and judgement 
and see in “those people”, something of ourselves, and something of Christ. That’s often the 
hardest first step in beginning a ministry, but it is one we must take for each and every group 
of people we consider to be “those people” if they are ever to become sisters and brothers in 
Christ. 
 
If you are in Nineveh, then look through the eyes of love and humility at the humanity in those 
around you! 
 
Perhaps God’s calling places you not in the midst of strange people, but in no-mans-land, in 
the wilderness. The wilderness is such a rich metaphor. The wilderness can be a place of 
danger and hardship. It can be a place where food is scarce, and deadly animals roam about. It 
is place away from the comforts of home. I grew up camping with my family. I remember 
many-a camping trip as a kid, tossing and turning at night because of a root sticking up right in 
my back, and listening to footsteps in the leaves and the breaking of twigs on the other side of 
that thin nylon wall. You know, when you can’t see what’s making the noise, a raccoon or even 
a stray cat sniffing around your camp can sound an awfully lot like bear or a wolf. I remember 
sometimes my imagination would go wild as I listened carefully to those little steps outside, 
just knowing that a claw was going to tear through the tent at any moment. 
 
Over the years, the sounds of the woods have worried me less, and have become a source of 
comfort. And I have found something else in the wilderness, too. The summer before last, this 
church granted me a two-month sabbatical. Most of those two months were spent in control 
rooms and AV booths filled with screens, learning how other churches use technology 
effectively for ministry. But one week – one week near the end, I left all the technology behind 
and spent a week in the wilderness. I grabbed my hammock and my mountain bike, and set up 
a small camp by myself for the week. Instead of the iPad I usually use for Bible reading, I took a 
small Bible that I had received from Bill Arthur’s library. And there I was in solitude with God, 
reading the Bible, praying, eating food charred on a campfire, biking up the mountain, and 
sleeping out in the open in a hammock. It was an amazing time alone with God and God’s 
word! 
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Out there I imagined what Jesus must have experienced in the wilderness, with wild animals 
all around, with the devil tempting him, but also with God and God’s angels. Why did the Spirit 
drive him into the wilderness? It must have been so that Jesus could find his ministry and be 
ready for the road ahead. 
 
Sometimes God sends us to strange places, and sometimes God comes to us in strange places. 
Sometimes the wilderness is our destination, and sometimes it is our starting point. It was 
both for Jesus. And the wilderness can take all sorts of forms and can even be found in the 
inner city or a crowded hospital or even your own home. It can be a place of danger and of 
hardship, but it can also be where we find God, where we hear God’s call, and where our 
ministry begins. 
 
If you are in the wilderness, look for God, and find your trust in God. You will need God’s 
presence and plenty of trust in God if you are to do the ministry that God has set before you! 
 
Maybe you find yourselves on the lakeshore. That’s where ministry began for Simon Peter, his 
brother Andrew, John, and his brother James. Fishing was their family business and their 
livelihood, and Jesus came to them in their everyday life and called them to something 
different. And immediately, immediately they left their boats, their nets, and the rest of their 
families, and they followed Jesus. We aren’t told much detail. We don’t know their 
motivations or fears. We just know that Jesus met them where they were and called them to 
something new. 
 
But it wasn’t completely new. What’s interesting here is how Jesus describes the ministry that 
they are about to begin. “Follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fish for people.” Jesus 
says that in some sense they will still be fishermen. Often we think of God’s calling as a calling 
away from everything we know. And in many ways it is! Those two sets of brothers left behind 
all that they knew and loved – all that gave them security and made them feel at home. But in 
a way, they were still fishing, according to Jesus. The point I’m trying to make here is that what 
you are doing in your life right now might be how God is calling you into ministry. Those things 
that we do – those things that we are good at – we don’t leave those things behind. God uses 
them and calls us to use them in ministry. Today we commission two mission teams to do 
ministry in Haiti and in the Dominican Republic. Among those teams are doctors and nurses 
and dentists who are spending their vacation days working their trade in a simple operating 
room and clinics in the villages. 
 
Maybe you find yourself on the lakeshore, wondering how God will use your particular gifts to 
do some particular ministry. Maybe you want to do something – you want to use what you 
know and what you can do to serve God and help others, but you just don’t know how to do 
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that. If you find yourself on the lakeshore, be ready! Be watchful! Pay attention! Don’t let an 
opportunity pass you by! 
  
I get frustrated sometimes when we put stuff in the bulletin, in the monthly newsletter, in the 
weekly email, on social media, and on posters on the church, and we still hear people say, “No 
one asks me to do anything.” Don’t wait for a hand-written invitation or a personal phone call! 
Search for your calling. Try things out and see if they are right. Ask around and find those ways 
to be in ministry. Find those ways that your gifts can be used for God. Don’t wait! 
 
And don’t think you have to be an expert! The truth is that most of ministry is on-the-job 
training. And the even bigger and more profound truth is that ministry is God working through 
you, not just you doing the work. Look at what happened when Jonah went to Nineveh. Do 
you think they all repented just because of Jonah’s half-hearted warnings? Look at who Jesus 
called to be his first and closest disciples – a bunch of fishermen! But look what God did 
through them! What might God do through you? 
 
And for those of you who say, “That’s what I do at work all day! I don’t want to do that outside 
of work!” I get it! I really do! If you teach children all week, I get why you might not want to 
teach children’s Sunday School as well. I remember a trip Kellie and I made soon after we were 
married to visit her extended family in Arkansas. There were all sorts of people I had never 
met there. When it came time to eat, and someone asked who was going to say the blessing 
before the meal. Now right about that time, I was thinking, “You know, these people don’t 
know me, and they don’t know that I’m in seminary preparing to be a pastor. This may be the 
one time that I am not automatically asked to say the prayer!” Now, I have nothing against 
prayer, and I find the “Not it!” approach that so many take to praying with others to be 
somewhat disturbing. I remember in college I would go to a restaurant with other Bible and 
Religion majors, and when the food arrived I would look around and see everyone around the 
table with their hands on the table with both thumbs up. The idea was that whoever was last 
to put their thumbs up had to say the prayer. My response was usually something like, “Come 
on, guys, we’re getting ready to be pastors, but you’re trying to avoid saying the prayer?! Do 
you not see anything wrong with that?” 
 
But back to Arkansas. Just as I am thinking that this would the only time in recent memory that 
a group wouldn’t automatically elect me to pray before a meal, I hear my sweet wife’s voice 
say, “Craig will do it! He’s going to be a pastor!” And I have to admit, my heart sank a little, and 
I probably shot her a bit of a nasty look. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to pray. It’s just thought 
that I wanted to be “off duty” for a while. 
 
So believe me when I say that I get it if you don’t want to do your weekday job at church. I 
really do! But were would our choir and our MorningSong band be if we didn’t have those 
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music educators and other professional musicians participating? Where would our Sunday 
School and weekday Bible Studies be if we didn’t have people who know how to teach leading 
and coordinating them? Where would our Health Committee be if we didn’t have health 
professionals sitting on it? Where would our Personnel Committee be if we didn’t have people 
who know Human Resources on it? Where would our church be, if we didn’t have people who 
are very skilled with managing money on the Finance Committee? Where would the people of 
the DR be, if doctors and dentists and nurses didn’t spend their vacations in clinics down 
there. Maybe you find a way that you can use your expertise in a different way for ministry, 
but don’t squander you most developed skills when it comes to ministry! Sometimes that skill 
or ability that you know so well will even be your comfort when you find yourself in Nineveh or 
in the wilderness. 
 
Last week we ordained and installed officers for our church. A few months ago, I listened to 
those same people share why they said yes to being an officer. That’s always an inspiring 
evening for me, and I love to see the variety of gifts that God has called together to lead this 
church. But this year I was particularly struck by a few people who responded to that phone 
call from the Congregational Nominating Committee not with, “Let me think and pray about 
it,” but with an immediate and enthusiastic, “Yes! And thank you for asking!” I’m not putting 
down the people that take the time to think and pray about what is an extremely important 
responsibility. That’s very appropriate. But it is exciting to hear people who are ready and 
eager for ministry and who, like those four fisherman on the lakeshore, immediately jump at 
the opportunity to begin their ministry. 
 
So if you find yourself in Nineveh, among “those people”, whoever “those people” are for you, 
look for Jesus in them, and find your common humanity. For in them, you may find your 
ministry. And if you find yourself in the wilderness, look for God, and trust in God, for that will 
serve you well for ministry. And if you find yourself on the lakeshore – at the very threshold of 
ministry – be watchful and ready with the abilities you have nurtured and the potential you 
can nurture, so that you can jump when the opportunity for ministry arises. There’s not a 
single one of us that isn’t called by God into ministry. May God lead us and give us courage for 
the ministries he is placing in our hands, even now. 


