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Immediately… Near… Now 
Two of today’s brief readings 

provide striking contrasts. The 
passage we heard from the Book of 
Jonah is one small part of the story. 
God called Jonah to go east to the 
city of Nineveh. Jonah initially 
decided not to accept what he 
considered a mission impossible. He 
went west. It took a while and a whale 
for God to turn Jonah around. 

Imagine yourself called by God to 
Iraq, Iran, North Korea, the Sudan, 
or even to the White House and the 
Congress of the United States… to 
make things right. That was about the 
size of the mission God gave Jonah. 
Mission impossible? Yes, because 
we’ve been beaten down again and 
again by hearing that we can’t change 
the big picture, despite people like 
Jill Carroll, the Christian Science 
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good pundit on Hardball or The 
O’Reilly Factor. He didn’t know as 
much as Pat Robertson knows. 

He didn’t threaten people with the 
wrath of God. Rather his message 
was: I bring good news. Repent, be, 
do, give, forgive, feed, clothe, go, 
sow, pray, judge not, fear not. Love 
God with all your heart. Love your 
neighbor as yourself. Love your 
enemies. Be reconciled. Take up your 
cross. Follow me. Find your life by 
losing it for my sake. Make disciples. 

And he gave us stories and images: 
the good Samaritan, the forgiving 
father, washing the feet of his friends, 
an innocent man on a cross… many 
stories and images that invite us into 
the mystery of God’s mercy and 
compassion, challenging us to 
imagine what is beyond ordinary 
imagination? 

For Jesus, things were near… at 
hand. He wanted people to act 
differently, immediately, to make a 
difference for others. He suggested 
that the goodness and mercy and 
compassion of God might work 
through the goodness and mercy and 
compassion we show others. 

The connecting phrase, “and 
immediately,” occurs 33 times in 
Mark’s gospel. It doesn’t occur at all 
in the Book of Jonah. In the Book of 
Jonah, it takes three chapters to get 
Jonah to Nineveh. In Mark’s Gospel, 
it takes four verses for Jesus to call 
and the first four disciples to follow. 

As Jesus passed along the Sea of 
Galilee, he saw Simon and his 
brother Andrew… “Follow me.” And 
immediately, they followed him. As 
he went a little farther, he saw James 
son of Zebedee and his brother 
John… And immediately he called 
them; and they followed him. 

If we hear nothing else during 
today’s Eucharist, may we hear that. 
The heart of prayer, you know, is 
listening… not to me, but to your 
heart, to the gentle urging of the 
Spirit, to God telling you to go east… 
now. 

For God alone my soul in silence 
waits. 

On the other hand… 
A recent Time Magazine cartoon 

shows several people lined up at a 
checkout counter. One is right-wing 
televangelist Pat Robertson. In front 
of him, a man holding a “Hemorrhoid 
Cream” box turns around and scowls, 
“No, it’s not God’s punishment.” 

The cartoon takes off on 
Robertson’s shameless judgment that 
Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon 
suffered a stroke because, by the 
Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, an 
attempt to end decades of conflict 
with the Palestinians, Sharon invited 
the wrath of God. 

God has enmity against those who 
divide his land, Robertson suggested, 
claiming to echo the Old Testament 
prophet Joel. 

Robertson made his comments on 
his TV program that airs on the ABC 
Family cable network. Family? 
Family values? I’d be hard pressed 
to think of anything more harmful to 
tell children about God? Even the 
White House sharply criticized him. 

Over just the past six months, 
Robertson suggested also that 
American agents should assassinate 
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Monitor reporter in Iraq. We 
evaluate. We ponder. Though our 
values look east, our bodies walk 
west. I’m not talking about you. I’m 
preaching to myself. You’re 
overhearing. 

By contrast, we hear in the few 
verses from the first chapter of 
Mark’s gospel the simple message of 
Jesus: “The time has come. The 
Kingdom of God is near. Repent and 
believe the good news! … Follow 
me. And immediately they followed 
him.” No great analysis of the big 
picture. Just do it. No voluminous 
tome on how the world works. No 
cautious or clever soundbites. I 
suspect Jesus would not have been a 



Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez; 
and he told residents of Dover, 
Pennsylvania, that God has turned his 
back on them because they voted out 
all the school board members who 
had advocated the teaching of 
“intelligent design” – belief that the 
great complexity of the universe 
requires creation by a higher power 
– as an alternative to the theory of 
evolution. “If there is a disaster in 
your area,” he told the citizens of 
Dover, “don’t turn to God. You just 
rejected him from your city.” 

A conclusion, Mark Twain is said 
to have said, is the place where 
someone got tired of thinking. With 
Mark Twain in mind, I’d like to 
ignore Pat Robertson, but I can’t. 

He speaks as though he has an 
inside track on God’s word and God’s 
character. That, by itself, I could 
ignore, simply shaking my head and 
blessing Mark Twain. 

But Robertson is a newsmaker. His 
arrogant declarations reinforce a 
stereotype of “Christian” that is 
painful to me. Many good and 

otherwise intelligent people, though 
they may dismiss him, accept the 
stereotype uncritically. I’m 
embarrassed to be broad brushed into it. 

Then, there are those who do trust 
what he says. He does them harm. I am 
at times angry, at times sad around that. 

Almost clear, yet opaque… 
“There is a noisy, almost angry, 

literalism around desires to define and 
codify…” Church of England Bishop 
Christopher Herbert recently 
remarked, “[accompanied by] a 
narrow Biblicism, punitive in tone and 
joyless in character. Apprehending the 
beauty and truth of God, which 
involves paradox and apparent 
contradiction, takes faith, but also 
playfulness and imagination.” 

If you have ever driven along 
Wyandotte Street in south Bethlehem, 
you may know the building flanked 
by the Cathedral Church of the 
Nativity and New Bethany Ministries. 
You may have looked through the 
clear glass front door of Diocesan 
House, home base for Bishop Paul 

Marshall and his Diocese of 
Bethlehem staff. Stopped in traffic 
there, you may have seen a lovely 
window: nine panels of thick, 
sculptured stained glass set in concrete 
on the back wall of an open chapel. 

The window was designed by 
Gabriel Loire as a window of hope for 
children living in an Episcopal 
orphanage near Lebanon. When the 
orphanage was closed and the 
property sold, the proceeds were put 
in trust and the window in storage until 
Diocesan House was constructed in 
1984. The trust became the Talbot Hall 
Fund which has for many years 
awarded grants to a great variety of 
ministries – including Grace 
Montessori School –  that serve 
disadvantaged children throughout the 
Diocese of Bethlehem. 

Over the past 20 years, the window 
has been for me a launching pad beyond 
the confines of human certainty. I’d love 
to show it to you if you come by. 

Recently enjoying the window’s 
subtle and restful shades of many 
colors and shapes, I saw as though 

for the first time small 
pieces of almost clear yet 
opaque glass. Not 
immediately evident, those 
few pieces make up 
probably less than one 
percent of the window. 

They suggest to me how 
little we know about God, 
far too little to jump to 
arrogant conclusions. 
Precious little – each word 
is crucial. We look through 
almost clear yet opaque 
glass… through a glass 
darkly. 
[Canon Bill Lewellis has been 
communication missioner for the 
Diocese of Bethlehem, the 
Episcopal Church in 14 counties 
of northeastern Pennsylvania, 
since 1986, and canon theologian 
to the bishop since 1998.] 
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