
 

Christopher Chatelaine-Samsen January 21, 2018 

Georgetown Presbyterian Church Mark 1:14-20 

Indiscriminate Urgency Epiphany 3 

 

The universe is an incredibly noisy place. I don’t mean this metaphorically. All of space 

throughout the universe is literally full of noise. Well, light, technically. Gamma rays and x-

rays and radio waves and visible light waves. Dark energy particles and solar winds all 

sorts of things that we can’t even imagine exist and are constantly radiating through the 

universe, bending through time-space in an incredible, constant display of energy. The idea 

that the universe is mostly void really isn’t true. It’s full of energy and information. 

 

We know this because there are people who observe all this noise. Astronomers and 

astrophysicists and the like. At any given time, telescopes throughout the world are taking 

in mounds and mounds of data in the form of waves of radiation that are hitting the earth. 

These scientists are inundated with what seems to me like an incomprehensible trove of 

information. 

 

I’ve been reflecting, then, on the work of a scientist, and not just of astrophysicists. 

Anybody in the data-collecting business, whether it’s economics, medicine, public policy, 

and on, needs to figure out what to do with the gigantic amounts of data that are available, 

and the task isn’t self-explanatory. The process of analyzing data is not simply “crunching 

numbers,” but involves discerning what the valuable data is, and then filtering out what is 

referred to as “noise” in the data. In this sense, data analysis in some fields seems almost as 

much art as science. 

 

Discerning the noise from what’s of value is at the heart of what it means to find truth in a 

field of study, and it’s hard work. How do you do that? How do you know who and what to 

listen to? How do you hear something true in the midst of all the noise? 

 

I don’t know how Simon, Andrew, James, and John, the disciples on the sea of Galilee, did it. 

There they are going about their lives with the demands of the world all around - the call of 

the fish and their nets, the call of family, the call of home - and a solitary voice says, “come, 

follow me.” And dropping everything, ignoring the rest of the world, they know that this is 

the voice amidst the noise that they have to listen to. 

 

Or take Jonah - In one of the most absurd tales in all of the Old Testament, he walks, a 

foreigner, into the center of Ninevah, one of the largest and most diverse cities in the 

known world at the time, and preaches an eight word sermon - “Forty days more, and 

Ninevah shall be overthrown!” Would all sermons be that short… Or that effective! 

Immediately the entire people repent of their ways and don sackcloth in mourning. 



 

 

How do they know? How do they know that this, this is the voice that needs to be listened 

to? In all the chaos and confusion of life, with every voice competing for attention, with all 

of the data noise that needs to be processed day in and day out, why this voice? How do the 

disciples discern this voice? How does an entire city? 

 

I think you probably understand by now that we too live in a world in which voices from 

every direction are constantly and urgently calling to us. Everything seems to need our 

immediate attention! From an endless news cycle to constant school events to family needs, 

everybody seems to believe that what they have to say deserves just as much attention, if 

not more, than everything else on our plates. 

 

We’re confronted constantly with indiscriminate urgency from every direction, and though 

we fight against it, we’re conditioned to listen to whoever’s loudest. It’s a little like holiday 

dinner table conversation with my family up north, which is not for the faint of heart or 

lung, a fierce competition for who gets to speak, typically won by whoever is loudest and 

most persistent, regardless of the content. 

 

There’s a scientific reality to this tendency to pay attention to certain things and not to 

others. Each day, we have to make decisions about what deserves our attention, and what 

doesn’t. This is an incredibly complicated task, so we tend to simplify decision-making, 

using what are called heuristics. These are simple rules or guidelines we use to turn 

multifaceted, complex problems into manageable tasks, and most of the time, humans are 

pretty good at it. It means we know to pay attention to sirens behind us, or to the cries of 

children, or boisterous laughter. 

 

But sometimes, our easy rules for decision making get us in trouble, and listening for God’s 

voice in the noise, this is one of those times. Even when we know better, we listen to those 

who are loudest, and not only that, but we do what feels familiar, and we trust the people 

who seem most like us. These are simple, safe rules. But following Jesus infrequently is 

simple or safe. 

 

And so when God calls us amidst the noise, while we’re getting yelled at by corporations, 

and politicians, and TV shows, and youth sports leagues, how will we know how to 

recognize it? And will we be able to drop everything else if we do? 

 

Listen to Jesus’ call to the disciples. “Follow me,” and they do immediately. Jesus’ call has a 

different sort of urgency to it, doesn’t it? Certainly no less urgent, perhaps even more so, 

but he seems to want us to listen a little bit harder, unwilling to yell just for the sake of 

getting his point across. As he teaches them, Jesus tells his disciples that it’s time to repent, 



 

and the kingdom of God is here. It’s happening now, and if you don’t pay attention with the 

utmost alertness, you might miss it! 

 

On the way, he teaches some radical things, radical because they go against the common 

sense we use to navigate daily life. Sell everything and give to the poor. Love your enemies, 

and do good to those who hate you. Receive generosity from the poor and the outsider. 

Maybe we’re accustomed to hearing these from too many Sundays at church, but each of 

these undeniably goes against those decision-making rules that make life simple and easy 

to manage. 

 

What a different sort of call that is. Now, needless to say, I’m here to tell you that you 

should prioritize Jesus’ call over other calls, that you should discern Jesus’ radical call as 

truly urgent, and others as having false urgency. But by itself, I don’t think that’s terribly 

helpful. Unlike, the disciples at the seaside, or the people of Ninevah, we don’t have a 

strangely compelling rabbi walking up to us all the time, or a nutty preacher standing in the 

city square. For us, it’s more like the scientist with spreadsheets full of numbers, trying to 

figure out how to pull the truth out of the noise. We’re going to have to adjust our internal 

decision-making rules to be able to notice and follow our Lord. 

 

What makes the urgency of God’s call distinct is just that, that it’s a call. In a world that 

demands your attention with an ever-escalating battle of who can be louder, that demands 

with threats or clever sales tactics, God isn’t necessarily loud, or seemingly demanding. It’s 

a call that is offered without a sales-pitch, a call that is rooted in the conviction that you 

have an essential purpose in God’s purpose. 

 

Let me confess that even churches get this wrong as often as we get it right, or maybe even 

more often wrong. We all lament declining church attendance throughout the country, 

lessened Christian conviction in poll numbers, a more disaffected attitude not just with 

young people, but everybody. And in response, we’ve tried to sell church as an ever-better 

product, advertising the best music, the most relevant preaching, and the greatest 

programming. I’m not opposed to excellence in what we do, but I do wonder if, in doing 

this, churches put themselves in the category of the thousands of people and products 

competing for your attention, hoping to just edge out the Sunday morning competition. 

 

Here’s what I’ve notice here, though, and at other places with highly committed members. 

People stay committed when what they’re doing matters, and when they know that their 

presence matters as well. And frankly, when what we’re doing doesn’t matter, or we don’t 

matter, those things tend to fall away. 

 



 

When Jesus calls, it is to say that there is a story being played out of cosmic significance, 

and that you matter to that story. You are part of it. It’s not just here at church. You know 

when you’re really needed, when what is being asked of you is truly important, and it will 

be at your job, with your family, and in other places where you spend your time and energy. 

 

Jesus’ call is also a sacrifice. When he calls us to take up our cross and follow him, it’s not 

only the burden of the cross, but it’s also a call to put down other things, because we won’t 

be able to carry it all. We won’t be able to respond to every voice that calls. When Jesus 

calls, we can be certain that it will be a call both to something that matters, but also to 

something and someone that we give ourselves over to, to the exclusion of the other voices 

that call for our attention. Doubtless, the disciples felt the pang of loss as they left the lives 

they had expected to lead. Even more doubtless is that they could hardly have realized 

what was being asked of them at the time, that the way of their rabbi would be an entirely 

different sort of glory, a glory that would lead to an executioner’s cross. But perhaps that 

inkling of sacrifice, even a shadow of it, is a sign that we’re on the right path. 

 

And so now, as I think back to those astrophysicists in their labs sorting through data, 

something occurs to me. They already know that the universe is full of data noise. 

Moreover, they know that what they’re looking for - evidence of a distant planet, the tell-

tale shift in time-space that marks a black hole - will show up as subtle shift in the data, 

rather than wallop them over the head. They already know what they’re looking for, and 

they’re job is to search patiently. Their years of training have helped give them an eye to 

look past the noise, towards the data that matters. 

 

And perhaps, despite their youth, there was something already built in to the disciples as 

they attended to the family business, perhaps a spark from the Holy Spirit, that was telling 

them as well to look past the fishing nets and familiarity, and look toward the thing - the 

person - who would call them to what truly matters, and what truly demands everything. 

 

It’s not just automatic. We learn how to be alert and attentive to Jesus’ voice by practice. 

We stop listening to what’s loud, or what appeals to our most immediate desires, and learn 

to listen for the deeper questions, the questions of meaning, of purpose, and of sacrifice. We 

train ourselves not to be primarily makers of products and consumers of goods, but 

followers who are looking for the common web of human destiny that is the Kingdom of 

God. May we hear that clarion call in the melee. 


