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Every first Wednesday of the month at exactly 1:00 in the afternoon the civil defense sirens of Ramsey County 
sound off for a few minutes.  Depending upon where you are when that happens you will hear a deafening 
racket or a low moan or a distant hum.  And every first Wednesday at 1:00 PM the citizens of Ramsey County 
respond to that event by doing absolutely nothing, except perhaps to check their clocks and to be reminded of 
what day it is.  I know that’s what I do.  Nobody runs out into the street in a panic.  Nobody gets up from their 
desk to look out the window.  Nobody pauses on the phone or the computer.  Nothing happens.  Ideally people 
take the opportunity to think about what they might do if they felt threatened by an emergency, but many 
probably don’t even do that.  It’s just noise and soon it will stop.  We all know that. 

And every year in the church on the third Sunday in Ordinary Time, long about mid-late January, once Christmas 
is over, one or another of the gospels remembers Jesus as sounding another kind of alarm—the same one John 
the Baptist had spent his life and his death in service to—the warning that now, NOW! is the time to repent, to 
change our behavior and our priorities, to expect an earth-shattering turn of events known as the Kingdom of 
God.  And in very similar fashion, we disciples may be very tempted to glance at our date books, shrug our 
shoulders and tell ourselves, “Oh, this story again.  I remember how it goes.”  And then to respond with a 
resounding nothing.  It’s just the bible, after all.  It’s only church. 

But I’m pretty sure if that civil defense siren were to sound off at any other of the 43,000 or so minutes of the 
month I and others would have a very different reaction to it.  There would at least be mild concern or curiosity, 
and maybe depending on where we are there would be more alarm than that.  And at least until it could be 
determined what was going on there could be fear, even panic.  Regardless, we’d all probably allow ourselves to 
be bothered long enough to find out, and we’d be prepared to alter our immediate plans if that became 
necessary.  The very same siren that normally sounds so unremarkable still has the power to wake us up.  And so 
does the gospel, if we allow it to.   

In fact, we never really know just exactly when and how we may hear that siren call of Jesus to repent, to make 
an immediate and fundamental change of course in the direction of our lives.  Oh yes, we hear it here at out 
liturgies, but that’s what we expect on Saturday evening or Sunday morning.  It doesn’t tend to strike us as very 
urgent or even very interesting when the preacher proclaims it again from the ambo.  This is the usual weekly 
drill in here.  But this is why we do the drill.  This is why we condition ourselves here regularly to know what the 
gospel sounds like, to recognize what true conversion requires, to prepare to be startled and ready to react 
immediately when suddenly we are alerted by the low moan or the loud shrill blare as we move about during 
the routine moments of our life. 

When the first apostles were chosen and called by Jesus along the shore of Galilee on that long-ago morning, it 
is worth noting the obvious fact that they weren’t in church.  Nor at synagogue, nor at the Temple with their 
offerings.  They weren’t praying at all.  And they weren’t anywhere that would ordinarily be described as 
“religious” or “sacred.”  They were at work, busy doing the things that people like that did every day.   It wasn’t 
even the Sabbath.  The gospel reminds us that they were fishermen; this is what fishermen do. 

That seems to be the way it usually is with the summons of conversion that comes from Jesus.  Occasionally in 
the bible there are reports of amazing dramas that unfold inside places of worship, but not ordinarily.  Because 
that’s not where most people live out most of their lives.  And that ought to be a wake-up reminder to all of is—
including very often me—who come to worship looking intently for traces of God for about an hour on the 
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weekend but not so much any other time or place.  Yes, we hear the warning siren here in church—but this is 
really more of a preparation for us to recognize it any place and every place where it might interrupt. 

That might mean at the office or over lunch when we hear the summons to stop that gossip right now.  Or it 
might be at our school or on our ball filed when we hear the summons to stop the bullying right now.  Or when 
we are on the internet and we hear the summons to behave more honorably and compassionately right now.  
Or when we are involved in yet another outburst of anger or impatience, or about to steal yet again, or belittle 
people who don’t think or look the way we do and we hear the siren summons to quit it, right now.  When 
Peter, James, Andrew and John heard Jesus call their names on the shore, it was not an invitation to hink about 
it or take it under advisement.  It was a request to walk away from a comfortable, familiar way of life, right now. 

And of course, this siren summons is not only bidding us to leave things behind or to stop certain kinds of 
destructive life habits.  It’s not even mostly about that.  Repentance and conversion is an invitation to new life, 
life with God, life in the Kingdom, beginning right now. The first apostles didn’t just walk away from their jobs 
and their families and their familiar way of being.  The walked into a kind of graced existence that was beyond 
their greatest imaginings—one that was so overflowing with joy and peace that it was judged worthy in spite of 
the suffering that came with it.  It is still that way for us.  Life with Jesus is not pain-free, at least not while we 
live on this earth.  Conversion is not always easy, but it is always worth it. 

Certainly for most of us the siren sound to change our hearts will not come as dramatically and radically as it did 
for those fisherman that day, but it may very well come just as unexpectedly, and it surely will come just as 
immediately.  When we hear it, the demand is now, because this is when the Lord is passing by. 
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