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July 12, 2015 

The emergency after-hours phone number here at St. Pascal’s is actually a cell phone that I keep in my home.  It 
has a very loud ring tone on it—able to wake me from sleep if necessary.  Thankfully, it doesn’t ring very often, 
but when it does it is almost always a matter of great urgency.  Somebody is very sick without warning, or 
hospitalized, or deceased.  I have found I have developed a love-hate relationship with that phone.  I want to be 
available and I want people to be able to find me quickly in the event of an emergency.  I am usually very 
grateful after responding to a call on that line.  But I also really dislike it when I hear that loud ring tone, because 
it’s almost always at a time when I had planned not to be at work or even to be awake.  Yet the important needs 
of people for ministry don’t always occur during business hours at the office.  And every once in a while 
someone will call on that phone who has a very different idea about what is urgent than I do.  No long ago the 
phone rang at 2:28 AM.  I didn’t pick it up in time so it rolled over into voicemail.  When I retrieved the message 
I learned that it was the overnight on-call chaplain at St. Joseph’s Hospital.  He was calling just to let me know 
that one of our parishioner-patients there had stabilized in her condition since the last report I’d received.  I 
think I mentioned that it was 2:28 AM.  That’s the “hate” part of that phone.  It really works on a kind of honor 
system:   I rely on people’s good judgement to determine when a situation is truly important and can’t wait.   

Because if it can wait, there are several other ways people can contact me.  I have a regular email and phone 
line here at the office, and many of my friends and family also know of my personal email and cell phone 
contacts.  Sometimes it would be nice just to be “off the clock” and unavailable for ministry, especially when it’s 
inconvenient or doesn’t seem terribly important.  Or as the pastor with whom I once lived in Boston used to 
scream at the phone when it rang at odd hours, “We’re closed!”  But that, of course, was sarcasm.  Churches 
don’t close and ministers can’t simply declare themselves to be unavailable when they grow weary.   

And here’s the really challenging part:  We’re all ministers here and we’re all the Church and everything that I 
just mentioned about that emergency phone is something that every single person here who has ever been a 
parent knows just as personally as I do or more so.  Or anyone who has ever been the adult child of frail parents, 
or the spouse of a sick partner, or any kind of a true friend to another human being.  Those relationships come 
with the rightful expectation and demand that people don’t take a sabbatical from such things, or refuse to be 
there when trouble erupts.  When could anybody just announce that he or she isn’t going to be available as a 
lover for a couple of days or for the next three weeks?  Never!  And how could anybody ever say that he or she is 
taking off from the responsibilities of Christian baptism and Christian mission and Christian discipleship?  It can’t 
be done unless it’s a phony claim to begin with.  When is anybody on vacation from their very identity as a 
follower of Jesus?  Never.  Anybody can step away temporarily from something that is merely a job or a routine.  
In fact it is helpful and necessary to do that.  But a disciple is not a job description: it is a person’s very identity 
from the moment of baptism.  When people come to the waters of the font they are presented with a garment 
and a candle and a certificate.  But maybe we should think about presenting them with a cell phone too—
something that will bind them to a connection and an expectation and a responsibility for the rest of their lives, 
not just for a moment or a day.  Something they can’t just walk away from when it becomes more difficult or 
tedious or demanding or merely inconvenient.  Like that emergency phone, it operates best on an honor 
system—when people don’t take advantage of another person’s goodness when that isn’t really necessary, but 
on the other hand, when people are rightfully held to account for being available when it is important, even in 
the middle of the night.   
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Today’s first reading from Sacred Scripture presents us with the very picture of a disciple who did it very well.  
Even though the prophet Amos is not nearly the most well-known or frequently cited prophet of the Old 
Testament, in many ways he’s the most heroic and long-suffering one…because he’s the only biblical prophet 
whom God ever requested to leave his own clan and nation and go out to preach to strangers in an alien place.  
And not only that, he was made to preach a message of threat and condemnation and judgment upon his 
hearers and to that without any credentials or training or anyone but God to vouch for him.  That’s the reason 
why he succeeded so spectacularly in stirring up the resentment and anger of Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, who 
in today’s reading is ordering Amos to go back home and never to show his face in Israel again.  And it’s why 
Amos responds as he does, by saying in effect, “Hey, I didn’t ask for this job!  It wasn’t my idea to get into all this 
trouble.  I merely picked up the proverbial cell phone when it rang, and I responded to what was asked of me, 
even though I didn’t want to; even though I thought the request was inappropriate to make of a shepherd like 
me.  But as a faithful disciple of YHWH, I did not have the option to say NO or to pretend that the call wasn’t 
made.  We’re on the honor system, and that’s my part in it.” 

The reading today concludes with these words: “The Lord took me from following the flock, and said to me, ‘Go 
prophesy to my people Israel.’”  And so he did.  It’s as simple and as difficult as that.   

Again in today’s Gospel of Mark, Jesus is sending out his newly-called disciples to a mission which surely none of 
them would have wanted or expected or have thought themselves capable of doing.  He rang them up on the 
emergency line in order to say that this work was more important than any other consideration, and certainly 
more urgent than their personal convenience.  Just like being a parent, or a child, or a friend, or a pastor, or any 
kind of baptized lover.  “Go Now!” he says, “Without the normal comforts of travel, without any advance 
reservations for where you might stay or eat or even be welcomed.  Go without any traveler’s insurance or any 
itinerary or any assurance that you will even be happy.  Just Go—because I have called you, and you picked up 
that phone when you were baptized.  Remember?  I’m calling now.  Pick up.  Pick up!”  That’s the responsibility 
of every person who has the courage to come to that font; when the Lord calls, we pick up.  Like Amos, like the 
12 whom Jesus commissioned.  Pick up.  If it’s 2:28 AM, Pick Up.  If it brings suffering or hardship, Pick Up.  
Emergency.  Urgency.   

The mission of announcing the Kingdom is just that important, and just that unrelenting, and just that 
demanding of our lifelong allegiance.  If it sometimes doesn’t seem so to us, well it is God who gets to decide 
that.  He will be with us to sustain us, refresh us, console us, and encourage us.  But we have to pick up when he 
calls.  May this Eucharist make us strong for the task, and grateful for the mission. 

 

 


