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“The Nike Brothers and Mister Dependability” 

Text: Mark 1:14-20 

 

In the novel, “Tuesdays with Morrie” there is a humorous anecdote about Morrie watching a 

basketball game at the Brandeis Gym.  The team was doing well, and a chant rose from the 

student section: “We’re number one!  We’re number one!”  Morrie was seated near the chanting 

students and was puzzled by this cheer.  At one point he stood up and yelled, “What’s wrong 

with being number two?”  The students looked at him and stopped chanting.  He sat down with a 

smile of satisfaction. 

 

Life is filled with such moments that one author has described as creative dislocation.  These are 

moments when everything seems to be in place and well-ordered and then the balance is thrown 

off.  It is dislocation because it upsets the norm and forces us to re-evaluate the life that is before 

us.  It is creative because it invites us to participate in birthing that new order.  We help shape 

what is to be. 

 

This would seem an apt descriptor of our current situation.  In many ways, we are off balance.  

Our world has been turned upside down.  That is the disruption we face.  But if we are willing to 

meet the challenge, this is also an opportunity to create something new, something better.   

 

Let’s begin with a prayer.  O God awaken us from the slumber of our lives; stir us from 

complacency of the status quo, give us fresh eyes to see your gift of new life and attentive 

ears to hear you calling to us.  Wherever you may lead, may we go with courage and 

enthusiasm.  Amen. 

 

We are living in a time of creative dislocation.  The most notable example of this is related to the 

pandemic.  Our lives have been disrupted in significant ways.  On the deepest level, this week, 

we crossed the sad threshold of 400,000 deaths from covid.  That means 400,000 empty places 

around tables.  People who will not be there for the upcoming wedding, who won’t be there to 

celebrate the significant milestones of life, who won’t be there to pick up the phone when a loved 

one calls.   

 

There have been other changes as well.  We have had to learn how to relate to one another in 

new ways.  We have been reminded of the need to protect the most vulnerable among us.  We 

have had to learn new ways of doing familiar things.  School looks different today than it did one 

year ago.  Both students and teachers have had to adapt to new environments and new methods 

of teaching and learning. 

 



Likewise, church looks very different than it did one year ago.  For safety and the health of all, 

we have had to learn new ways of being together.  We have held zoom meetings and livestream 

services.  One member recently sent a kind letter thanking all our staff for the many things we 

have done while noting that she and her family have learned how to share communion together 

and the words to say to one another.   

 

For all that you see in front of you, however, I want to say how much I appreciate all those you 

do not see on a regular basis.  Behind the cameras and video equipment we have a team of three 

people, Tom Bailey, Steve Hood and Randy Witwer who have given a lot of time and energy to 

make it possible to do these worship services.  I cannot begin to say how much I appreciate all 

their great work and continued learning.   

 

In any given event, there are always those people behind the scenes who make it possible for 

great things to happen.  Within the Civil Rights Movement, we speak of the leaders like Martin 

Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks and Ralph Abernathy.  But working just beyond the spotlight 

were many people who quietly paved the way for the work that was done.  A few get the credit 

when it really took a multitude of people working together. 

 

That is a long set up to this morning’s scripture, but I believe what we read this morning feels 

very contemporary.  On the surface it is a story about Jesus calling the first disciples.  One might 

also say that it is about those individuals answering the call.  We take it for granted since we 

know how this story will turn out, but at the time, their actions were quite illogical.  They didn’t 

make sense.  To anyone watching, they were likely left aghast, thinking these brothers had made 

very regrettable decisions. 

 

It begins with the brothers Simon and Andrew.  They were fishermen.  Jesus is walking along the 

shore when he sees them casting their nets into the water.  He calls out to them saying, “Follow 

me and I will make you fish for people.”  What could that possibly mean?  Do they have any 

idea what this guy is talking about?  What kind of adventure is he calling them to? 

 

But there must have been something about him---maybe it was his tone, maybe it was his smile, 

maybe it was the confidence with which he spoke or maybe it was a contagious enthusiasm.  

Who knows?  Whatever it was, Simon and Andrew do something that made absolutely no sense.  

They left their nets and began to follow Jesus.  They walked away from the lives they had known 

into a great mystery that awaited. 

 

Jesus walked a little further along the shore when he came to another group of men.  They too 

are fishermen.  Among them are two more brothers, James and John.  They are working 

alongside their father Zebedee.  Given all that we know about these brothers’ ambition, it is not a 

stretch to imagine that they are a successful fishing family.  That ambition will be evident later in 

the gospels when their mother will come to Jesus and say, “I want you to do for me whatever I 

ask.  I want one of my sons to sit at your right hand and the other at your left.”  That is the family 

that James and John come from.  Their ambition was natural. 

 

That is the spirit we will find in James and John.  They are the ones willing to try anything, 

willing at the drop of a hat to leave behind everything and try something new.  Jesus calls them 



saying, “Follow me.”  Like the other brothers before, they don’t ask any questions.  They got out 

of their boats, dropped what they were doing and walked away.  They didn’t ask where he was 

going, when they might be back, if there was anything they needed to bring.  These are the kinds 

of questions I would expect us to ask before embarking on such an adventure.  James and John, 

however, just got out of the boat and began walking. 

 

But there is another part of this story that I want you to notice.  In a season in which I find 

myself looking beyond the spotlight, just out of focus, there on the fringes, there is another 

figure.  It is the father, Zebedee.  According to Mark’s account, the brothers leave their father 

sitting in the boat with the hired hands.   

 

On the one hand you have this dynamic image of the brothers, inspiring us to act boldly and 

courageously, to take that leap of faith even when you don’t know where it may lead.  They are 

like the old Nike shoe commercials that advised, “Just Do It.”  Whatever it is, just do it.  James 

and John are setting that example. 

 

But I can’t help but wonder when Jesus said, “Follow me” was he only speaking to James and 

John?  Or is it possible that this was an open invitation to anyone?  Perhaps it included the hired 

hands.  Maybe it included Zebedee.  Any one of them or even all of them could have accepted 

that call to follow.   

 

I cannot shake the image of the father standing in the boat, watching his sons walk away.  It is a 

haunting image.  I can’t help but feel sad for the father who is left with the hired hands.  I try to 

justify the scene by thinking, “It all turned out well in the end.”  But they could not have known 

how this would play out when they left. 

 

Anything we say about James and John must be counterbalanced by the presence of the faithful 

father.  Mr. Dependability.  He is left to carry on the work without his sons.  I imagine him going 

about his business the next day as he had done for many years.  Perhaps he scanned the horizon 

each morning before pushing out to sea, wondering if or when his sons would ever return.  With 

no sign of their return, each day he would set out to sea to continue his work. 

 

That is where I think we can find inspiration today.  Jesus calls all of us to follow him, but in 

most cases, this means living faithfully right where we are.  Few are the people called to well-

known lives like Mother Teresa, caring for the dying on the streets of Calcutta.  But we might 

very well be called to care for a friend or loved one right here among us.  Most of us are not 

called to be a Desmond Tutu, leading a nation in the difficult act of forgiving one another and 

practicing reconciliation.  However, we may be called to quietly forgive someone in our lives 

and work toward healing and reconciliation.  Few of us will ever be called to compose and 

deliver a powerful poem like the one Amanda Gorman wrote and delivered from the steps of the 

Capitol Building.  But we might all be called to offer a word of hope or inspiration to someone 

around us.  While such actions may not be high profile, they are no less meaningful or inspiring. 

 

One of the oft-quoted lines from poet Henry David Thoreau is “The mass of men lead lives of 

quiet desperation.”  I know what he meant by this, but I might amend it to also say, “the mass of 



people live lives of quiet faithfulness.”  They quietly live out their faith in their homes, their 

work, their schools, in ways that seem very mundane.  But they matter. 

 

Jumping ahead in the story of Jesus and the disciples, I often wonder about what they pondered 

when they were locked in the room in Jerusalem following the crucifixion.  I’m sure they were 

stunned and in shock.  This was not how they expected things to turn out.  When Jesus said, 

“follow me” they never imagined this was what would happen.  And now they have to wonder 

about what happens next.  What are they to do? 

 

At least for James and John, I imagine them reflecting upon their father, there in the boat.  

Having someone like Zebedee, a Mr. Dependability, gives us the ability to take risks, to try new 

things, to act without any certainty of how things will turn out.  We can do this because we know 

we have someone like Zebedee to come back to.  We have a safe haven, a refuge to come back 

to.  Today I give thanks for those ambitious, daring souls who walk away from the boat to try 

new things.  And I give thanks for those who remain behind, for those working quietly and 

faithfully behind the scenes.  Perhaps if we reflect deeply enough we will discover that there is a 

bit of both of these personalities within us all.  At times we are the Nike Brothers, taking risks 

and trying new things.  And sometimes we are Mr. Dependability, solid, sure, trustworthy.  I 

believe each one is faithful in their own way and is pleasing to God.   


