Jesus creates a new wayfinding system when he begins his Galilean ministry and calls the first disciples. Like the Hawaiian system, Jesus links his system to an important landmark: “the kingdom of God” (Mark 1:15). This kingdom cannot be seen, but it is essential to Christian identity. Jesus says that God’s Kingdom “has come near,” or “is at hand” (v. 15, depending on your translation). According to New Testament scholar Suzanne Watts Henderson, Jesus “proclaims a message not about himself but about the ‘good news’ that God’s kingdom has dawned.” It is just beyond the horizon; and Jesus is the way to find it.

The phrase “kingdom of God” appears 66 times in the Bible, while “reign of God” never appears. This is unfortunate, because the word kingdom makes us think of a medieval society with royalty waited on by lords and ladies and served by peasants. But the kingdom of God is not really a place: it is a spiritual reality in which God rules over human life with peace, justice, love, and saving power. The prophet Isaiah grasped this, which is why he said to the people of Israel, “Your God reigns” (Isaiah 52:7). He knew that God’s kingdom would come, and that God would replace the rule of the Babylonians with a new kind of leader. When the people of Israel returned to Jerusalem, God would be in charge.

Jesus came to initiate God’s other-worldly work on earth. “God’s reign is at work to restore the earth and all that is in it,” says Henderson. As the clearest sign of this kingdom, “Jesus prevails in hand-to-hand combat with the armies of evil to restore human dignity and cosmic purpose.” When we follow Jesus, we get more than directions: we get a new life.

As soon as Jesus announces the kingdom, he says, “repent, and believe in the good news” (v. 15). To repent is to turn around, to reverse course, to change your attitude and your behavior. Jesus the way finder says that the first step in following him is to believe in the good news of the kingdom of God. Whatever you are currently looking at, stop. Turn yourself around. Point your gaze toward the greatest of God’s landmarks, the promised kingdom. When you do this, you discover that the words of Jesus are true: “those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 8:35). 

Greatness in God’s kingdom does not come from victory over others, but from serving them. “Whoever wants to be first,” says Jesus, “must be last of all and servant of all” (Mark 9:35). Jesus uses the power of the kingdom not to dominate, but to heal the sick, proclaim forgiveness, cast out demons, and feed hungry crowds. He restores “well-being in the created order, and challenges evil powers” (Henderson). The kingdom of God is an unexpected space. It is a surprising power. When you follow the wayfinding Jesus, you find yourself living a life of sacrifice, service, healing, and hope.
Jesus challenges his first followers to change course. Mark tells us that as “Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea, for they were fishers. And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fishers of people’” (1:16-17). Jesus redirected them from being fishers of fish to being fishers of people. He pointed them toward a whole new horizon, something they had never seen before, and toward a way of life wholly unknown to them.

How did they respond? They repented. They changed their minds and their direction. Mark says they “immediately they left their nets and followed him” (v. 18). Then, going just a little farther, Jesus “saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets. Immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him” (vv. 19-20). That was an even bigger change of course than the one made by Simon and Andrew who left their nets; James and John left their father and their livelihood. When Jesus pointed James and John toward the kingdom of God, the future of the family business suddenly looked very bleak by comparison. 

Jesus called his disciples to follow him, and he gave them the guidance they needed. He challenged them to be “fishers of people,” sharing the good news of God’s kingdom with others. Jesus gave them a new way to navigate life, one based on healing, helping, serving, and sacrificing. This was more than just a new direction; it was a new way to live as partners in God’s Kingdom. When we change direction and follow Jesus, we share our love and knowledge of the kingdom of God with others. We do this by putting the values of the kingdom into action in our daily lives. 

One of those values is love for God and neighbor. Alissa Wilkinson, a film critic for Christianity Today, writes, “Love bids us to care for and identify with others beyond the point of our own comfort.” As citizens of God’s kingdom, we are challenged to love, care for and identify with people beyond the point of our own comfort, including the miserable coworker at the office, the immigrant worker at Walmart, the teen struggling with her identity, or the reclusive neighbor who never rakes his leaves or shovels his sidewalk. Love and justice are both kingdom values.

The Christian writer Frederick Buechner adds: “If we only had eyes to see and ears to hear and wits to understand, we would know that the Kingdom of God in the sense of holiness, goodness, beauty is as close as breathing and is crying out to be born both within ourselves and within the world; we would know that the Kingdom of God is what we all of us hunger for above all other things even when we don’t know its name or realize that it’s what we’re starving to death for. The Kingdom of God is where our best dreams come from and our truest prayers. We glimpse it at those moments when we find ourselves being better than we are and wiser than we know. We catch sight of it when at some moment of crisis a strength seems to come to us that is greater than our own strength. The Kingdom of God is where we belong. It is home, and whether we realize it or not, I think we are all of us homesick for it.”

At the same time, Jesus says that the kingdom has “come near” (v. 15). This means that it is not fully present. It remains our ultimate destination, the goal toward which we strive. In the novel Windows of the Heavens, Methodist pastor Harley Camden reads his congregation a line from the book of Revelation: “The angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life…and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.” Then Harley says to them, “Begin with the end in mind. Today’s Scripture is the end of the story,” he says. “It is the goal to which God is moving, from the first day of creation to the end of time.…God wants there to be harmony between water and cities, and between plant life and human developments.…The city and the river and the tree of life all live in harmony. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.” Harley pauses to let that message sink in: “Begin with the end in mind.”

The good news of the kingdom of God, first proclaimed by Jesus, is the news that God is working to bring harmony between heaven and earth, and between human society and the natural world. This is a kingdom of love and justice, healing, and hope. We move a little closer to this destination when we make decisions that are in line with the values of the kingdom of God. Our journey begins when we choose to do our wayfinding with Jesus.

Prayer: Wayfinding God, thank You for the wonderful way that Your truth is unfolded, and Your Word is fulfilled in holy Scripture. Thank You for the lessons that we can learn from John the Baptist who faithfully fulfilled his calling, despite the cruel persecution he endured. Thank You for the example that Jesus gave us in those early years of His life and ministry when He quietly waited until the appointed time to begin His work. Help me to follow their good example and be faithful to my calling and give me the grace to wait for Your perfect timing in my life. This I ask in Jesus' name, Amen.
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“Wayfinding” historically refers to the techniques used by travelers to discover uncharted routes. Wayfinding may include the use of dead reckoning, maps, compass, celestial navigation, radio navigation, and more recently, global positioning (GPS). Interestingly, according to National Geographic, sophisticated celestial navigation is still used by NASA and other space agencies for many of their missions outside the Earth’s atmosphere. The Apollo program astronauts used this approach to chart their way to the moon and back. More recently, the Mars Exploration Rover uses celestial navigation to communicate information back to engineers and researchers on Earth.

In the first chapter of Mark’s Gospel, Jesus invites Simon (Peter), Andrew, James, and John to follow him as he points them to the Kingdom of God. Jesus came to be our way finder, helping us to enter the Kingdom of God which we would not be able to reach without him. The Kingdom of God has come near, says Jesus; but it is uncharted territory, and only accessible if we have the courage to let Jesus be our way finder. 

Wayfinding is happening at the University of Hawaii, a school with an enrollment of 48,373 students spread out across 10 campuses on four islands up to 330 miles apart. That’s like having one campus in Washington, D.C., and another in Columbus, OH; or one campus in Fergus Falls, MN and another in Dickinson, ND. University of Hawaii students and visitors needed something to show them the way. So, in 2018, the campus at Manoa introduced new ways to guide people while at the same time honoring the heritage of Native Hawaiians, an important feature because the university is one of the most racially diverse schools in the United States. Over one-fifth of the student body identifies as Native Hawaiian.

The result is a new system of signs to help visitors and students navigate the campus. It is the first wayfinding system at an American university to include an Indigenous language. Each sign includes a QR code synced with a map accessible by smartphone. No surprise there. But the signs also point the traveler’s gaze toward significant locations that cannot be seen from the campus. They might point to another island, the Wailele Spring, or even Oahu’s Diamond Head volcanic cone. Significant landmarks. Invisible from certain locations, but critical to Hawaiian identity.


