Homily Jonah 3:1-5, 10 /Mark 1:14-20

One of the many amazing things about Christianity is where it starts. There are many religions
in the world, and most of them express humanity's search for God. But Christianity is all about
God's search for humanity: it starts with God, not with us. He has not stopped calling us since
He called out to Adam in the Garden of Eden. Today we see one of God'’s greatest attributes.
He lovingly calls us to service...but if we focus on today’s first reading as it is presented, we will
not get the full picture of the Jonah story. Jonah is introduced to us today as a successful
disciple following God'’s will. The reading tells us that Jonah heard God's call, walked for a day
through the city, and had great success. Everyone was converted, believed in God, and was
saved.

What a great story...but to appreciate the fullness of the message, we must read the entire
story. The story of Jonah teaches us about the difficulties of discipleship. The part of the story
we did not hear today reveals much about being a disciple, whether you are Simon, Andrew,
James, John, or one of us sitting here this morning. In truth, this was the second time God
called Jonah. Jonah was a very reluctant disciple—a disobedient disciple, a whiner, and a
complainer.

In the first chapter of the book of Jonah, God calls Jonah to preach to the Ninevites, Israel’s
worst enemy...and what does Jonah do? He immediately jumps on a ship and heads in the
opposite direction! God says, "Go to Nineveh and Jonah buys a boat ticket for Tarshish. God
says, "Go east”... and Jonah goes west.

The story goes on, and Jonah eventually arrives in Nineveh (by way of a great fish), and his
preaching is successful. Is he happy? No, he is not. After Nineveh is converted, Jonah begins to
sulk. He grows angry and complains that God was merciful to the Ninevites, who were Israel's
worst enemies. The lesson we learn here is that God's mercy cannot be limited. Jonah and the
Israelites could not conceive that God would be so merciful to people like the Ninevites. Yet,
God does bring good through a reluctant disciple. This story prepares the way for the Gospel of
Jesus with its message of redemption for all.

When Jesus Christ came onto the scene, it was a turning point in the history of the world. Jesus
is an “action person.” He comes on the scene with an urgent message. He doesn’t say, “Excuse
me, but do you have a minute? When you do, there is something | would like to share with you.”
No! He jumps right into the center of peoples’ lives and says, “This is the time of fulfillment. The
kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the Gospel.” God was so concerned for our
wellbeing that He entered time and space to save us from sin and destruction. In other words,
God was calling then, and He is calling today. Now is the time to turn to Him.

Perhaps we have heard this story too often. Jesus calls people to work with Him. He calls us not
to just sit and learn...not to be passive spectators...but active coworkers. One way to interpret



the fast-paced action of this Gospel is to recognize the disciples' response time. He calls Simon,
Andrew, James, and John, and they drop their nets and follow Him. There is no time between
the call and the leaving. Jesus calls, and the first disciples leave their nets...but not just their
nets. They left behind their families, their fathers, Jonah and Zebedee, and any desire for power
and prestige. They didn’t say, “I'll be there as soon as [ finish this,” or, “Go on ahead, I'll catch
up in a minute.” They left everything behind to become servants of God.

Along with the first disciples, we can draw some important lessons about discipleship from the
Jonah story. The first lesson is that sometimes we hear God's call, and we go in the opposite
direction. We tell Jesus that we will follow Him, but then the memory of that resolution fades,
and we return to our day-to-day routines. And yet, despite that tendency, God still brings about
good through us, just as He did through Jonah.

That's what happens in today's First Reading. The people of Nineveh, a metropolis in the
ancient Middle East, are living sinful lives: lives full of pleasures at any cost, lives full of pride
and self-focus, lives that were empty of meaning and happiness. That's what always happens
when people rebel against God’s plans and the moral law that He built into human nature. God's
heart was moved with pity for those sinful people. Through Jonah, God went in search of the
Ninevites because He cared so deeply about their happiness.

The same thing happens in today's Gospel. The Gospel begins by telling us John is confined.
John is confined, and Jesus is free...the torch has been passed. The time of waiting is over.
God continues to actively work in human history to bring about a better world. Mark shows
Jesus doing what He came to earth to do: calling people into a personal relationship with God.
That'’s really the core of what Christianity is all about. Notice how He calls his first disciples by
name - Simon, Andrew, James, John...He had met all these men before, as we read in John's
Gospel, but now He calls them to follow Him more closely. He calls them because He wants to
give more meaning to their lives, more purpose, and, ultimately, more happiness. He calls
them...He calls us to be fishers of men. To respond as Christ desires, we need to open our
minds and our hearts to His will and embrace this “Good News.”

We cannot be fishers of men and women if in our hearts, we dislike them. This truth . . . reveals
a nonviolent ethic: Love even your enemies; become fishers of them. We will not win people to
our convictions if we despise them. God calls each of us to serve the Church in a special way,
through the priesthood, the permanent diaconate, consecrated life, or through dedicating more
time, talent, and treasure to God. It means putting our personal plans and preferences in
second place...and putting God first, getting involved in whatever role He calls us to fulfill.

The Second Vatican Council talks about a universal call to holiness and mission. The call is
direct and straightforward enough. The Council Fathers instructed us that everybody in their
own way hears the call of Jesus to holiness and mission. The Second Vatican Council clarified
the call of Jesus. Everyone is called to participate in the creative energy of God bringing about a



better world or, in biblical terms, in restoring creation. This is the core of Christ’s proclamation of
the kingdom of God. People have to repent; they have to “change their minds.” Does this
change of mind mean leaving family, occupation, and community? Not literally. Repentance
means reestablishing priorities. We cannot lose sight of the divine invitation to build a better
world through whatever path God has chosen for us. As Jesus renews His commitment to us in
this Mass, let's renew our commitment to Him. Let's echo in our hearts today and throughout
this week the beautiful and straightforward prayer of today's Psalm: "Teach me your ways, O
Lord," because His ways alone will lead to everlasting glory.



