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3rd Sunday after Epiphany
January 22, 2012
Text for the day and sermon by Pastor David Mosher
The holy gospel according to St. Mark, the 1st chapter:

1:14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God,15and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”  

16As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen.  17And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”  18And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  19As he went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets.  20Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.









   Mark 1:14–20
This is the gospel of our Savior… 
People of God, called to live in the light of our Savior Jesus Christ; grace and peace to you in his name.











Amen

Last week we heard about the call of Samuel… then we heard about the call of Nathaniel.  Today we have another set of “call” stories in front of us—and I’m not just talking about the gospel:  What about that Jonah, eh?

You know in the Bible studies I’ve done with folks this week, we’ve spent a good amount of time on Jonah.  There’s an awful lot there.  And when you think of Jonah, what parts of that story do you remember?  I’ll bet that [just like the kids,] the first thing you think of is “swallowed by a whale.”  (I think that Walt Disney has a lot to do with that—ever since the movie version of Pinocchio it’s been easier to imagine what being in the belly of a whale might be like.)
But what else do you remember?  You know there are some other parts of the story that are pretty darned important—but sometimes they’re the parts that we almost don’t even notice.  For instance—we may not remember that Jonah didn’t really want to be a prophet; he didn’t want to do what God called him to do at all!!!  But did you know that, word for word, Jonah was one of the most successful prophets ever?!?  Here’s why.
(Go ahead and open the pew Bible if you’d like, and turn to pages 752-3.)

This is really a great story, and we just have one tiny bit of it in front of us today—and for us to really get a feel for this, we have to think about the whole story.  

In our text it says that “the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.”  Why did it have to come a second time?  What about the first time?  Well, we read about that right there on page 752.  Right there in the first verse of the book it says:  “Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, ‘Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before me.”
So that’s the first time the word came to Jonah.  And what was his response?  Instead of doing what God said, Jonah ran!  He ran in the exact opposite direction—down to Joppa, and from there to Tarshish (about 1500 miles by boat—Nineveh was about 1000 in the other direction).  He was going 2500 out of his way!
So he’s on the boat, and—you remember I said that Jonah was the most successful prophets of all time?  There was a big storm, a terrible storm and all the sailors are praying—see there in chapter 1, verse 5—the  sailors are praying, each to his own god.  What’s that tell you?  They’re pagans—they don’t believe in the Lord God of Israel.
And they’re praying and Jonah is asleep in the cabin down below.  The captain comes and says to him, “What are you doing sound asleep?  Get up, call on your god!  Maybe the god will spare us so that we do not perish,” and they cast lots to see whose fault it is that the storm has come, and it falls to Jonah.

So they ask him, “Who are you? And what’s your occupation?  And what people are you?  What god do you follow?”  And he tells them that he’s a Hebrew, and he must tell them he’s a prophet, and he tells them, “I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.”

Now I don’t know about you, but if I was in a storm at sea, and then found out that the God that this man follows is the One who made the sea—that’s gonna get my attention.  And it does—it says, “Then the men were even more afraid, and said to him, ‘What is this that you have done!’  [They] knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them so.”

He’s honest.  He says, “Throw me overboard and things will quiet down.”  But notice, the men don’t want to do that.  They keep trying to outrun the storm, but in the end they’re forced to do what Jonah said.

And here’s why Jonah is so successful:  These sailors didn’t want to throw him over; and they had been praying to their own gods—but now they’re praying to Jonah’s God—to forgive them for killing him.  And after he’s gone, they feared the Lord, they worship God, and they offer sacrifices, and make vows to the God of the Hebrews.

You see how successful Jonah is?!?  Even while he’s on his way to the bottom of the sea, his ministry has brought outsiders into faith in God—real faith.

Jonah doesn’t die of course.  God appoints that fish.  Not a whale—a great fish—and it swallows Jonah up.

Everybody remembers the fish.  I’m not going to talk about the fish.  What I will talk about is what happens while Jonah’s in the fish.

You know when you read most of the prophets there are long sections that are written, not likd a story, but in the form of poetry—that’s the part that is usually the most heartfelt—that is usually the part where the prophet is speaking God’s word to the people to whom the prophet is sent.  But that’s not so in Jonah’s case.

In Jonah, the only part that is in the form of poetry, in the form of prayer, in the form of heartfelt supplication to God is the part where Jonah’s feeling sorry for himself.

“I called to the Lord out of my distress, 
and he answered me; out of the belly of Sheol 
I cried, and you heard my voice. 
3 You cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, 
and the flood surrounded me…  

And on and on it goes…  Only when Jonah is in the belly of the fish, only after all hope is lost, only after he’s tried to run away from God as far as he can get—only then does he cry out.

And at that point, he finally agrees to do what God called him to do.  Jonah says:  
But with the voice of thanksgiving 
I will sacrifice to you; 
what I have vowed I will pay. 
Deliverance belongs to the Lord!" 
And God answers his prayer.  “Then the Lord spoke to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon the dry land.”  Jonah got what he asked for:  he’s fish spit.  (Fitting…)
So that brings us to our lesson for today:  “The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.’  So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord.”
But he’s still not happy about it—you can tell by what he does next.  “Now Nineveh was an exceedingly large city, a three days' walk across.”  Notice that—it’s a 3 day walk across.  “Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s walk.  And he cried out, ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’

He kept his mouth shut for a whole day’s walk; he walked for a whole day, not saying a single word, and then, when he got into the heart of the city, he delivered his whole message:  
“40 days more and Nineveh will be no more!”…  And then he shut up again, and kept walking.  
You know, most of the prophets, they go on for pages and pages—long eloquent monologues, long extended oracles, all kind of imagery and poetic speech.  Not so with Jonah.  One sentence and he’s done!
Can’t you just see him?  Clapping the dust off his hands, thinking to himself that, well, like it or not, “I did what I was told to do.  Now the ball’s in their court.  Hey, God, I did my job.  So now just leave me be.”  And then he sits back to wait for the destruction—and, buddy, he can’t wait!
But like I said, he’s the most successful prophet there ever was.  Look at the part of the text that we skipped in the Bible.  “When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes… [and he made a proclamation:]  ‘By the decree of the king…:  No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall [eat anything… nor shall they drink water.  Human beings and animals shall be covered with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God.  All shall turn from their evil ways and from the violence that is in their hands.  Who knows?  God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish…”
Not only did Jonah convert a few sailors, he even got all the people, the king and the nobles and even all the animals to wear sackcloth and ashes and repent to the Lord.  And the king says, “Who knows?  Maybe God will change his mind…”  The people of Nineveh believed…

And God did “change his mind.”  

(Another word for that is “repent.”)  

And how did that make Jonah feel?  He should be happy, right?  I mean, word for word, this is the most amazing return on a prophet’s preaching that the world has ever heard.  Even the animals turned to God.  Is Jonah happy?  Nope.  Far from it.
He’s mad and his sniveling tone just leaps off the page.  And we find out what his real motive was all along—we find out why he ran.  On page 753.  Chapter 4, starting at the first verse:

“But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry.  He prayed to the Lord and said, ‘O Lord!  Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country?  That is why I fled to Tarshish [in the first place, ‘cause] I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.”
Jonah doesn’t want to let God be God.  He wants to be able to say what’s right and what’s wrong, and who’s in and who’s out.  

And sad to say, but sometimes it seems like God’s people haven’t changed that much in the 3000 years since Jonah.  We still want to be the ones in charge.  “Oh that’s not right…  God, that’s not how I’d do it…”  

In the gospel Jesus says, “Repent.”  That means turn; turn around, turn to God, turn to life, turn to the kingdom and the new thing that God is doing.  Jesus said, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”  And that good news is that God is doing it right now.
The thing that the disciples got, the thing that they understood that Jonah did not, is that the kingdom of God is something that breaks into our “normal way of doing things.” And sometimes God will lead us into new directions, and call us into new ventures.
Remember—God has our back…  Like Jonah, we may have (do have?) a limited sense of what the kingdom is to be.  But there are no limits on grace…  God is calling—Jesus is calling…  Let your light shine!









Amen
Children’s Sermon

(Objects:  Blindfold and blanket.)

I’m going to do something off the cuff based upon the Jonah story.  How he was blind to what God wanted to do, and how he didn’t see and didn’t want to see what the people were doing.
Point is that God’s grace is intended for everyone—even our enemies.

Prayer:

God, thank you for calling us to follow.  Help us go where you would lead, and give us hearts that love.



Amen
(Or wherever the kids take it from there…)

Third Sunday after Epiphany—January 22, 2012 (Lectionary 3)
Jonah 3:1-5, 10; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

Prayer of the Day
Almighty God, by grace alone you call us and accept us in your service.  Strengthen us by your Spirit, and make us worthy of your call, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.  Amen













