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Thank you for joining us today on this third Sunday in Ordinary Time. This season, the time between Christmas and Lent, is a time to solidly think about our call. We hear it in scripture over and over again. So today we’re going to explore a bit the stories behind the stories of scripture. 
So last week, we heard similar readings about our call.

The readings were from Samuel and John. Samuel kept hearing a call and couldn’t find out where it was coming from and it kept waking him up at night. In the Gospel, John told us the story of Jesus’ calling Simon and Andrew, James and John. Both of these readings were about call. Today, the readings are from Jonah, the Corinthians, and Mark. 
The readings are very simple, but only a part of the entire story. So let’s break this open a little bit. The reading from Jonah is about his second call to go to Nineveh. Very simply, this is how it goes. Jonah is called, he goes to Nineveh, preaches repentance and the people of Nineveh repent and God saves them. The second reading, Paul’s letter to the Corinthians says that we need to step back from worldly things in order to prepare ourselves for the world that is passing away, in order to prepare ourselves for our call. And that’s a good thing. When we step back, it gives us the opportunity to hear our call. 
The Gospel is also a part of a story. It tells us that after John was arrested and Jesus went to the desert to pray, he recognized His call. He went to Galilee proclaimed the Good News and asked four men to follow him. This is the same story we heard last week, only this week it is from Mark. In this story, they all got up, left their work, and followed Jesus.

These are wonderful, simple stories but we know there is a lot more to them than what we hear today. These readings are the cleaned up versions of the messy stuff that went on before the Jonah reading or after the Mark reading.

So let’s look a little more closely at these stories.

Let’s think about Jonah. We know Jonah was called a first time. And, we know what he did. God called Jonah to go to Nineveh and he said, No Way. I don’t like the Assyrians; I’m not going. 
So let’s clarify this a little. 
Jonah lived in Gath-hepher. Nineveh was 500 miles east. And what does Jonah do: he goes west to Joppa, and gets on a boat going to Tarshish. Now Tarshish was about 2500 miles west of Gath-hepher. So, if he had gotten to Tarshish, he would have been 3000 miles from Nineveh. 
So here’s where we put it in perspective: if we were sitting right here in Baltimore. And if God called you on a similar journey to Jonah’s, He would ask you, as an example, to go to Portland, ME (like Nineveh – that’s 500 miles away). But you don’t like Portland. It gets cold there in the winter and we certainly know that the snow has been an issue this year. No, you don’t want to go to Portland, so you head in the opposite direction. How far would you have to go to travel the journey Jonah was taking to Tarshish?
· Do you think, Georgia?

· Do you think, Florida?

· Do you think, Mexico?

· Do you think, Honduras? 
· NO, you would have to go to Caracas, Venezuela. So that is due south to the Florida Keys (Key Largo), then south across the water to Caracas (about 2500 miles).
So, Jonah wasn’t just avoiding the call, Jonah was running from the Call, Jonah was running from God. Jonah was going to the farthest reaches of the then-known world.
Just like Samuel last week – God called him three times before he was able to figure it out. But Samuel figured it out in one night (according to the story). So, with Jonah, he also had to figure it out. BUT how long did it take him: walking to Joppa, getting on a boat to Tarshish, struggling with storms, winds, waves, and fear; thrown overboard, spending three days in the belly of a sea monster, and finally, finally, Jonah gets it. 
How wonderful that our God is a patient God. God walks with us, sits with us, talks with us, asks us to do something, and then, just plain, waits. 
God waits through all of the messy stuff, whether the messy stuff happens before we answer the call or after we answer the call. In Jonah’s case, the messiness, the confusion, the fear all happened before he finally said yes.
But, in the Gospel, it’s a little different. Let’s think about the Gospel. In the Gospel, John has been arrested, Jesus has spent time in the desert, and then, recognizing that it is his time, he goes to Galilee to preach the Good News. While he is walking along the seashore he calls to four men: Follow me and I will make you fishers of humankind. He called to Simon and Andrew, James and John. And they followed.
But, we know, that they got pulled into some of the confusion, desire for power and fear also but it was after they said yes. Simon, James, and John would have important roles in Jesus ministry but they also had their messy sides. James and John, sons of Zebedee, wound up trying to position themselves (through their mother) for roles at the right-hand and left-hand of Jesus. They did not understand what the kingdom of God truly meant.

Then there was Simon Peter; he wound up denying Jesus at the most fearful and messy time of his life. And yet Jesus said to Peter, You are the rock. You are the one who will lead my Church. And so, our GOD continues to be a patient God. 
In the second reading, Paul tells us to step back from worldly things. He says, “conduct yourselves as though you own nothing” and again, “live as though your dealings with the world mean nothing”. Today, I think Paul might be saying something like: put away your phone, your ipad, your computer, turn off the TV and listen with the ear of your heart. Listen to your God.

And so, as we look at the messiness of so many of the stories of Call in the scriptures, we recognize that there are many possibilities for us 
· In spite of our human-ness,
· In spite of our fear,

· In spite of our confusion, 

· In spite of our messiness. 
As John Henry Newman said, “To grow is to change and to be perfect is to have changed often”. Just as we saw Jonah change, just as we saw Paul preach change, and just as we saw Simon and Andrew, James and John change throughout their journeys. And so, OUR GOD CONTINUES TO BE A PATIENT GOD.
So let us think about our journeys. Our journeys might be long, like mine (I wound up working in China, Israel, the European Union, former East block countries like the Czech Republic, Poland or the former Yugoslavia, and in Haiti. However, I never got to Tarshish, but now I do wonder how much I was like Jonah running around the world – (maybe running from a call that I didn’t think I could answer in my church). 

And so I might paraphrase John Henry Newman by saying, to grow (into our call) is to change and to be perfect (in our call) is to have changed often. Whether we go to Caracas Venezuela, whether we go to Tarshish, whether we go to ends of the earth, our God will be waiting for that change – for us to recognize our call. OUR GOD IS A PATIENT GOD. You may think you have to “give up” your call for some reason, but I’m here to tell you, your Call won’t give you up. It will pursue you, just as God pursued Jonah, just as God kept calling Samuel last week, and just as Jesus kept saying, “Peter, you are the rock, you are the one”.
So let us all take some time to reflect: what is the story behind our story just as in the scripture today? What is our story? What is our call? What is our journey? Lent is coming and it is time to figure that out. The idea of Call has been in our face the last couple of weeks. 

· It’s time to listen like Samuel
· It’s time to turn around like Jonah

· It’s time to come and see like Simon and Andrew, James and John 

· It’s time to listen

· It’s time to step into our call

So what is that call?
· Is that call to deepen our relationship with God (spiritual development)?

· Is that call to deepen our relationship with others? This is where it gets messy (family, community, social justice and action).
· Is that call to honor and respect creation? (Environmental justice).

Whatever it is, your call is waiting. 

So, its time to listen – just like Paul said – put away the things of the world, conduct yourselves as though you have nothing: listen.
· Your call will haunt you to Tarshish like Jonah.
· It will wake you up in the middle of the night, like Samuel.
· It will shake you and touch you even if you deny your God, like Peter.
· Just take the time to step back and listen. Turn around if you have to. Take the time to accept your Call and prepare for what may be a messy journey – but will also be a journey into your God. Our God is waiting and OUR GOD IS A PATIENT GOD. 
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