
Reflection for Sunday the 3rd Week of the Year 
 
FIRST READING: Jonah 3:1-5, 10 
 
A reading from the Book of the Prophet Jonah: 
 
 The word of the LORD came to Jonah, saying: “Set out for the great city of 
Nineveh, and announce to it the message that I will tell you.” So Jonah made 
ready and went to Nineveh, according to the LORD’S bidding. Now Nineveh was 
an enormously large city; it took three days to go through it. Jonah began his 
journey through the city, and had gone but a single day’s walk announcing, “Forty 
days more and Nineveh shall be destroyed, ” when the people of Nineveh 
believed God; they proclaimed a fast and all of them, great and small, put on 
sackcloth. When God saw by their actions how they turned from their evil way, he 
repented of the evil that he had threatened to do to them; he did not carry it out. 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 25:4-5, 6-7, 8-9 
Teach me your ways, O Lord. 
 
Your ways, O LORD, make known to me; teach me your paths, Guide me in your 
truth and teach me, for you are God my savior. 
Teach me your ways, O Lord. 
 
Remember that your compassion, O LORD, and your love are from of old. In your 
kindness remember me, because of your goodness, O LORD. 
Teach me your ways, O Lord. 
 
Good and upright is the LORD; thus he shows sinners the way. He guides the 
humble to justice and teaches the humble his way. 
Teach me your ways, O Lord. 
 
SECOND READING: 1 Corinthians 7:29-31 
 
A reading from the first Letter of Saint Paul to the Corinthians: 
 
 I tell you, brothers and sisters, the time is running out. From now on, let those 
having wives act as not having them, those weeping as not weeping, those 
rejoicing as not rejoicing, those buying as not owning,  those using the world as 
not using it fully. For the world in its present form is passing away. 
 
The word of the Lord. 



 
GOSPEL: Mark 1:14-20 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Mark: 
 
 After John had been arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming the Gospel of 
God: “This is the time of fulfillment. The Kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and 
believe in the Gospel.” As he passed by the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his 
brother Andrew casting their nets into the sea; they were fishermen. Jesus said to 
them, “Come after me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Then they left their 
nets and followed him. He walked along a little farther and saw James, the son of 
Zebedee, and his brother John. They too were in a boat mending their nets. Then 
he called them. So they left their father Zebedee in the boat along with the hired 
men and followed him. 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
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I have always been intrigued by the story of Jonah. Jonah in the belly of a whale 
or big fish stands out as a fantastic bible image. Jonah walked through the pagan 
city of Nineveh preaching repentance and at the prophet’s word, they all 
converted to faith in the one, true God. As powerful as these images are, they are 
not what the book of Jonah is really about. Today’s reading is about Jonah’s 
second call to serve God. Jonah did not want the Ninevites to repent and convert 
to God. Jonah wanted God to wipe the bloody pagans off the face of the earth 
and in the most spectacular and terrible manner. Jonah believed that salvation 
was only for God’s chosen people and not the entire human race. The city of 
Nineveh was to the north of Israel in what is now Iran. Today, the ancient city is in 
ruins. Some of which can be found in the Oriental Institute Museum in Hyde Park 
on the south side of Chicago. It was the heart of the Assyrian Empire. The 
Assyrians were enemies of Israel. Not much seems to have changed over the 
millennia. 
 
The reason Jonah sojourned in the belly of the whale was simple. When God told 
Jonah to go to Nineveh the first time, Jonah left Israel by boat in the opposite 
direction. During a terrible storm at sea, the ship’s crew discovered the reason for 
Jonah’s boat trip. He was defying God. Terrified, the sailors threw Jonah 
overboard to save themselves from God’s wrath. The big fish swallowed the 
renegade prophet, transported him home to shore and vomited Jonah out on 
shore. Yes that’s gross, but that’s what the scriptures say. It is just after this that 
today’s passage begins. 



 
Jonah began his mission in Nineveh angrily and unwillingly. When his mission 
succeeded with the pagan population’s conversion to God, instead of Jonah 
rejoicing he fumed. He finally voiced why he first refused God’s call. He knew that 
God’s mercy exceeded God’s wrath. Jonah knew God would see to it that the 
pagan people would convert and be saved. God then face the wrath of Jonah. The 
fact that the pagan city and its entire people now believed in God and reformed 
their ways never moved God’s anointed prophet. Jonah wanted God to kill and 
destroy instead. 
 
The lesson for us is not what we expected. God’s salvation came to pagans and 
not God’s chosen preacher. When we look at the sins, failings and weaknesses of 
others, we will miss God’s call to repent ourselves. The message of scripture is not 
for those who never read or hear it. It is for you and me who do. As a preacher, 
the first person who needs to hear God’s message is me. However, and this is a 
very subtle point of the lesson. If I don’t hear it completely, if I am reluctant to 
accept it or if I miss the message completely, God can still work through me. As 
God worked through the defiant and ignorant Jonah, God works even if the 
instrument is dense, dull or ignorant. There is no stifling God’s Word. 
 
The reading from 1st Corinthians can be puzzling. How can one live, though 
married, as though one is not married? Won’t that lead to infidelity and possible 
divorce? How can one who grieves turn off the sorrow? Does Paul tell us to live in 
a constant state of denial? None of my creditors will relent on what I owe them. 
Must we also relinquish any joy that life may bring? What is Paul’s message? 
 
In the early years of Paul’s ministry and preaching, He and the rest of the Church 
expected Jesus to return at any time and very soon. Jesus did not return; the 
Kingdom of God was on hold. Today, we still await God’s Kingdom. We pray for it 
each time we pray the Our Father. However, we don’t expect it soon. Paul 
expected it to come today. There was an urgency in Paul’s preaching that we 
don’t hear. For us, life goes on as usual as it did in his day. 
 
There is another way to hear Paul. How attached are we to things? We can find 
Jesus in those we love. We can find Jesus in the events of our lives. We can find 
Jesus in the catastrophes and tragedies life brings. Catastrophes are the slings and 
arrows that happen on their own. The COVID 19 pandemic is a catastrophe. A 
catastrophe comes out of the blue, unexpected. No one wanted it, no one caused 
it but here it is, raging among us. Tragedy is a personal event and comes out of 
our own behavior. Wearing a mask is an inconvenience, so if I don’t wear it I can 
infect others. People cause tragedy. The problems we have with other people are 
largely caused by our own attitudes and actions. Paul calls us to live life with a 



sense of detachment so as to open us to seek the presence of God and the 
movement of the Holy Spirit. We can find Jesus in our worst enemy and in the 
worst day of our lives. 
 
Paul’s last line, though potentially ominous, has a subtle beauty. It is a reminder 
that what we truly seek is just beyond our grasp. We glimpse but not see, fully, 
God’s Kingdom. Eternal life is fully ours after we die. The Kingdom is not fully here 
until this world ends upon Jesus’ return. These are the promises won by Jesus 
through his death and resurrection. We can find forgiveness now, in Jesus. Jesus’ 
promise is fulfilled beyond this life. You and I will pass away. We will die. Through 
faith we will live in Christ. Day after day we can lose sight of the promise fulfilled. 
We experience the promise unfolding. Instead of meeting Jesus face to face, we 
witness Jesus presence as life happens. 
 
The gospels tell us that Jesus was the son of a carpenter. In Jesus’ day, a son 
would follow in his father’s steps and inherit his father’s business. We can assume 
that Jesus had trained and perhaps apprenticed in his father’s trade. Yet, Jesus 
had another Father. Jesus had two natures, fully divine and fully human. He was 
God’s Son. Jesus did not have a trade; he had a mission. The mission was planned 
by God. Jesus was to preach, teach and heal until the day he would die on the 
cross to save us. He would rise from the dead to give us the promise of eternal 
life. He would ascend to the Father to send us the Holy Spirit. He will return in 
glory to finish God’s plan and establish, forever, God’s Kingdom. In it all will be 
one, as God is one; perfect in unity and symmetry. Until that happens, we do our 
best, with God’s help. 
 
Why would a carpenter and artisan choose fishermen as his disciples? We have a 
different way of viewing the deeds of Jesus. Since he cannot sin, we assume all his 
actions are the best ones. The response to Jesus’ call is heroic, saintly. Peter, 
Andrew, James and John dropped and left everything and followed him. Yet, 
something always nags me at the fringes with this story. What of their families? 
Didn’t Mrs. Peter need her husband? What of Peter’s mother-in-law? Peter had 
dependants for whom he was responsible. He had a business with his brother. Did 
it go bust in his absence? Poor old Zebedee would have to hire people to replace 
his own sons. I have a vision of the old man forlorn and bereft as he sat alone in 
his fishing boat. 
 
This had bothered me since my youth. When I was ordained, I didn’t “leave all 
behind.” I still have family and friends. Without them I would have no one for 
support. Without relationships, my experience of God would be skewed and out 
of kilter. Since COVID 19, I have not seen them physically, but I have spoken to 
them via phone. Without tele-presence, there would be no presence. I look 



forward to receiving an inoculation against the virus so we can gather together 
again and do the best thing as opposed to the next best thing. Did these four men 
actually leave those who loved and depended upon them? Was their experience 
more like mine? 
 
Back in the 1990s, archaeologists made some important discoveries around the 
Sea of Galilee. They uncovered a first century boat that dated from Peter’s time 
and the ruins of a fishing village. As a kid, I learned that Andrew, Peter, John and 
James were poor fishermen. The fishing boat and the village indicate affluence, 
not poverty. The boat survived millennia of lake mud. It was very well built and 
durable. Boats are always expensive. The houses in the village had spacious rooms 
and floors tiled with mosaics. There was something else I have known for years 
but never connected to the livelihoods of Apostles. I knew never to eat fresh 
shellfish during a month that has an “r” in it; May, June and July are the only 
months without one. Fishing is a seasonal industry. People can and do make a 
good living by fishing. In Jesus’ day, with a lake, river and sea, most every one ate 
fish. Remember the geography of Palestine. It borders the Mediterranean Sea. 
The Sea of Galilee is a large fresh water lake, 33 miles around and 141 feet deep 
at its deepest. It is spring-fed. The Dead Sea to the south is salty. The two bodies 
of water are connected by the Jordan River, which is fresh. The Jordan water 
system is hundreds of feet blow sea level too. Fishermen did not fish the entire 
year. 
 
There is also another thing that bothered me for many years. Who underwrote 
Jesus’ mission? Jesus and his disciples traveled from place to place. There was a 
troop of at least thirteen people. I’ve driven cross country a few times. One must 
stop for food, lodging and pit-stops. Fuel for the body and car cost money. Motels 
aren’t cheap. Who paid Jesus’ bills? I got to know a master carpenter and cabinet 
maker more than twenty years ago in one of my former parishes. He had his own 
wood-shop and traveled from coast to coast building furniture and furnishings for 
the rich and famous. Artisans and craftsmen can make a very good living. This guy 
was about my age. He retired before he reached fifty to Colorado. Did Jesus, a 
carpenter, support himself by his trade as Paul, a tent maker did? Could the 
fishermen turned apostles afford all their travel as well as their families? My 
answer is yes. Jesus was like us in all things but sin. People can still make a good 
living fishing the waters in modern Galilee. 
 
Jesus made the call to ministry personally. He called each of these men by name. 
They answered yes. After Jesus returned to the Father, the apostles made the call 
to ministry. They called each minister by name. I have always hoped to hear Jesus 
call my name. I’ve never heard Jesus voice like that. I have only heard Jesus’ voice 
through the voices of others. That’s the way Jesus speaks today. Over the years of 



my priesthood, Jesus has called many, through me, to service. The yes I made to 
priesthood and the yes others have made to ministry is the same yes that Peter, 
Andrew, James and John made at their call. By the grace of God, the Spirit still 
moves us to answer. Because I have written this and you are reading this, we 
show that, unlike Jonah’s response to God and like the Ninevites, we believe in, 
seek and answer God’ call to faith, repentance and service. 
 
God has led us to this day. May God’s guidance continue to lead to the Kingdom. 
 
James D. Beath 
January 23-24, 2021 


