Homily for January 22, 2012 (3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time)

Jonah 3:1-5, 10; Psalm 25 (v.v.); 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20
St. Joseph Parish, Detroit
Ready to Play?
Last Monday morning I was in the airport in Minneapolis-St. Paul (MSP) awaiting a flight to Tucson, Arizona for a meeting.  Standing next to me was a man decked out in a Green Bay Packer sweatshirt and coat.  Needless to say, he wasn’t “a happy camper.”  He had traveled all the way from Tucson to Lambeau Field to see the playoff game between his beloved Pack and the New York Giants.

Of course, from a Packer fan’s perspective it wasn’t a game.  “Disaster” or “debacle” seemed to be more appropriate descriptions.  The “bend but don’t break” defense that had kept fans on edge all year finally broke.  An offense that had been efficient and high scoring all year was plagued by fumbles, dropped passes, and various other errors.  It was easily the team’s worst game in a year where they had finished the regular season with the NFL’s best record.   

All the work that they had done, all the sacrifices that they had made, all the highlights they had produced, and all of their hope to repeat as Super Bowl Champions ended in a 60-minute meltdown.  Even the most casual fan could see that the Packers were not ready to play.  The Giants, on the other hand, were ready; and they were rewarded with a 37-20 victory.
Today’s scripture readings confront us with a similar challenge:  when God calls us, are we “ready to play?”  The contest we face, of course, is not a game but rather a matter of life and death, not a form of entertainment but instead an issue of heart and soul.  
In our first reading we found Jonah sent to preach to the people of Nineveh.  Jonah didn’t want the job.  Nineveh, after all, was the capital city of the Assyrians, the hated, cruel, and often ruthless enemy of the people of Israel.  In addition, Jonah was sent to proclaim some really bad news—“Forty days more and Nineveh will be destroyed.”  This wasn’t likely to endear him to the locals!  Finally, it was going to be a lot of work:  “Nineveh was an enormously large city; it took three days to go through it.”  As we know from the story Jonah first tried to run away from his call.  But God had other ideas and would not allow it.
When Jonah finally decided to “get into the game,” he found that the Ninevites had other ideas, too.  In contrast to his own people, who had heard their prophets call them to repentance numerous times over the centuries and had almost as many times failed to heed them, the people he perceived to be “the other,” his enemies, and farthest away from God and his mercy responded to his call to repentance quickly and completely.  They got into the game, and seriously.
In our gospel passage from Mark 1, Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom and his call to repentance were followed by an invitation.  “Come after me,” he said to the fishermen Simon and Andrew, “and I will make you fishers of men.”  Like the Ninevites and unlike their ancestors, they responded quickly to Jesus’ call.  So too did James and John.
St. Paul warned the early church in Corinth that “time is running out.”  Like many of his early Christian contemporaries he (mistakenly) believed that the Second Coming of Christ and the end of the world were imminent.  They weren’t.  Mayan calendars and the predictions of televangelists to the contrary, we don’t really know when the world will end.  We can be certain, however, that we won’t be here forever.
Each breath we take in this life is one breath closer to the end of that life.  Our getting up this morning brought us closer to the day we will come to our final rest.  The clock is running. There is no “next season.”  Are we ready?  May we, along with the author of Psalm 25, be ready to take the field each day as God’s children and disciples of his Son, trusting in his loving kindness, goodness and justice—and play with passion. +
