Spiritual Life
Listen With Care
By: Fr. John Foley, S.J.

Two stories of people being called by God. This we
will hear on Sunday. Their reactions are very different,
but they have this in common, that in both the people
are given a direct invitation to do God’s will.

reason to repent, and he does. God saves him and tells
him a second time to go to the great and sinful city of
Nineveh to give the Lord’s message. Jonah does and
the city is converted.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful for you and for me if we had
such a direct invitation? Instead of going about in a
fog and then trying our best to remember to pray once
in a while and to get to Mass at least on Sunday,
wouldn’t it be great to be caught up into a cause that
focused everything in our lives, drew us on like a farshining star?

The nagging question now arises: why in the world
didn’t Jonah just follow God’s first command instead
of running the other way? Because he already had his
own prejudice in place. Jonah did not want Nineveh,
the pagan city, to convert and be saved because this
city was an enemy of the Hebrews. Better for the city
to perish in flames and ashes instead of to repent in
ashes and sackcloth.

But there are some problems. The call to mission that
God gave to Jonah in the First Reading was quite repugnant to Jonah. And the disciples whom Jesus
called at the Sea of Galilee surely had no idea what
they were getting themselves into when they dropped
everything and followed him. Would they have been
so quick if they had known about the crucifixion?

As for the apostles (Gospel), almost surely they were
following Jesus for their own understandable but
skewed reasons. Issues of livelihood and the excessive
tax system most likely prompted them to go with this
charismatic man whose reputation had preceded him.
They were leaving everything in order to get into political action. Right response, wrong reason.

God says to Jonah, “Set out for the great city of Nineveh, and preach against it; their wickedness has come
up before me” (Jonah 1:2). Jonah, like a house cat,
does exactly the opposite of what he is asked. He does
drop everything, but he runs in the opposite direction,
to Joppa in order to find a ship to Tarshish, trying to
get as far from the Lord as possible.

Do you still think it would be wonderful for you and
for me if we had a direct invitation from God? Don’t
you already have some convictions about what you
want and how things ought to be? In fact, if you pray,
isn’t your prayer often a pleading for God to make
your own desires come true – instead of to make
God’s desires for you come true?

The story is well known: a terrible storm arises. Sailors were always afraid of having someone on board
who brings bad luck, and in this case it is Jonah, fleeing the command of God. He tells them to throw him
overboard in order to save themselves – a generous
offer. They do not, until things get so bad that survival
itself is at sake. They toss him in and the sea is quieted
(and they are converted). But for his part, Jonah is
swallowed by a “large fish,” usually referred to in tradition as a whale.

If so, it does not matter which kind of person you are:
do you drop everything and follow (probably for
skewed reasons) or do you run as fast as you can (in
the other direction)? In either case, make sure to watch
Jesus during the weeks to come.

Residence in the belly of the whale gives Jonah ample

What better could we want?

He will show us what it means to let go of everything
we are, and everything we have in order to follow the
loving, respectful, tender goals of God, the great lover
of souls.
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