Once upon a time there was a man named Jonah, and he was a prophet.  His job was to listen to God and share that message with other people.  Sometimes the message was good, but more often it was tough.  But that was his job, and he knew it.  One day, God came to Jonah with a message: go to Nineveh, the capital of the nation of Assyria, and yell at them.  Tell them that I know how awful they are.  That’s it.  That’s all he had to do.
But it was worse than that.  This wasn’t just any message to just anyone.  These were words of condemnation from a god that this country didn’t listen to.  In fact, the people of Nineveh didn’t listen to much of anyone.  In fact, Jonah hated and feared the Assyrians something awful.  They had conquered many surrounding areas, killed people, stuck their heads on spikes, chucked Jonah’s own friends and family out of their homes and made them refugees.  The Assyrians were murderers and terrorists, and they actively hated Jonah and his people.

It could be pretty bad for Jonah.  He could show up on enemy soil and get killed.  But frankly, it could be worse.  Jonah, being a prophet and all, knew that God was in the habit of making promises and granting mercy.  The actual worst-case was that Jonah could bring God’s word of warning to Nineveh, and it might actually do something.  They might actually repent.  God might actually bring forgiveness to the Assyrians.  That was a fate worse than death, so Jonah ran.

He wanted to get as far away from God as possible, so he got on a boat to cross the sea.  But unfortunately for him, God is even in charge of the oceans, and a big storm whipped up.  The sailors on the boat weren’t dumb – they realized something was up.  They started praying to their own gods, and finally yelled at Jonah to do the same.  Then they realized something was different about Jonah – different appearance, different language, different God.  They were terrified.  To save their own lives, they tossed Jonah overboard, all the while praying to Jonah’s god that their consciences could be cleared.

Already, Jonah was an unwitting prophet.  In trying to run away from God, he only convinced a ship full of sailors that his god was the One God.  As if to drive the point home, God sent a great big fish to eat Jonah up.  For three days he soaked in the belly of the beast, tired and hungry and dripping wet.  
I can’t imagine salt water and fish bile make for a pleasant vacation.  So Jonah gave up, and he prayed.  He acknowledged God, finally, and admitted that he’d been trying to run.  He confessed that he had put his trust in himself and not in God, and declared that God was the only one who could save him.

So God did.  God spoke to the fish, and it barfed Jonah up on to the beach.  As he stood there, still gasping and dripping, God said it again: go to Nineveh, the capital of the nation of Assyria, and yell at them.  Tell them that I know how awful they are.  What could Jonah do?  He was wrinkled and covered in seaweed, stinking of fish guts, phlegm-coated and world-weary, so he started walking.

He walked up to Nineveh.  He walked into its gates.  Surrounded by those he knew to be his sworn enemies, those he knew would kill him as soon as look at him, those who had possibly taken the homes and belongings and lives of people he knew, he walked into the city.  Finally, it was too much.  He wasn’t even to the city center yet, and he didn’t care.  He stopped in his tracks and yelled: “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  Just eight words.  That’s all he had in him, and he didn’t even care.

But Jonah should’ve known what one little word from God can do.  A word from God speaks creation into being.  It makes light.  It forgives sin.  It grants life.  It causes prophets to be eaten by whales and spat back out.  It causes people to drop everything they’re doing and follow.  It makes disciples and leaders and prophets and teachers.  It creates love – it is love.  Jonah’s eight words, sent straight from God, made a difference whether Jonah liked it or not.
And the people of Nineveh believed God.  They fasted.  They put on the clothes of mourning.  The king himself took off his robe and stepped down from his throne to repent.  Even the cows put on sackcloth and ashes.  And of all things, they turned away from violence and hatred and evil and prayed to God that they might still live.

Jonah’s worst fears had come true.  His preaching actually did something.  Never mind that every preacher’s dream is that eight little words might change the world; Jonah was furious.  “This is why I ran away in the first place!” he yelled at God.  “Why do you have to be so darn gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love?”  So he went to the edge of town and pouted.  He sat and stared at Nineveh, hoping against hope that maybe God would change his mind again and decimate Nineveh like it deserved.
But God is tricky.  God knows how stubborn and selfish we can be, and God is always working on us to turn us around.  So God made a green, leafy bush grow up over Jonah.  He liked it.  It was cool shade and a great vantage point for Nineveh’s demise, or so he hoped.  But by the next morning, God sent a little worm to eat the bush to bits, so that by noon Jonah was roasting in the heat.  “That’s it!”  Jonah yelled, “I’m ready to die.”

God spoke to Jonah again: “What, you’re mad about that bush?”  “No kidding”! Jonah huffed.  “Think about it,” God whispered.  “You’re upset about losing a bush, when I’m the one that sent it to you.  How upset would I be about losing an entire city?  They’re sinners, but they’re mine, and I’m not giving up on them yet.”

Now, when God called to you, how did you respond?  Maybe what’s most surprising about Jesus’ call to the fishermen in Mark’s gospel was that they actually listened.  They actually dropped what they were doing and followed Jesus.  The path that they were taking meant they had to proclaim forgiveness to their enemies, they would know that God came for chosen people and sinners too, they would have to work to understand God’s will in every single daily event, and that at the end, their thanks would be a life of fighting, struggle, and death.  But they went.  Instead, our response is usually more like Jonah’s – we run away.  We do our best to make sure we don’t actually have to do the hard work that God calls us to – forgiving, loving, serving.
But in spite of ourselves, God is hard at work.  Whether you like it or not, God is going to use you.  So are you going to make it easy, or are you going to make it hard?  Would you rather find yourself in the proverbial whale’s belly, or would you rather come peacefully?  God’s promises have ransomed you, they have stolen you out of your daily routine, and they are spitting you out in front of your neighbor – a sinner! A liar! An unbeliever! – and telling you to proclaim God’s love.  

The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.  It’s going to happen whether you like it or not.  Because God’s business is about breaking into this messy, violent, frustrating world and proclaiming love, declaring mercy, professing grace, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.  You can’t even get out of the way of it.  It’s going to blast you in the chest right alongside all the other sinners.  You can run all you want.  That’s fine.  God’s got all the time in the world.  If God can find Jonah in the middle of the ocean, God can find you, too.  Even if you’re not ready to set aside your work and follow, even if you’re not willing to tell your enemies that they’re loved, even if you’re not able to say more than seven words about it, God’s going to speak to you and through you and get work done.  And that, my friends, is good news – whether you like it or not.
