A common reaction after hearing the story of the first disciples—fishermen who are told to come follow Christ and become fishers of men—is to try to imagine ourselves in a similar situation. There we are on the job, and Jesus walks up and tells us to drop what we’re doing and come follow him. Could we do it? Would we be willing to quit our jobs just like that to follow Jesus? It’s entirely possible that all Jesus had to do was say, “Come after me” to get Peter and Andrew to drop their nets, leave their families, and become disciples. But I believe it’s far more likely that this story is the climax of a number of other encounters Jesus had with them. And, as we make our way through the gospels, we realize that most of the disciples don’t stop being fishers. They just end up fishing fish as well as human beings their whole lives.

This is an important realization for those of us who tend to separate our faith from our work. Discipleship in Jesus is an all day, everyday activity. But it doesn’t require quitting our jobs. We just like to think it does because then it makes it something we couldn’t possibly do at the moment. Naturally, Jesus doesn’t let us off that easily.
When I was discerning my call to the Diaconate and when I was in formal Diaconate formation, I was required to have a priest for a spiritual director. I had never had one before so I wasn’t sure how I went about doing that. Well back in 2003, Fr. David had mentioned “Why don’t you ask Fr. Anthony Zepp to be your spiritual director.” Well Fr. Zepp helped out on weekends at weekend liturgies at the time. He was a retired priest who was very wise. I was a little bit intimidated because I thought “Why would this wise priest want to waste his time on some lowly person who thinks he might want to become a Deacon?” Well it turns out that Fr. Zepp was very willing to do it. We had formed not only a spiritual bond but a nice friendship. I never had a priest as a “friend” before in my life. Fr. Zepp and I met once a month from September 2003 until the time he passed away one week prior to my ordination to the Diaconate. I wasn’t sure if I had hastened his exit to his heavenly reward by having to be my spiritual director or if it was part of God’s plan but I’m confident Fr. Zepp witnessed my Ordination from Heaven. I went eight years without a spiritual director. My New Year’s resolution for last year was to find a new spiritual director. The Holy Spirit laid it on my heart to ask Fr. Anthony Marshall to be my spiritual director. Before he agreed to provide spiritual direction to a Deacon, something he said he hadn’t done before, I warned him how my last spiritual director ended up. He still agreed.
I tell you this story because Fr. Marshall informed me that I’m not just a Deacon on weekends or at liturgical events. I’m not just a CPA during the week or when I’m working. I’m not just a husband, a father or a grandfather only when I’m interacting with my wife and children. I am a Husband and father, CPA, Deacon,  100% of the time simultaneously. These are the vocations that I have discerned. I shouldn’t compartmentalize who I am based on who I am interacting with. I am a Husband and father, CPA, Deacon to you here at Our Lady of Guadalupe not just a Deacon. I am a Husband and father, CPA, Deacon to my clients not just a CPA. I am a Husband and father, CPA, Deacon to my family not just a husband and a father much to their chagrin sometimes!!
Living out our vocation at home or at work doesn’t call for you to limit yourself based on where you are. It requires you to be who God has called you to be wherever you are.

Now let’s not draw too much from today’s first reading to paint a luminous portrait of the prophet Jonah. If we just read today’s passage we might conclude that Jonah is an exemplary servant of God who responds instantly to God’s call. God gives him instructions to go preach in Nineveh and we read, “So, Jonah made ready and went to Nineveh.” Not so fast.

Actually, this was the second time God called Jonah. The first time he heard God’s call he resisted and fled by boat. After all, Nineveh was an Assyrian city and they were the enemy who had conquered and oppressed Israel. While Jonah was attempting his escape at sea, God caused a storm that terrified the sailors. They threw Jonah into the sea, where he was swallowed by a large fish and, after three days, the fish dropped him ashore near, of all places, Nineveh. No escaping God’s will!

Today’s first reading narrates the second time God sends Jonah to the Ninevites. He responded to the call, probably hoping God planned to destroy the city. That’s what Jonah wanted, but it’s not what God wanted. First the Assyrian king, and then all the people, repented and God spared the Ninevites.

Jonah was very upset by God’s mercy towards his enemies. He tells God, “I knew that you are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger, rich in clemency, and loathe to punish” (4:2). That’s our God! Jonah knew his God well and realized that God used him as an instrument of forgiveness and mercy. He went to great lengths to resist God’s first call and then expressed frustration with God when the Ninevites heard Jonah’s preaching and repented.

It’s not just that God forgave the sins of the pagan people. But more. 

God used a reluctant prophet to communicate mercy to a people the prophet despised. This small-minded person didn’t want to be God’s voice of forgiveness. But God used him anyway. Maybe, in Jonah, we might see a reflection of part of ourselves. We tend to classify certain individuals, or peoples, as outside God’s loving embrace. We can’t imagine God loving them with their faults and ungodly ways.  What have they done to deserve God’s mercy? Nothing, we protest, but God offers it to them anyway.

What’s more, we might be the very ones God uses to reach out to them. 

Imagine that! The Jonah story shows to what lengths God will go to welcome home the sinner and outsider. Why, God might even want us to be God’s instruments! To whom is God sending us? Can we put aside our negative feelings for them and make the journey Jonah did to be instruments of God’s peace to them?

Jonah should have remembered God’s mercy. Hadn’t God chosen and showed mercy to Israel -- who did nothing to deserve it? God was generous towards the Israelites and so they were to be a “light to the Gentiles,” to open their eyes to the merciful God of Israel.

Jesus calls his hearers to, “Repent and believe in the gospel.” In the original language “repentance” means more than asking forgiveness for this or that sin. It is a term that asks us to make a complete 180° turn, an about-face to God. It calls us, like the disciples, to leave our former ways behind and start a new life following Christ.

Haven’t we done that already? We were baptized and here we are worshiping in church as Jesus’ followers. But conversion is an ongoing process. We are reminded that we must continue in our conversion by many changes of heart and mind as we receive the Good News again and again. We live under the reign of God, whose coming Jesus announced, and who now sends us to share with others what we have heard and seen in Jesus.
We have less than a month until we are in the season of Lent and if we receive ashes on Ash Wednesday, we will hear the same quote from the minister who applies the ashes that we heard in today’s Gospel-“Repent and believe in the Gospel.”
The kingdom of God is at hand right here and right now, today, this week.
And so I ask you what will you do this coming week to turn 180 degrees in God’s direction?
What will you do this week to discern a future vocation or to strengthen your current vocation?
Amen? Amen!
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