THIRD SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME [B]

“Repent, and believe the Good News.”   This is Jesus’ theme as he begins his adult ministry.

The Old Testament First Reading shows the people of Nineveh repenting at the message of Jonah.

The ‘prophecy’ of Jonah is not a prophecy in the normal Old Testament sense, but is a moral tale on the wideness of God’s mercy, for it refers not to the Jews but to the people of Nineveh, the ancient capital of the mighty empire of Assyria.    It is believed to have been written in Jerusalem some time after the end of the exile in Babylon (i.e. after 515BC), when some of the leaders of the returning Jews, such as Ezra and Nehemiah, were tending to speak of salvation in very exclusive terms.

Jonah is commissioned by God to call on the people of Nineveh to repent, but he tries to avoid the call by taking a boat for Tarshish – actually the extreme west of Spain, but standing for the ‘end of the world’.   God foils this escape plan by sending a storm so that in order to placate their sea-deity the pagan sailors (who actually at this stage have more awe of God than Jonah does) cast Jonah overboard, and he is returned to his starting-point in the belly of a sea-monster.   Thwarted!   Jonah now has no choice but to do God’s will.

However the sting in the tail is that we see the real reason for Jonah’s reluctance:  not so much that he feared being attacked or imprisoned by the Ninevites, but that he could not bear to see God’s mercy in action.   Jonah wanted the people to repent and God to punish them!

By a far less frail minister than Jonah does God the Father announce the scope of his mercy through his Son Jesus.     

The second extract which we read from St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (Second Reading) is on the theme ‘The time is getting short’.    In the earlier stages of his mission, Paul was convinced that Christ’s Second Coming would be very soon.   Hence his stress on ‘first things first’ (although in the First Letter to the Thessalonians he had stated that the actual ‘time’ could be known only to God, and we should not fret as we tried to calculate the unknowable).

Paul has actually been asked by the Corinthians:  in view of the imminent end of the world, should we marry?   Paul replies that, things being as they are, extra commitments of this kind are best avoided.   It leads him on to a more general reflection on priorities in the name of the Lord.

