
 

             

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 

 

3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time-Year B-January 24th 2021 

  

Readings: Jonah 3: 1-5. 10, Psalm 24, 1 Corinthians 7: 29-31, 

Mark 1: 14-20 

 

I have probably said this before. In the long haul of preaching for forty 

years, I’m afraid a little bit of repetition creeps in here and there. But, if 

your memory is as bad as mine is now, you won’t remember anyway and 

I probably didn’t need to advertise my self-plagiarism so frankly. 

I love Jonah. Two passages from the Old Testament are especially close 

to my heart. The Exodus revelation of the prefiguring of the Mass and 

Heaven in Exodus Ch.24 and the Book of Jonah. They were the first two 

texts that I publicly preached on at college and then on my parish 

placement with dear old Canon John Davidson in the wilds of Cumbria. 

Today is Jonah. 

His is a wild story. He is both a person and a metaphor, a human being 

and a representative of the nation. He is a prophet who, like almost every 

other prophet, does not want the job. 

The scale of his task is immense. God has called him to go to Nineveh, 

the capital of the brutal all-conquering empire of the Assyrians. It is the 

apogee of paganism, cruelty, tyranny and naked satanic power in its full 

pomp. 



His task is a simple one – to preach repentance. This insignificant 

creature from a conquered tribe is to give it large to the inhabitants of the 

most successful city on earth. Jonah’s instinct, utterly reasonable in 

human terms, is to put as much distance between himself and the 

ridiculous and impossible demands of God as he can. The ship to 

Tarshish, the furthest known point, is just the ticket. 

Unfortunately Jonah’s theology is a bit thin here. He is obviously not 

familiar with Psalm 139 (original numbering) : 

‘Where can I go from your Spirit? 

    Where can I flee from your presence? 

 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 

    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 

    if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

 even there your hand will guide me, 

    your right hand will hold me fast. 

 If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me 

    and the light become night around me,” 

 even the darkness will not be dark to you; 

    the night will shine like the day, 

    for darkness is as light to you.’ 

The omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent Lord is there. No escape, 

fellah. 

On the journey, inter alia, Jonah reveals considerably less perception of 

the divine than his pagan fellow voyagers and, by a curious and circuitous 

route (which is a whole other sermon) and the other side of repentance, is 

brought back to his original task. 



Amazingly, as Jonah walks the streets of this immense, sweltering, 

corrupt metropolis, the Word of the Lord is heard. The people repent in 

dust and ashes. 

Jonah, originally terrified and doubting the Lord’s wisdom, now effects to 

have known all along that this would be the outcome AND cannot hide 

his disappointment that these miserable blighters have repented and that 

the namby- pamby Lord, who has so recently forgiven him, should be so 

quick to show mercy on these awful people. 

Two powerful themes emerge from today’s reading then. First of all, it is 

always the task of the prophet to call the people to repentance. However 

impossible that may seem is not for us to judge. We have to be but 

faithful bearers of God’s message, God’s call home to a lost people. 

It is, after all, a prerequisite of the Gospel ! Inseparable from Faith.                                                                  

It’s Jesus’ opening line in His ministry, ‘REPENT and BELIEVE’. 

Second, we should not do it in a spirit of bitterness – disappointed if 

people do repent and ‘don’t get what’s coming to them’! (We, of all 

people, should be grateful for that.) 

We never preach in a spirit of contempt……                                                                              

‘You keep running towards that cliff edge and you’ll be sorry. Go on , go 

on. There I told you so! Serves you right.’ 

Our task is to make the way back possible.                                                                     

The necessary action logical and desirable.                                                                       

The outcome attractive.                                                                                                       

We don’t need to mince words but people and nations need to be in no 

doubt of God’s gracious, loving and saving intention. As we have 

experienced that mercy so we must exemplify it. 

We know that ‘saying sorry’ is one of the hardest things.  

We are not called to make it harder – only to tell the Gospel truth in love. 



We need to preach repentance to the nation and exemplify its glorious 

liberty by living its results joyfully. 

You don’t need to flee to Tarshish to have a whale of a time with God. 
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