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“A Fish Story”


Most of you probably know the story about Jonah and the Whale.  That's not the story in today's readings, but it is the same Jonah who is talked about in today's Old Testament lesson.

You might notice how today's Old Testament lesson begins by telling us that the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time saying, "Arise and go to Ninevah....."  You might understand this lesson better if you knew more about the first time the Lord came to Jonah.  

The first time the Lord told Jonah to go to Ninevah and proclaim His message, Jonah hopped right on the next ship and sailed off.  But he sailed off to Tarshish, not to Ninevah!  He was going to go as far as he could in the opposite direction!  Jonah had no intention of getting involved in telling the people of Ninevah to “get their act together OR ELSE...!"  He wanted nothing to do with the unpopular task of telling other people to repent!  God could get someone else to do his dirty work.


As the story goes, Jonah was no match for God.  A storm started to brew, the writers of the Bible referred to it as "A GREAT TEMPEST" which tossed the ship around so much that it was starting to break apart.  All of the sailors began to pray for God to help them, but Jonah went down to the inner part of the ship and fell asleep.  When the captain asked Jonah why he

was not praying, Jonah told how he wasn't on speaking terms with God because he was trying to run away from the job that God had for him to do.  Well news travels fast on a ship and it wasn't long before the crew decided that this misfortune they were experiencing was due to

Jonah's disobedience.  So they threw Jonah overboard, and the sea settled down.  


Now God wasn't going to let Jonah off that easy.  Jonah was hesitant to become a fisher of men....,  so he became food for the fish.   But God didn't give up on Jonah!  God sent a "Great Fish" to swallow up Jonah and spit him out on dry land.  WHERE was Jonah spit out?

NINEVEH - of all places.


hat brings you up‑to‑date to today's story about Jonah.  Although reluctantly and grudgingly, Jonah goes into Ninevah and tells them to get their act together or else in 40 days the lord will destroy their city.  After his first experience, Jonah knew that God would do it too.

Jonah must have been convincing, because the entire city repented and turned from their evil ways.


This being a popular Old Testament story, the Apostles had to be familiar with the story of Jonah.  I can't help but wonder if they thought about it when they were asked by Jesus to "Follow him?"  Reflecting on Jonah's predicament, they would have known how futile it would have been to refuse.  God called on them and they, "IMMEDIATELY left their nets and followed him."


It seems strange that anyone would do anything "immediately" anymore.  I'm sure you have ask someone to do something and the typical response was: "IN A MINUTE."  On the other hand, I frequently hear kids ask their parents if they can have something or go somewhere and the response they often hear is: "WE'LL SEE."  Simon, Andrew, James and John didn't say 

“In a minute."  They dropped their nets and immediately followed.  Maybe that’s why Jesus chose "Fishermen" to be his Apostles.  


I have only fished about a half dozen times in my life.  Fishing requires a lot of "Patience."
You have to sit Patiently with your bait in the water, waiting for the fish to bite.

You might spend hours with your line in the water.  Fishermen on either side of you have pulled in several large catches already.  You're using the same type of bait and have similar equipment.  So you know that your turn will come soon.  So you still sit there patiently. Finally, you get a nibble, but you keep you're patience and avoid pulling in your line too soon.  Then you've got him.  You spent several hours of waiting and watching the other sportsman pulling in THEIR catches, now it's your turn.  You reach for your net as you feel the fish getting closer to you.  Then the test of your patience comes when you see that you spent all of this time for a 6 inch perch.  Not even enough for 1 meal, but a good fisherman doesn't give up!  He puts more bait on the hook and tries again.  That's patience!


Jesus probably picked Simon, Andrew, James and John because he knew that by trade, they had to be patient.  He needed Apostles who wouldn't give up easily.  So he offered them a job.  "Follow me and I will make you fishers of people."  If you think it takes patience to catch FISH, just try to catch some people.  I have never heard even one Fish say, "In a minute" or   “We'll see."  
It's no wonder that one of the hardest areas to get people to work in is Evangelism.

When you are doing Evangelism, you are "fishing for men... or women, or children."  And this type of fish keeps putting us off.  We keep hearing them say, "In a minute" or "We'll see."   It takes a lot more patience to catch this kind of fish.  But we can't give up!  


Most of God's Fishermen lose their patience because they want to fish their way, and not the way of the Holy Spirit.  A few years ago a barge sank in the New York Harbor.  It settled on the bottom of the Hudson River and became embedded in mud.  The owners surveyed the mess and wondered what to do to get their equipment out of the muck.  They tried to salvage the barge by using giant floating cranes.  But the mud clung to it like glue, and it wouldn't budge.  No man‑made device had enough power to hoist up the barge.


There was one person who didn't give up.  A tugboat captain had an idea.  He had deep‑sea divers attach steel cables to the barge.  At low tide the other ends were attached to ships, and the slack was removed.  When the tide began to rise, the power of the Atlantic Ocean used the ships as buoys and pushed up on them until finally, the sunken barge was pulled free.


We can often become like that barge.  Our problems cause us to become embedded in the muck and mire of life and we keep looking for manmade devices to pull us free.  We are tempted to Give up and hide. Some people try drugs and alcohol, while others think that money will solve all of their problems.  Manmade devices could not free that barge, and manmade devices will not solve all of our problems.  Only the promises of God and the strength of the Holy Spirit can pull us loose from the grasp of sin and bring us back to the place where God wants us to be.  


But God doesn't always work as fast as we want him to work.  That's probably why he chose Fishermen to be his Apostles.  They had patience.  We don't.  The Psalmist from psalm 40 tells his story:  "I waited PATIENTLY for the Lord; and he inclined to me and heard my cry.   He brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out of the mire of clay..."


Patience pays off!  Jonah kept putting the Lord off, but the Lord came to Jonah a second time - and eventually he gave in and did God's will.  God didn't give up on Jonah, and God hasn’t given up on us either. At our Congregational Meeting you’ll notice that we almost made budget last year.  Our Social Ministry programs have strengthened.  Our Ministry has become stronger - and our membership has grown.  


Here at St. Peter’s we have been blessed.  The Holy Spirit has given us the net of “Sharing the life, love and joy of Jesus Christ with others.”  And that net has been catching fish - or people.  Some of them had been attending worship here for years before they were caught.

There are still some people in this situation.  When we go fishing for God's people we can't give up.  But rather than nag them into joining, we wait patiently until the Holy Spirit tells them that the time is right.  Some have been baptized as infants - others are teens or adults. They have had many opportunities in their life when they could have been Baptized.  

Most likely they passed up several of those opportunities.  But God didn't give up, and neither did they.  


God has Gone Fishing, and he doesn't give up.  The bait he uses is the promise of Eternal Life.  We are the fish.  All we have to do is take hold of the bait.  Jonah learned the hard way that God will always get his way.  God is patient.  It can be done the easy way - or the more challenging way.  But God’s Will WILL be done!  The line has been cast.  We have two options.  We can keep on saying "In a Minute."  Or we can IMMEDIATELY follow him. Amen
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