St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday OT 3B    1/21/24
Jonah 3:1-5, 10;    I Cor. 7:29-31;   Mk. 1:14-20

My Brothers and Sisters,

2023 holds the record for being the hottest year for our world. 
In 2023, between Russia and Ukraine and Israel and Palestine, we experienced one of the most criminally violent years in world history. In Gaza alone, over 10,000 children, 7,000 women and 1,000 elderly people perished.
Our own country, last year, recorded 627 mass shootings, -- that is 627 shootings with at least 4 victims – in other words, at least 2,500 people perished, many of whom were children, -- and some, you may remember in Lewiston, Maine, were physically impaired people. 
This year, already, people with guns are responsible for more than 300 deaths.
Meanwhile, a man facing 91criminal charges, accused of treason, and already convicted of fraud, was overwhelmingly voted first in the Republican primary of Iowa, and could very well be elected the next president of the United States.
All this is both terribly tragic and very scary. 
We can well ask: will anything change this year?  Can anything change this year?
Coincidentally, our first reading this morning is a story of change. We just listened to an episode from the “God, Jonah and the People of Nineveh” story.

Nineveh, as you know, was a city of wickedness.

God summoned the prophet Jonah to go to “preach against it.” That meant informing the people how unhappy God was with their wickedness and, if they did not repent, they would be destroyed. Here was a warning.
Jonah was not happy with that assignment.  He despised Nineveh, --let them be destroyed! 
We know how the story goes. Jonah ran in the opposite direction, jumped on a ship, had to be thrown overboard to save the ship in a storm, was swallowed by a whale, and finally spewed forth on land.

God did not give up, -- neither on the people of Nineveh nor on Jonah as his prophet. God said to Jonah a second time, “Get going!” This time, Jonah obeyed and shouted out to the people as he went along, “Forty days more and Nineveh will be overthrown,” 

Though his heart wasn’t in it, Jonah’s words seem to have had an effect. He had barely walked one day, when everyone, including the king, repented.  Everyone, even all the animals, fasted from food and water and were covered with ashes.  The poor, puzzled animals!  “What’s going on,” they must have wondered! Anyway, God was impressed and, it says, God “repented of the evil He had threatened to do to them. God did not destroy Nineveh.”
This, of course, made Jonah very angry, and he complained to God, “O Lord, is this not what I said while I was still in my own country?  This is why I fled …I knew that you are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger, abounding in kindness, repenting of punishment.”  And Jonah marched off in a huff. He seems to have had more the narrow mind of an “evangelical” than the open spirit of a prophet!
Yes, Our God is “gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abounding in kindness.”

God was looking for and hoping for a change of heart. It happened.  The hearts of the people of Nineveh did change.  And the people were saved.
Change can happen!  Change did happen!
Recently, I read the story of a10 year old girl from Manchester, Maine, Samantha Smith, who lived during the years of the Cold War between Russia and the US. Frightened that there might be actual war, and, with the encouragement of her mother, she wrote a letter to Yuri Andropov, then President of the Soviet Union, asking whether the Soviet Union intended to start a war. Incredibly, Yuri Andropov responded and invited her to come to the Soviet Union, meet the Russian people, and see that they were peace loving. 

So, Samantha went and her visit was a huge success. Her warm hearted smile endeared her to Russian children and grownups and she made many friends. With the help of her father, she then became a national and international spokesperson for peace.  As she claimed, “The stakes [are] too high not to find a way to peace.”  
Tragically, she died with her father in a plane crash in 1985. She was only 13 years old.  Mikael Gorbachev, the new president of the Soviet Union, wrote a letter which was read at her funeral.  He wrote: “Everyone in the Soviet Union who has known Samantha Smith will forever remember the image of the American girl who, like millions of Soviet young men and women, dreamt about peace, and about friendship between the people of the United States and the Soviet Union.”  Four years later, in 1989, the Berlin Wall collapsed, Germany and Eastern Europe suddenly became free again. The Cold War was over.
One smiling warm hearted girl who really wanted peace did her part.  It began by writing a letter. How wonderfully God used her, -- so willing -- as God used Jonah – so unwilling -- to change hearts. 
Change can happen!  Change did happen!

In today’s Gospel, Jesus comes upon the scene for the first time.  His message is the same: “change your heart.” He proclaimed Good News: the time of fulfillment has come. The Kingdom of God is at hand. Repent!  That is: change and open your heart to receive and live the mercy and love of God’s everlasting reign.  
Jesus Himself was the mercy and love of God walking through the countryside, urging others to join Him in the way of mercy and love.  And, as we saw in today’s Gospel, some did.  They left family and work to be part of this new reign of God – to help bring healing to the sick and demon possessed, and to bring hope to the poor. Many people walked with Jesus on the road and many people welcomed Him into their homes.
So, can there be change this year? Why not! 
With a change of heart anything can happen. The Kingdom of God, as we have seen, grows word by word, letter by letter, smile by smile, greeting by greeting, prayer by prayer, deed by deed. 
We all have a part to play in bringing about the peace of God. whether by prayer or by action.  May our hearts be open to opportunities and possibilities. May we trust in and work with the amazing grace of God.  For the angel says to us what he said to Mary, “Nothing is impossible for God!”  And, with God, nothing is impossible for us!
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