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One of the great things about being a minister of the church—whether ordained or lay—is that God keeps giving 
you new invitations to recover from failure.  He keeps asking you to do something good and useful after you 
have done something stupid and ineffectual.  I have never forgotten many of the mistakes I’ve made along the 
way of trying to be a good pastoral presence to people—saying or doing the wrong thing at the wrong moment.  
And God never quits putting me back in the game…and all of us who are willing to try. 

One of my earliest memories in the seminary was being a chaplain intern at the old Fairview Riverside hospital.  I 
was assigned to the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit.  One morning I walked into the room of an ancient woman who 
had come in overnight after a massive heart attack.  She looked just awful—pale, gaunt, with wires and tubes 
stuck into every part of her body.  It wasn’t clear whether she would survive.  And what did the smart young 
intern say to her upon arrival?  “Hello, Mrs. Smith.  How are you today?”  And I still didn’t recognize what a 
stupid question that was until she responded by saying, “I’m fine.”  Nice work, Chaplain Byron.   

On another occasion, I was visiting with a man who’d spent weeks on the unit.  It was draining the life savings of 
him and his wife to stay there, and I’d heard that she was attempting to shield some of their financial assets by 
transferring them into her own name.  In I walked and said to the man, with great pastoral concern, “I’m so 
sorry to hear that your wife is divorcing you.”  That was news to him, and not helpful to the healing process.  He 
died shortly after that, and I only hope that I wasn’t listed as the cause of death.   

I recall these stories because of today’s First Reading from the Prophet Jonah.  He’s the one who was called by 
God to preach a message of repentance and a threat of destruction for the great pagan city of Ninevah.  For 
reasons that I cannot understand at all, today’s reading from Chapter Three leaves out three little words that 
change the whole story.  In our proclamation today, it begins by saying, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah 
saying…” 

What the Bible actually says is, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah A SECOND TIME, saying…” 

What’s the difference?  Who cares?  Well, it’s because the first time didn’t work out very well.  The first time, in 
Chapter One, as you may recall, the word of the Lord came to Jonah with exactly the same request.  But Jonah 
didn’t want to obey because he didn’t want to see this pagan city repent and be spared.  So he headed in the 
opposite direction, got on a ship, was thrown overboard, was swallowed by a huge fish, and was spat out on the 
shore.  The whole episode was comically stupid and futile.  And in the end, Jonah was right back where he was 
before—although apparently a little wiser for his adventure.  So when the Lord came calling in today’s story, it 
wasn’t for the first time.  That matters.  Jonah had already proven himself to be a tragic buffoon during the first 
episode.  But here’s what’s so amazing:  God came back.  God called this failure to ministry.  Again!  And this 
time Jonah responded well—proclaiming the judgement of God upon Ninevah, causing their repentance, and 
sparing all of their lives—even though that’s not what Jonah wanted.   

It was a blessing for everyone that God came calling a second time, willing to risk the same failed instrument 
whom he had called before, Jonah, the arrogant coward, to do something important and holy and divine. 

Our Lord does not consign us to the ash heap after our first failure—or the second or the third or the 100th.  God 
never gives up on us and our ability to be instruments of his will, no matter how unimpressive or unenlightened 
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we may seem to be…no matter how poorly we have performed in the past.  And that ought to an enormous 
source of joy and freedom for for us—we who are honest and humble enough to recognize how we have failed 
the first time to be the disciples that we have been called to be… 

“And God came calling A SECOND TIME!” 

So where is it in your own life that you believe yourself to have failed beyond repair?  What is that stupid thing 
you’ve said or done or failed to do that you think has made you unworthy or unable to hear and respond to the 
Lord when he comes calling again?  He will.  And if Jonah can get up and say OK, anybody can.  I can.  You can.  A 
second time.   

In Jesus’ own time there were plenty of priests, scribes, prophets and temple officials whom he might have 
summoned to be his closet friends, and followers and ministers.  Jesus called none of them that way.  Instead he 
called fishermen, who were people of no proven virtue, or worth, or intelligence or piety.  They were just willing 
to listen and to respond.  And when they made mistakes, and false judgements, and bad pastoral responses, 
they were willing to listen and respond when the call came a second time.  And it always did.  And it still does. 

 


