



SERMON 10.09.06

For a very short book, a mere four chapters, Jonah is very well known but this is hardly surprising in view of the nature of the story. To hear of anyone being swallowed by a whale is likely to stick in one’s memory and certainly as a child I can remember being deeply impressed by it. I have to admit that at the same time as hearing Jonah’s story I was also being introduced to the delights of the Just So Stories of Rudyard Kipling and for some time Jonah was inextricably tangled up with the story of How the Whale Got his Throat. However it is not just the whale factor that makes Jonah memorable. Jonah’s popularity has much to do with his humanity- he is so recognisably human in his reactions to God that we can identify strongly with him and as a result learn quite a bit about ourselves.

Since today we have only heard the conclusion of the story I will just briefly recap what has happened so far. Jonah is commanded by God to go to Nineveh and denounce it for its wickedness. Instead he gets on a boat and sails in the opposite direction. God sends a great storm, which threatens all who are on board. Jonah confesses that it is his fault and offers himself as a sacrifice to be thrown overboard to propitiate the Lord. The sailors accept this offer with alacrity and toss him into the sea where he is promptly swallowed by the aforementioned whale. While inside the whale he offers a prayer of praise and thanksgiving to God who then causes the whale to throw him out on to dry land. Being asked by God a second time to go to Nineveh Jonah decides that it would be expedient to do as he is told. He duly arrives at the city and prophesies that disaster will fall upon the city unless they repent of their evil. The king and all the people take his words to heart and do indeed repent and so are spared by God. Jonah is not best pleased by this and goes into a major sulk with his mood not improved by the flourishing and then withering of the shady plant. The story ends with God reminding Jonah again who is in charge.

So this is a short spare story but it does have something to tell us both about human nature and the nature of God. In the first place there is Jonah’s reaction to being called by God to perform a specific duty. I think it can be safe to assume that Jonah was a faithful Jew who worshipped God as he ought and lived a generally blameless life and we know from reference to the book of Kings that he was an acknowledged prophet. But his immediate reaction to God’s request is to take to his heels and run away as fast as he can. He really can hardly be blamed however for not wanting to go to Nineveh. Nineveh was in Assyria and Assyria represented the great threat to Israel – it was hostile territory and to enter it was foolhardy and possibly life threatening. Prophesying within Israel was one thing, Assyria was quite another matter. It isn’t hard to deeply sympathise with Jonah. Any call from God is likely to lead us into unknown territory and that is never a comfortable thing. How much easier it is to find other distractions, to look in a different direction, to metaphorically ‘run away’. The inside of a whale can begin to seem quite attractive. What we will find though, as Jonah did, is that there isn’t anywhere to run. ‘Where can I go from your Spirit?’ says the Psalmist, ‘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.’ Despite the knowledge that God is all-knowing and all-seeing we still endeavour to evade his wishes for us. Jonah knew perfectly well that running away was futile but he followed his human instincts and who can blame him. I’ve done the same myself. But running away simply doesn’t work in the long run – it does not remove the problem or give any peace of mind. I know from talking to my colleagues in training that many of them tried to evade God’s call to them for years and it was only when they gave in and accepted his will for them that they experienced a sense of peace even though they knew that there would be difficult times ahead. There is a deep peace to be had in obedience, which I believe is one of the reasons that monastic communities are such restful places. To submit utterly to the will of God is to set aside ones own anxieties, desires and needs and to focus completely on what God wants us to be. It is a very attractive way of life to observe from the outside and that attraction has been highlighted by the success of the two programmes recently on television, ‘The Monastery’ and ‘The Convent’ But, as the people who featured in the programmes found, observation is one thing and achieving such submission, living the obedient life, is another. It is extremely difficult and like Jonah, many people kick up their heels and run away.

The second trait of human nature that Jonah shows is also very recognisable and this is the difficulty that he had in accepting that God was justified in being merciful to the inhabitants of Nineveh. Instead of getting what Jonah considered to be their just deserts the city was spared from God’s anger because they acted in obedience. It is a strange side of human nature that we find it hard to accept that others may be forgiven for their wrongdoing without apparently doing much to deserve that forgiveness. Jonah is particularly outraged because these forgiven people are the enemy. I think what he is really saying to God is that well-worn expression, ‘It isn’t fair!’ It isn’t fair that the Ninevites should get away scot free. Surely reparation should be made before forgiveness is granted? But that is not God’s nature. The nature of God is to forgive all who truly repent. Where true repentance is made then his forgiveness is absolute and unconditional. Israel understood themselves to be God’s chosen people but in this story we are getting a flavour of something that will become clearer in the Gospels. Firstly that God’s love and compassion extends to all people not just to Israel and secondly that those who have the honesty to admit their sinfulness and repent of it will be forgiven whoever they are and whatever they have done and that to repent is surely the first step on the way to truly submitting oneself to God’s will. 

