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So the age old question: Why should we be encouraged by the story of Jonah and the whale? Answer: Because Jonah was down in the mouth, but came out all right.

Actually there is some truth to that silly little riddle. Jonah was a down in the mouth kind of prophet. He was a surly sort. He seemed to be mad at everything – mostly God – and his demeanor was just angry. I don’t think he would be a very fun prophet to hang around. 

What we don’t know really, is whether he came out all right. The story of Jonah does not conclude in a way that allows us to draw that conclusion. In fact Jonah is a rare book in that it ends with a question and leaves us hanging as to how Jonah might respond to God.

We’ve just started a series on the Minor Prophets. They are not insignificant fortunetellers as we outlined last week, but people who were in tune to the movement of God, articulating how their community might be missing God’s movement among them. 

I am not sure that we will cover all 12 of the Minor Prophets, and Jonah was one that I was seriously thinking about leaving out because it is probably the best known of the 12. You know the story. (But because today we are emphasizing children in worship, and because the children’s musical next week is all about Jonah, I thought I would throw him in.)

Let me begin with another story. It’s a story that Dwight Davidson told in a sermon with all the seriousness that it was absolutely true. You can buy anything on the internet, including a car. And that’s evidently what this acquaintance of Mr. Davidson did. He bought a car on the internet.

It seems that the car’s first owner had moved to Europe. And since the owner was no longer in America, after he made the deal with the buyer over the internet, he sent the buyer the key through the mail and sent him the address, explaining to him where the car was parked. Well, the man who bought the car lived in Ohio, but the car was actually in Virginia. 

The man bought a Greyhound bus ticket. Now it is only about a day’s drive, but by bus it is about 20 hours. So when he got to the city’s bus terminal it was pretty late at night. And he was tired from the long bus drive. And it was raining. And he found out there wasn’t any taxi service that late at night. And so he ended up walking about two miles in the rain, late at night, but he got to the place where the car was. And all he could think of was getting in the car and driving to the closest hotel to get dry and get some rest.

But when the man reached into his bag to find the car key, he realized he was in big trouble.
There was no key. He searched the bag over and over, hoping he had just missed it, but it wasn’t there. Then he remembered that, before he had left his home, he had put the key on the kitchen counter, right in front of the coffee maker, so that he would be sure not to forget it but, when all was said and done, he had just grabbed his bag and left the house without picking up the key.

Mr. Davidson never tells what ultimately happened, but you can bet that this was an event in the life of this car buyer that he was never going to forget. To have traveled all that way, only to find out that the one thing he really needed, he didn’t have!

Has that ever happened to you? Have you ever experienced that feeling? Have you ever traveled a long journey, only to find out that the thing you really needed, you didn’t have? Well, I think that is the story of Jonah.

You know the story. The Word of the Lord came to Jonah to rise up, go to Nineveh, tell them that they are behaving badly and repent. So Jonah rises up, goes to Joppa, and books a ticket on the next boat heading in the direct opposite direction of Nineveh. But you can’t run from God. So we get this wonderful story of God commanding a storm and waves that cause the sailors to throw Jonah overboard to appease God. God causes a great fish to swallow Jonah who delivers him back to shore and vomits him back onto the beach.

God says, “Jonah, will you go to Nineveh now?” Jonah is a quick learner, so he gets up and goes to Nineveh, and he preaches to that great, but wicked city to repent, or God will destroy them in forty days. And they believe Jonah, so they repent. And so does God, who decides not to destroy Nineveh, which ticks the living daylights out of Jonah. Jonah was a surly sort anyway, but this just makes him downright mad. How can you trust a God like this?

Scholars tell us that because of language and syntax and other things, it is likely that Jonah was written in the 5th century BC. Nineveh wasn’t much of a city by then, and certainly would not live up to the description the Book of Jonah gives it as “that great city” that takes “three days to journey through. It had been laid to waste by the Medes and the Babylonians. But even today if you are in Mosul, Iraq, and look across the Tigress River, you can see a mound on the planes of the river, which is where Nineveh once stood proud. It never regained the status it had when it was the capital and stronghold of the Assyrian empire two and half centuries before the writing of Jonah. 
But the writer puts it in that time frame of the Assyrian Empire to make his point. God sends Jonah, a Hebrew prophet, to Nineveh, a city of the Assyrians, who was the enemy of Israel. Nineveh was considered “enemy territory.” Jonah would love to have seen Nineveh destroyed by God. But instead God has mercy on them. They are not even Jews, but God has mercy on them. They are not people of the covenant, but God has mercy on them. They are not of the chosen, but God has mercy on them. They are not one of us, but God has mercy on them – this sworn enemy of God’s very own people.

So we come to our Scripture lesson, the last few verses of the book, where Jonah sits and pouts. Actually, it is a bit more than pouting. He would rather die than serve this God who is weak with compassion.

Beth Miller introduced me to a book – a play actually – written by Madeleine L’Engle titled “The Journey With Jonah.” She does a masterful job of giving conversation to what must be going on inside Jonah’s head. There is a telling conversation between Jonah and a turtle who brought the gourd that grew the vine to shade Jonah when he went off to sulk. They are debating whether it is easier to forgive than destroy. Jonah sees God as weak because he is unwilling to do the hard thing – destroy Nineveh. The turtle responds:

It is easier, prophet, to destroy the entire universe than to prepare this vine in whose shade we now relax. Can you create with all your anger a single leaf? And yet it was easier to create all the stars in the sky than to prepare me. You think he would find it difficult to destroy Nineveh, that great city? A thunderbolt could lay waste to it in three seconds, but compassion takes eternity. 

Pity, Jonah, son of Amittai, is the most violent of all judgments. It is easy to destroy one’s enemy without suffering, but to love him is the most terrible pain. And you are afraid of pain.

Jonah, more often than not, is used by preachers to talk about running away from God’s call on our lives, and that would be a goodly and true assessment. But that really isn’t the point of Jonah.

Jonah was sitting and sulking in hopes that God would change his mind and destroy these unruly interlopers who represent a danger to the Israelites. God causes a vine to grow over Jonah to give shade, only to have a worm destroy the plant the next day. Jonah becomes outraged at God’s indiscretion.

But God’s answer is short and simple. God asks, “Are you right to be angry about the bush? You are concerned about that bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow—should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”
What God is telling Jonah here is that Jonah has forgotten his key. Jonah has traveled a long way, through much hardship. But in the end, the only thing he really needed, he didn’t have. That key was compassion. Yes, the people of Nineveh were enemies of the Israelites, but they were still people. And 120,000 of them had been headed for annihilation. But did Jonah care? Not really. He cared more about his “air conditioning system” than he cared about 120,000 people, and all their animals.

I think that this is one of the most important stories in the Old Testament. When we think of the Old Testament, sometimes the images that come to our minds are images of Moses and the law, images of war, or images of God taking vengeance. But in this story, we see the very heart of God—that heart is a heart of compassion.

But it’s all too easy for us, like Jonah, to lose our compassion for others—especially for people we don’t consider to be in our “group.” We have a tendency, just like Jonah, to see people outside of our group as somehow less important—not worthy of our attention, let alone our care. We see our needs as more important and more righteous than the needs of others.

We know in our heads that God loves the world, and that we should, too, but in daily life, it’s so easy to view the people around us with whom we have no relationship as simply objects. We forget that they have family and friends and dreams. They are people with stress and joy, and pain. People around the world are people just like us. Even our enemies.

Jonah tells us that God is gracious, that God is slow to anger, that God is abounding in steadfast love. God is willing to look past people’s present condition and to see them as his own beloved children. But we are not so good at doing those things. 

Jonah closed his spiritual eyes. Have we closed ours? Have we forgotten that there is a God in heaven who can transform people—anyone, anywhere—and make them beautiful again? If we’ve forgotten that, and if that truth doesn’t move us to care for those around us, we’ve surely forgotten the heart of the gospel.

As I said earlier, one of the peculiarities of the book of Jonah is that it’s the only book in the Bible to end with a question. So I want to leave you with a question today, too. We serve a God who is gracious, merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. That God cares about Nineveh. Do you? Do I? If we don’t care about what happens to Nineveh or what ever our Nineveh is today – if our hearts aren’t moved also for the people outside of ourselves – then we have traveled a very long journey, only to find we have arrived without the only thing we really needed – the key. Do we have it?

A WHALE OF A TALE


Sunday, May 2, 2010, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson








First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 4

