Jonah 1.1-3 

1    The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: 

2    "Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me." 

The very first story in the Bible starts, "In the beginning, God..." (Gen.1.1) 

And it's amazing how many stories in the Bible begin with God. We might think of Genesis as the story of creation, and Exodus the story of Moses, and so on, but they're really all stories about God - and the way he just can't stop getting involved in his world. 

The trouble Wayne Rooney got into a few weeks ago was largely down to his irrepressible nature - he can't help but get stuck in whenever he can. His red card against Portugal was more the product of his passion than any pre-meditated or malicious intent. God doesn't get involved in such a violent way, but it's the very essence of God to be involved, to be part of this world he has made. Too often we believe him to be aloof and disinterested, and we don't include him half as often as he'd like to be. 

God's passion is shown from the very beginning of this book too - it starts, 'The word of the Lord...' Inevitably, I'm going to mention Jonah quite a lot, but this is a story about God. 

The very public debates going on over same sex relationships, women Bishops, and so on, are all very important, but I'm sometimes accused of being too silent on them because, and if I am, it's because I'd rather the church was seen to be a nuisance because of the amount we talked about God rather than anything else. We will spend a lot of this week discussing Jonah, but we must never lose sight of the fact that this is a story about God himself. 

The story starts by straightaway drawing our attention to the command, and the involvement, of God - here is a God who speaks, and who expects obedient and immediate response. 

'Go,' says God. Before any explanation, plan or reasoning, there's this single word of command. 

Gen 12:1, "The Lord had said to Abram, 'Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go.'" Again, the command comes before the explanation. 

When I say 'Go' to my children, nothing happens - which is not the intention of the command. And when I've repeated the command a few times, the usual response is, 'Why?' - they want an explanation. 

We have been called out to go, to do and to be - but if we're more concerned with our own needs and inclinations, if we first want to examine God's reasons and weigh them up against our own motives to see whose are best, then his commands are going to be harder to take on board. 

Jonah was too involved in his own story to be worried enough about God's - and having weighed up his feelings and God's commands, he decided that his feelings took preference. 

3    But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord. 

There are two basic movements in Jonah's vocation - running away and running towards God, basically, disobedience and obedience. But the interesting thing is that Jonah fails in both directions. 

Slavish, everything by-the-book, obedience still doesn't guarantee success because there's still something missing. 

Likewise - disobedience isn't always as disastrous as we might think (or wish, if it's someone else doing the disobeying). 

One of my predecessors in two of the villages I'm vicar of went off with the churchwarden's wife about ten or fifteen years ago - but he's heralded everywhere as a saint. It's a strange paradox that he did something that I regard as pretty inconsistent with Christian ministry, and yet was so loved and respected - he was disobedient, and yet had a very fruitful ministry. In contrast, I know some clergy who live out a 'by the book' obedience, and yet something's missing - it's a dry faith. 

Please don't think for one minute that I don't care about God's laws, but a problem arises when we link good and bad Christianity simply to obedience and disobedience because immediately there's no room for stuff like love, grace and forgiveness (or even reality) - and we need those gifts in the church today as much as ever. 

Of course obedience to God is a good thing, and disobedience bad, but I hope you understand what I'm getting at. Was Jonah a success or a failure, and would you describe him as obedient or disobedient? It would make a great essay topic because you could answer either or both ways. 

Matthew 21:28-31 - Jesus said to his disciples, "What do you think? There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and said, 'Son, go and work today in the vineyard.' 'I will not,' he answered, but later he changed his mind and went. Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He answered, 'I will, sir,' but he did not go." Which one of those sons was obedient? 

In the parable of the Prodigal Son, the older brother is just as lost as the one who wanders off - only he's as lost in his obedience as his younger brother was in his disobedience. 

Never underestimate how hard a task Jonah faced - we have to overcome our selfishness, our modesty, our fear, and all sorts of other emotions that go into overdrive as soon as we hear God saying, 'Go.' The example of Jesus in Gethsemane should surely teach us that (Mark 14:36), "Father, everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me." 

Jesus wasn't being disobedient, but he was struggling with obedience. 

We must judge Jonah's rather unsubtle disobedience with care, and understand that the reality of it lies within each and everyone of us. 

Somebody once said that there are two reasons why we do anything - the good reason and the real reason. You can tell everyone the good reason, but God knows the real one. I use good reasons all the time to avoid doing things I don't want to do and do the things I enjoy - and they are good spiritual reasons, of course. But the truth is - I'm a sinner and a faithless coward, and God knows that. 

The good reason for Jonah going off to Tarshish was to start a new mission and plant a church - and who could argue against that? But we also know the real reason why he went. 

We'll get onto that later but, before we're too hard on the poor man, first the good news... 

The first two verses of the story are quite encouraging for Jonah - 'The word of the Lord came to him.' The good part about Jonah was that his journey, whichever direction he took, was initiated by God's call... 

1 - He was alert to the fact that we have a God who speaks and who wants to act in his world - using us.
There are too many of us, even in the church, who still need to believe in and experience a God who speaks to us personally. Every Christian I know believes that God speaks to other people, but they're never quite so sure about him speaking to them. 

2 - Jonah was also ready to listen, not just paying lip-service to a belief in a God who speaks, but sincerely believing that it meant he had to be listening too. 

3 - And when Jonah heard, he didn't ignore the word, he didn't stay put or just carry on as before - in simply responding, he sort of got it right. He almost made it. 

At each of these steps, it gets harder - believing that God speaks might be easy for many, but making the effort to listen, believing that that it's actually me he wants to talk to, takes a little more faith. And as for doing something about it - that's when it starts to get scary. 

Perhaps it was because of these good qualities that God chose Jonah - even knowing that he would still have a bit of a struggle getting him to do what was needed. And the same must be true of the way God saw Moses, Peter, Thomas, Paul, and the way he sees me and you. There's the potential in each of us to get it wrong - we know that. But can we see what God sees in us - the potential to get it right as well? 

You are good news - but can you believe it? 

But there's some bad news too... Although Jonah was willing to move, he was too quick to chose the destination - and that's where he went wrong, and fairly determinedly so. 

The fare Jonah paid for the boat was not just a one way ticket for a short journey, but the Hebrew meaning implies that he paid the price for the whole ship, for what would have been a very long journey. He was extremely determined - and perhaps used to being able to get his own way, to pay for what he wanted. 

The irony here is that Jonah uses a word from God to avoid meeting God (spiritually speaking) - and it happens all the time in the Bible and in the church today. 

A sort of subtitle for this week might be something like 'religious careerism' or 'the subtle lure of glamorous Christianity'. Religion means faith without God. Jonah was about to do just this - move in response to God, but not to where God wanted him to go. He would be able to sound really holy and impressive in Tarshish when he got off the boat and told everyone that God had sent him - but he would have hoped to hide the rest of the message from God, the bit about going East instead of West. 

There are all sorts of reasons why we do this, but as a religious professional, as a prophet, Jonah might just have enjoyed playing God a bit too much. He knew that he was probably being set up, and he didn't want to look stupid in front of a whole city - it would have been bad for his reputation and status as a man of God. 

One of the dangers we face when we get a taste of God is that we want to be God. An experience of God can make us want to experience as God. Perhaps it's just one of the temptations that come from being made in his image, but before you insist this has never happened to you, it's much more subtle than you might think. 

Genesis 3:2-6, "The woman said to the serpent, 'We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, 'You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.' 'You will not surely die,' the serpent said to the woman. 'For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.' When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it." 

Acts 8:18-19, "When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles' hands, he offered them money and said, 'Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.'" 

Adam and Eve, and Simon, were people attracted by what God could do, but not content to leave that 'doing' to God - they wanted a certain divinity for themselves. 

One of the things I've always found so frightening about being a Dad, particularly when the boys were much smaller, is the ability to play God - as far as they were concerned, I was all-knowing, all-seeing and all-powerful (they know better now), and it can be very tempting to abuse that knowledge and power. I don't mean that I was always horrible, but I was completely unreasonable at times - relying on my God-like status to get things done (my way, in my time) rather than being loving, patient, kind and generous. 

At times, we are all tempted to flee from God's world (the world of faith) to the world of the serpent (the world of religion - believing that we can be or act like God, or claiming some sort of divine status in order to bully our way through). We flee from the presence of God into 'religion' - which sounds and looks pious at the start, but is more about what I can do, how I can control things, than it is to do with waiting on God. 

Away from God we can develop our own religion in pride and power - and apparent safety. We can be like God ourselves, or at least put him to good use - make him conform to our image rather than having to conform to his. 

It's there in the person who can 'commune with their God' alone on a Sunday morning rather than going to church. They might be true - but just take care that you're not using your belief that 'God is with you' to avoid worshipping him with the rest of his family. 

It might be there in the person who comes up to you and says, 'The Lord has told me...' 

or, 'That's not a very loving or forgiving thing to say...' 

It's there when you judge, 'Fancy them doing or saying that - being a Christian and all...' 

It's there in leaders who use their leadership to avoid doing the things they don't enjoy. 

It's there in the Christian who doesn't dare admit his or her doubts and difficulties for fear of looking bad. 

It's there when one part of the Anglican church says to the other part, you're no longer 'in communion' with us. Communion is a gift from God, we come as guests invited, and for one guest to tell another guest that they can't come is effectively playing host - in other words, playing God. 

People with a huge amount of genuine faith and those with no faith at all tend not to be very religious people. Religion is for those who have enough faith the disturb them, but not enough to move them in the right direction - and we're all there at times. 

The temptations in the church are all the harder to resist because we can disguise them as being in the 'will of God', we can excuse our 'spirituality' for being holier than it really is. 

So is my confident 'spiritual' life courageous faith or self-importance? 

Is my bold preaching an example of Peter on the day of Pentecost, or of Aaron around the golden calf at the bottom of Mt Sinai (we'll read about his behaviour there later)? 

It's not always easy to spot the difference. 

There is a fierce spiritual battle here - and the devil fights subtle wars. 

One of the reasons why the early church kept better checks and support on its members than the church does today is because it was so much more aware of these dangers than we seem to be today - although things are improving. Those of you in town churches might be part of a large team that meets and reviews, and so on - but those of you in the country may have just one clergyman who's completely on his or her own, and it's hard. 

Whether you're in leadership or not, you need spiritual checks to stop you getting too religious. Coming here might be one of those checks, as might being in a homegroup, prayer triplet, or any other involvement you have in a church fellowship (which is why church is so important). 

Cheating a bit from my experience on these houseparties as a poacher, I happen to know that resolutions have been made over the past three years (at least), contracts drawn up between members of groups, and so on - but nothing has happened for a year. I don't say that to make anyone feel guilty (because I'm one of them), but looking good is easy, doing it is hard work. 

Cf. Eugene Peterson and his 'reports' back to head office ('Under the Unpredictable Plant'). 

I was, and am, grateful to the ecclesiastical institution that put me to work organising a new congregation. They ordained me. They spent a lot of money on me. They provided me with encouragement, advice, and counsel. They gave me access to a tradition in theology that is foundational and stabilising. At no time in the process I am recording did I repudiate this institution. 

One of the duties I had as the organising pastor of a new church was to prepare a monthly report on my work and send it to a denominational executive in New York City . It was not a difficult task, but it did take a day's work. The first page was statistical: how many calls made, how many people attended worship, a financial report of offerings, progress on building plans, committee activities. This was followed by several pages of reflection on my pastoral ministry: what I understood of God's presence in my work, my understanding of mission, areas of inadequacy that were showing up in my ministry, strengths and skills that seemed to he emerging. 

After a few months of doing this, I got the impression that my superiors were not reading the second part. I thought I would test out my impression and have a little fun on the side. 

So the next month, after dutifully compiling the statistical data, I turned to page two and described as best I could an imagined long, slow slide into depression. I wrote that I had difficulty sleeping: I couldn't pray. I was getting the work done at a maintenance level but it was a robotic kind of thing with no spirit, no zest. Having feelings and thoughts like this I was seriously questioning whether I should be a pastor at all. Could they recommend a counsellor for me? 

Getting no response, I upped the ante. The next month I developed a drinking problem which became evident one Sunday in the pulpit. Everybody was very nice about it, but one of the Elders had to complete the sermon. I felt that I was at the point where I needed treatment. How should I go about getting it? 

Still no response. I got bolder. The next month I cooked up an affair. It started out innocently enough as I was attempting to comfort a woman through an abusive marriage, but something happened in the middle of it, and we ended up in bed together, only it wasn't a bed but one of the pews in the church where we were discovered when the ladies arranging flowers for Sunday worship walked in on us. I thought it was all over for my ministry at that point, but it turned out that in this community wife-swappers are very much admired, and on the next Sunday, attendance doubled. 

Next I reported some innovations I was making in the liturgy. Our worship, I wrote to my supervisors, was about as dull as it could get. I had read some scholarly guesses about a mushroom cult in Palestine in the first century in which Jesus must have been involved. I thought it was worth a try I arranged for the purchase of some magic mushrooms and introduced them at our next celebration of the eucharist. It was the most terrific experience anybody had ever had in worship, absolutely dazzling. But could they please advise me on whether I was permitted to proceed along these lines. 

At the end of three years I was released from their supervision. They asked me to evaluate their supervision through the three years. I told them I appreciated their help. The salary arrived on time each month. I was treated courteously at all times. But there was one minor area of disappointment: they had never read past that first page of statistical reporting that I had sent in each month. 'Oh, but we did,' they said. 'We read those reports carefully; we take them very seriously.' 'How can that be,' I said. 'What about the time I asked for help with my drinking problem and you didn't respond; the time I got involved in a sexual adventure and you didn't intervene; that craziness I reported when I was using magic mushrooms in the eucharist and you did nothing?' Their faces were blank, and then confused - followed by a splendid slapstick of buck-passing and excuse-making. 

Watch out for religious careerism - be disappointed, but don't be surprised when you discover that the church is full of sinners, people who do and think bad things. Just get on with what you've been called to and work with them. 

Once they saw that this new move of God was pretty cool, two of Jesus' disciples wanted to sit at his left and right hand side in glory - but it was two unknown thieves who took those positions on Good Friday. Taking up your cross daily, and Jesus said we had to do it daily, can be a hard slog - but crosses keep you humble and close to God. 

Power corrupts, and it even did it with the disciples, as they sometimes took a wrong turn and pursued their religious careers. 

Some large churches in the US decided not to open on Christmas Day last year, because it was a Sunday and they weren't expecting large enough congregations to come. There's probably more to their decision than I know about, and I have huge respect for churches like Willow Creek, but I would question what it says about worship and the value of the individual (or the five hundred they thought would only turn up) and what does it say about religious careerism? 

I take services with single figure congregations - and if Jesus would have died for just me, I can sacrifice some of my efforts for just nine or ten. I'm really pleased that those training in the Benefice at the moment get the chance to do some really unglamorous stuff.

