Jonah 3 

After all his experiences, seeing the storm come and go, being rescued and put back on track the way he was, you'd expect a 'born-again' prophet on the beach. Alas, Jonah is still not 'on task' in the way you might hope - although, perhaps we shouldn't be surprised. 

It's easy to think that all these miracles would change Jonah, in the same way that so many people say that if only God were to perform more tricks in front of them, then they too would believe. 

But look at those who witnessed amazing things in scripture - from crossing the Red Sea, seeing the man born blind receive his sight, seeing Jesus come back from the dead... Please don't misunderstand what I mean by this, but miracles can be overrated as means of engendering faith. 

If Jesus appeared here in bodily form this morning, some of us would find a rational explanation, some of us would be a little confused, some of us would want to go off and tell everyone about it - and there would be a whole host of other responses. But whatever your response, one thing is sure - the experience would not be enough to sort you out once and for all. Within a few weeks we'd slip into our old ways, we'd need proof again, and then again, and again. The friends we spoke to would doubt our story, and they'd want to have the same experience for themselves - it wouldn't be enough for them that we had seen. 

Most miracles in the Bible are done by God to bring glory, to heal suffering, to rescue people, to demonstrate forgiveness, to show power and authority, to lavish generosity - but rarely simply to prove that God exists. We should pray for miracles every day - but at least understand the motives behind those prayers. 

But here was Jonah, with a fantastic testimony to give the Ninevites - but, as I said earlier in the week, never underestimate how hard obedience and faith can be. Jonah still wasn't as 'converted' as he might have been - even though he did go on and get some things right. 
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Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time: 

2 
"Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you." 

Perhaps the best news in the whole of the Book of Jonah, the climax of the gospel within it, is this, we get another chance. Having another go is the basis of the hope we have. 

Bad grace denies the possibility of a second chance. The Good News is that even if things aren't right, than can always be made right by God. 

Cf Jonah's behaviour, the Ninevites' behaviour, Adam & Eve, Moses, Samson, David, Peter, Thomas, Paul... 

The spiritual wanderlust that St Benedict objected to is such a dangerous thing because it often denies a second chance - it's someone saying, 'There's nothing God and I can do about this situation so I'll have to give up and move on,' which is the same as saying, 'God is not really God.' 

This chapter is where the really amazing things happen in Jonah's life because we finally get to the point of what he was sent to do - I know it's obvious, but being where God wants you to be is the best place to be, all the running away we do can be eventful, but nothing like as exciting as being in God's place in God's time. 

In this chapter the people, the place and the message all come together - and we see a great miracle. 

Our faith always has to be worked out in a place, with people - the gospel is to the world, we are meant to be 'on site,' you can't do it in theory, you need people, you need a Nineveh. The point is to see God at work in this place, not to forsake it thinking that God isn't there... 'It is our duty and our joy at all times and in all places, in this time and in this place...' 

I found a poem here which draws on Jonah to encourage us to see God, see the fulfilment of our calling, in whatever circumstances we're lead into... 

17th Century poet, Francis Quarles, 

'Jonah must go, nor is the charge confined 

To Jonah, but to all the world enjoyned: 

You magistrates, arise and take delight 

In dealing Justice, and maintaining right: 

There lies your Nineveh; Merchants arise 

And mingle conscience with your Merchandise; 

Lawyers arise, and make not your righteous Laws 

A trick for gain...' 

We get restless and want to leave 'the place' where we've been sent because we feel we need a new challenge, wider responsibilities, a new appreciation. The point is, "The word became flesh and dwelt among us," or as Eugene Peterson puts it in The Message, 'The Word became flesh and moved into the neighbourhood.' That makes him sound a bit more imminent - this is God's place. 

None of us would wish to start church from the place where we've got to, but you can't bulldoze it out of the way and start all over again, 'getting it right this time.' We need to have a reverence for what is here, rather than contempt because of what isn't. 

Builders understand growth in mechanical terms, and so they operate in a mechanical way. 

Farmers operate in a biological way, and that's a very different understanding of growth - and it's the way all living organisms (like the church) should understand it. So builders flatten everything before they start and make a nice clean, flat piece of ground. Farmers, on the other hand, are brilliant at working with silly shaped fields on all sorts of odd angles, with weather that never comes to order and big trees growing in the wrong place that have to be worked around. 

So we need to get stuck in - in an 'agricultural' way, not an 'engineering' way. Granted, Jesus illustrated his teaching with both agricultural and architectural images - but he talked about fields where things grew, but buildings that would eventually be pulled down. 

We need to be committed and 'on site,' but the 'message' element, the bit we proclaim, gives rise to another paradox - we have to be involved, but also aloof enough to be able to speak God's word. 

Jonah entered Nineveh and embraced the 'parish', the people - but when he opened his mouth to preach he let loose. We need to be both caring and truthful, and it's incredibly hard to be both at the same time. In all the heated debates that range through the church today, you can see (or at least, I think you should be able to) where truth has been proclaimed without much love, and love and acceptance demonstrated without much regard for truth - and very few Christians demonstrating both at the same time. 

We need to be alongside and caring but not exclusively so, so that we can no longer use any critical discernment - it's another one of those Jonah tensions. 

And then another paradox... 

The second movement in the story of Jonah, his journey from the beach, is about his obedience rather than his disobedience - which we might well think would be crowned with success, but it isn't. Jonah does what God wanted, but he is arguably worse when obedient than he was when disobedient. 

We all know children who sulk when they're made to do what they're told - it makes their obedience almost as unbearable as their disobedience. 

Obedient Jonah is angry and vindictive, something he wasn't before - he even had compassion on the sailors on the ship when being disobedient. 

Jonah goes where God wants him, but I suspect he still manages to avoid the presence of God by being huffy and perfunctory in his preaching, 'If that's what God wants, that's what he'll get.' Truthful, but not really caring. No room for grace - 'I'll do it by the book'. 

I know at least two children who can be made to clear the table after a meal but who can sometimes do it in such a way that it would be better if they hadn't bothered. 
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Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important city - a visit required three days. 

'A visit required three days..' is an interesting fact to stick in here, but an important one too - it's part of the geography (or place) bit. Nineveh had limits, boundaries - mentioning that a visit required three days gives dimensions to the work Jonah had to do. Christian life with limits locates our work in what we can and should actually do. Without limits we blow up or at the very least, end up doing things we shouldn't be. 

Remember the Mark reading - Jesus walked away from work that we'd all have seen as really important, and if we'd done it, we'd have missed the next part of God's plan. 

If you need twenty-five hours in a day to do all you need to do, you know that you're planning to sin for at least one hour - God knows that you only have twenty-four. 

Of course this new 'project' that you dream up or that someone else suggests, or this idea for a service, this particular meeting, might be the very thing that brings someone to faith. But arguing that can be an excuse for not having to use a gift of discernment, and just make everyone feel guilty or force them to go 'over the boundary.' 

I have a phrase that I use after meetings to explain to Katharine about certain ideas that might have been put forward for the church, ideas that people give me that might work, but... 

They're the, 'Oxford St sandwich board' ideas. In other words, who knows, they might well work, someone might be converted by reading, 'Repent - the end is nigh,' as they do their shopping - but just because it's possible, doesn't mean we can't dismiss it as a bad idea in 'our place' without being branded by the rest of the ministry team as completely faithless. 

We have to have limits, we cannot do it all. 

Luke 11:46, "Jesus replied, 'And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can hardly carry.'" 

As a vicar, I sometimes count myself as one of those 'experts in the law' - but you're just as capable of it as I am, and I sometimes get loaded down with people coming up and telling me what we ought to be doing. Usually it's just an idea from another church (a proper one) that would glamorise the rather dull churches that make up the Benefice where I and these folk have to live and witness. 

We are very pro-growth in the world. The idea that an economy should not be growing all the time is economic heresy - but in the medical world excessive growth is 'cancer'. If growth is a biological term not a mechanical one, then there must be a 'proportion' associated with good growth. There is a proper size for everything - there are limits, boundaries, ground that we certainly should cover, and ground that isn't ours to tread on. Sometimes there's more 'holiness' in knowing when to start and stop the doing than in the actual doing itself. 

Jesus limited himself (Phil.2) and stuck with the very people who often drove him up the wall - the Jews and the disciples. He found greatest faith amongst Gentiles (Centurion, Syro-Phoenician woman) and yet didn't jump over the fence to do what he wasn't sent to do, as Jonah tried. 

Phil.2:6-8, "Christ, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing. And he humbled himself and became obedient." 

Nineveh 'required' three days. Don't dive in and out but make an appropriate commitment. 

Luke 10:5-8, "When you enter a house, 'Stay in that house, eating and drinking whatever they give you, for the worker deserves his wages. Do not move around from house to house." 
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On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned." 

A vicar went into a sweet shop and selected a thirty-pence chocolate bar but as he came to pay, discovered that he didn't have any money with him. 'I suppose I could invite you to hear me preach in return,' he said jokingly to the owner, 'but I'm afraid I don't have any thirty-pence sermons.' 'Perhaps,' suggested the shop keeper, 'I could come twice.' 

Judging by the response to his sermon, it would be good if I could preach like Jonah - except... 

Maybe Jonah's very short sermon wasn't that amazing in itself- but with the help of the Holy Spirit, it had an amazing effect. Remember, the chapter began, "The word of the Lord came to Jonah... 'Go and proclaim the message I give you.'" 

If they're God's words, then they will be effective. 

Isa.55.10-11, "As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it 

without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it." 

Never underestimate the power of what God can do through your seemingly rather ordinary efforts. We have a very particular view of what's good and what's bad, qualitatively speaking - but God's views, and the ways the Holy Spirit works, are very different. The Holy Spirit adds the extra to the ordinary that makes us all rather extraordinary - and that's good news for you, me and the world. 

Coming back to the text, the word used here for 'overturned' could also mean 'change of heart' - so two very different possibilities are laid before us. Those listening to the story would have heard the double meaning - the possibility of bad news and Nineveh being overturned, but also the possibility of good news and Nineveh showing a change of heart. 

But that's all we get to hear of this sermon. The Book of Jonah is unlike other prophetic books in that the prophet's personal experience is central - it reflects on his life rather than his preaching. 

But what we do hear of his sermon gives us a serious message... 

Nineveh was a well ordered place with all the religious hierarchy it could muster - and much religion that exists is man-made in order to eliminate uncertainty. As I've already said, we all want religious certainty, we want to know where we stand, that we've 'passed' and that our salvation is secure. We must understand it all - we want to be in control. It's the mechanical version of faith rather than the biological. If you think about it, most of the objections people have to Christianity centre around uncertainties and unknowns. Most people have therefore made God in their image - it's safer and tidier that way (or so they think). 

But life with God is confusing, messy and uncertain - which some people can cope with, but others hate... 

So into this great cathedral of pagan religion Jonah came to sow seeds of doubt - so that the truth might be grasped (yet another paradox in the story - doubt being a route towards faith). And Jonah did this, not by commenting on their past, but by pointing to their future - he introduced different possibilities into their security obsessed present. 

One of the traditional objections to the existence of a loving God is the presence of suffering in the world - and whenever somebody young dies, the big question is, 'How could God allow it?' But interestingly enough, I know far more people who have come to faith as a result of the death of a loved one or some other tragedy than those who have lost their faith in those circumstances. I'm sure one of the reasons for both these observations is the uncertainty that tragedy presents us with, it's undermining of our confidence when things don't go as they should, when we're forced into thinking about our own vulnerability and mortality, and when we consider the different possibilities that could befall us. 

God gave Nineveh forty days to do some thinking, to retreat into the belly of the whale and see what they might come up with. 

Forty days Noah in the ark, forty years the Jews in the desert, forty days Elijah on the run, forty days Jesus in the wilderness, forty days between the resurrection and the ascension. At the end of every period of forty in the Bible, something dramatic happened, the fortieth day (or year) shaped the content of the previous thirty-nine. 

Without those possibilities, without the fortieth day, there's no gospel because nothing happens, there's no news (neither good nor bad), it's as though there's nothing to pull us along (in any direction), the line goes slack because there's no message, no gospel. 
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The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 
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When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. 
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Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh: "By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. 
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But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence. 
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Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish." 

10 
When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened. 

Perhaps the surprise here was that the people were more willing to hear from God than Jonah thought - like many people around us whom we're too fearful of approaching. 

It's not always easy to approach people, but it's amazing how few of us get shot doing it. 

A bit like we did yesterday, the people of Nineveh, jumped overboard, they exercised some spiritual discipline - not with any certainties, but certainly with hope. 

If people believed what I said from the pulpit and turned to God in their droves, I don't think I would be resentful, I'd be truly astonished - and so would you. But Jonah was not happy with this mass repentance - and tomorrow we'll look at this failure even whilst being obedient. 

