Jonah 4 

A very dignified vicar was visiting a lady in a nursing home who was confined to a wheelchair. As he stood to leave, the lady asked him to have a word of prayer. He gently took her hand and prayed that God would be with her to bring her comfort, strength and healing. 

When he finished praying, her face began to glow. She said softly, 'Vicar, would you help me to my feet?' Not knowing what else to do, he helped her up. At first, she took a few uncertain steps. Then she began to jump up and down, then to dance and shout and cry with happiness until the whole nursing home was aroused - she could walk again. During all the commotion, the vicar hurried out to his car, closed the door, grabbed hold of the steering wheel and looked up to heaven, 'Lord, don't you ever do that to me again!' 
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But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 

Jonah is like the older brother in the parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15) - 'He doesn't deserve it - and anyway, what about me?' But with God, it's not a case of either/or but both/and. 

We all get angry at times, that's part of the reality of human life, but we need to be careful about what we do with it. The older son in Luke 15 directed his anger towards his brother, Cain did the same towards Abel - and neither faired very well. Strange though it might seem, Jonah was saved from his own anger because he turned it on God. It's always a good idea to do that first - partly because God is big enough to take it, and so less damage is done that way, and partly because he knows how to help us sort ourselves out before we take things any further. 

But isn't it crazy anyway, to be angry because a whole city repents and turns to God, to be angry because of the success of his mission? 

One of the great shocks to me when we started having a few people confirmed in Bures was the level of opposition. Of course, most people were delighted, but I rather naively assumed that everyone would be - but things change when new people join, and some folk were uncomfortable with that. And then what made things even worse was that some of these folk weren't just content being confirmed, some of them wanted to be ordained as well - and they'd only been coming to church for a few years whilst others had been baking cakes, hoovering the tower rooms, and taking the collection for decades. Of course, none of the catering committee wanted to be ordained, but there were still some folk who were resentful of the newcomers who did. 

It's a modern day example of Jonah-like gracelessness - and we cannot dismiss him as being so very different from ourselves. We're all more 'Jonah-ry' and spiritually jealous or small-minded than you might think. 

When we look at the other Old Testament prophets, we see a picture of the disciple we would love to be - faithful, holy, courageous, and so on. In Jonah we get a picture of the disciple we are. This would be all too depressing if it wasn't for the fact that God can turn it all around. In his disobedience, the sailors were converted; and in his grudging obedience, Nineveh was saved. God works his purposes through who we actually are, no matter how much of a disappointment we might be to ourselves (and probably those around us as well). 

Jonah wanted to run away from the job that God had given him, but he was brought back by God - with amazing results. 

But after delivering his message, he was left in limbo - not quite inside the city, but not far from it either, sitting on the edge waiting to see what would happen next, caring more about himself than the city. 

As Christians, when we make a stand of any sort for our faith, we can feel a little isolated afterwards - we might worry what friends are now thinking, it might mean that we can't join in with what everyone else is doing. 

And even if they accept the message we preach, they might leave us behind as they move on in their faith in quite different ways from us - as was our experience in Bures. 
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He prayed to the Lord, "O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. 

Deut.18:22, "If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is a message the Lord has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him." 

Jonah was all too well aware of this judgement, and that's what he was afraid of - he didn't trust God not to be merciful. 

In the prayer of humble access during communion we acknowledge this ourselves, 'You are the same Lord, whose nature is... always to have mercy.' I know plenty of good Christian folk who are very upset that God always has mercy - they wouldn't see it in themselves, but that's the way they behave. 

When Jonah saw what happened, he went into a deep sulk. He wanted to reject a God who could forgive even the sins of Nineveh - and that even happens today. 

An American psychiatrist wrote a best-seller, 'I'm OK. You're OK.' - and he suggested four possible psychological states to be in: 

'I am not OK. You are OK.' This is the way the child looks at a parent, 'It's all right for you,' sort of stuff. 

'I am not OK. You are not OK.' Depressed and hopeless - we're both in a mess and there's nowhere to go (maybe Jonah in the sailing boat, and perhaps why he curled up into a ball in the bottom of the ship). 

'I am OK. You are not OK.' This is the way the parent looks at the child, 'Sit down, shut up and listen to me, I'm right' - and a bit like the church sometimes behaves in bad evangelism and witness. We've got God on our side, we're right and it's you who's in trouble. 

And then... 

'I am OK. You are OK.' This reflects the healthy self-image and respect for others (and nobody's here). 

Most of us are in the first state ('I'm not OK, but you are.'), we have feelings of inferiority and we tend to think that others don't have the problems we have. We tend to see others as being a bit better than ourselves, that other Christians aren't plagued with the same problems we have. And so we project a state of grace onto others and say, 'If I could only experience the power of God in my life the way so-and-so does, that would solve all my problems.' 

When we come to Jonah, we see someone who had been miraculously saved and delivered, someone who had all you and I could ever dream of insofar as having an experience of God is concerned. And yet it 'displeased' Jonah, his reaction was completely irrational and it shows just how mean-spirited we can be - and how hard it is to follow God even if we do have dramatic experiences of him. The grass is still not as green in Tarshish as we might hope. 

What Jonah wanted was to go to the edge of the city and watch Nineveh burn so he could say, 'I told you so. I'm OK, and you're not.' He feared the opposite - and rightly so, as it turned out. And that's the real sin - it didn't surprise Jonah that Nineveh believed and God relented. The King said, "Who knows? God may yet relent." Jonah knew and was without excuse, he repressed the truth he knew all along. 

God's love is not bounded as ours is but extends beyond all boundaries. What makes the Christian faith such a scandal is that God loves the very people we find unlovable, he forgives the unforgivable - and then asks us to do the same. 

The trouble is, love is very creative and forgiving, and that makes for an untidy world. God didn't do what he said he'd do. That's messy. It means risk, mistakes, false starts, frustrations, embarrassments, failures - but out of all this God brings good. 

The minute things have to be tidy, the moment we want everything ordered so that it runs in a predictable fashion we get a Holocaust or a 'Brave New World'. 

Christians who look at the mess and rebel against it, who try to make the church tidy and conforming, have to sit on things so hard, have to rule and control so tightly, that the gospel soon gets pushed out - there's no room for it. All those who want a 'perfect' church, filled with certainties, soon end up in a mess again. 

We have been made in the 'image' of God. 'Imag'ination (used in the right way) is the ability to make connections between the visible and the invisible. For Christians, the invisible bit is the most important - that's what Jonah missed. 

Somebody once said that if God can do more than we ask or imagine, we need to ask for more imagination. 

And this is where I want to come back to what I've been saying about 'career' Christianity, spiritual formulae and over-busyness... 

In the neat and tidy world of certainties, everything can be explained rationally and so if we build the right machines, put the right structures in place, the right results will be produced. If we don't jump overboard to escape this way of thinking, we will become programme centred achievers, we will raise the money, even fill the pews and make it all look great. It will be wonderful religion, but lousy Christianity. Jonah was trying to make it all work to a formula, God was trying to show grace. 

But there are other consequences too... 

The danger of 'programme' Christianity is that we try to meet the needs of other people - not to show grace, but to prove that the formula works. As we meet needs and help others, we affirm our own strength and ability - and we feel good, the church is 'behaving'. 

And so... 

What about me, as the vicar, when a new person arrives in church? I welcome them, but in the back of my mind I've already thrown them into the equation and started to re-compute the model. I'm thinking about what skills they have, what jobs we can give them to do, the gaps in our rotas - I'm being a good manager, but am I being a good pastor? There's a fine line separating encouraging people's gifts for building up the kingdom and manipulating them for the building up of my 'church' and my ego. 

Jonah was a professional and had to learn a lesson about not being one. 

Of course, compassion, caring, doing, working hard, going, proclaiming and all the other things are essential but we need to have the imagination to be ready and willing to see and embrace the unpredictable from God. 

The issues we face in the church today about women bishops, the remarriage of divorcees, same sex partnerships, and the burden of our listed buildings, are tricky ones that need careful thought and prayer - because the answers are probably not the simple, clear cut, black and white responses that are often thrown about with such confidence. 

Jonah got into a muddle because he was in communication with God, but not in communion with him. The latter is where we need to be - and that's what Wednesday morning was all about. 

Jonah knew all along what God was like, and however frightening the consequences might seem, we have to go along with what we know rather than what we might like - because sooner or later we will bump up against the reality. 

In the 'I'm OK, you're OK' stakes, being OK means being willing to look stupid without feeling bad, not having all the answers, living with paradox, being able to lose a few battles in order to win the war - to be 'mugged' for the sake of the gospel. 
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Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live." 
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But the Lord replied, "Have you any right to be angry?" 

One of the truest things Jonah said he probably didn't even realise - he was spot on here... "It is better for me to die than to live." 

Jesus said, "Whoever loses his life for my sake will find it." Matt.10.38. 

And God comes back at Jonah with one of the best forms of defence - asking questions. Questions are very good at exposing both lies and truth. God doesn't say much in reply to Jonah's accusations, he simply asks this question - and Jonah knew he'd been exposed, which is why he just goes off in a sulk. 

The next time someone tells you why they don't like God, come to church, or they pronounce on any of the thorny issues I've mentioned, don't give them the answer, ask a question instead - what makes them think the way they do, how would they read the text, why would God like/dislike that, where do they get their ideas and guiding principles from, why do they think the vicar would say that? 
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Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city. 
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Then the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. 

Letter to The Observer (Dec.05), "The nicest 'kindness to strangers' I read of was in Dervla Murphy's book, 'Full Tilt: Ireland to India with a Bicycle'. She had stopped to rest in the heat of the day on a mountain track somewhere in Afghanistan, fell asleep and woke up to find that someone had built a small shelter over her to shade her from the sun." 

But here is a rather pathetic picture - Jonah, in his anger, went off and built himself a shelter, but it wasn't any good and God had to come along and help him out. Jonah was behaving like a stroppy child, convinced that he could do better, and God was gracious enough quietly to come along and pick up the pieces. 

In the story of Adam and Eve's banishment from Eden, what always gets to me is the way God makes clothes for them both before he kicks them out - disciplining, but still protecting. 

Man made shelters are never enough - either to hide us from God or protect us from evil. We need God's help at all times - Jonah should have learnt that from his experience on the boat. If the church is purely man-made by careerists, it won't offer the help and protection that we need. 
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But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. 
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When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah's head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, "It would be better for me to die than to live." 
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But God said to Jonah, "Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?" "I do," he said. "I am angry enough to die." 

Jonah himself said, "Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs." Those who cling to their reputation, their own hopes and fears, those who argue out of pride and position, risk forfeiting the grace that God could show them. 
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But the Lord said, "You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 
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But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?" 

Right hand from left = right from wrong. The Ninevites couldn't tell right from wrong - perhaps their sin wasn't all their own fault, perhaps nobody had ever taken the trouble to talk to them about God. 

In his immature, graceless and selfish faith, Jonah had no desire to join in with what God was doing, no fondness for the 'bigness' of God's heart. He was trying to reduce faith to a performance - do the right thing, at the right time, in the right place and 'x' will happen. 

Jonah's formula only fitted Jonah's thinking. Jonah had work to do, God had grace to demonstrate. Jonah started out be preaching to Nineveh and ended up with Nineveh preaching to him - and I suspect a good many of us here have been surprised to find that God has spoken to us in ways and through people we'd have never thought of either. 

Finally... 

Actually, there is no 'Finally'. The story doesn't have an ending, the final question remains unanswered and hangs there for us to answer, "Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people. Should I not be concerned about that great city?" 

In fact, the book doesn't really have a beginning either. It starts with what's known as a 'converted apocopated imperfect verb' which implies the continuation of a story rather than the beginning of the story - some translations begin 1.1 with the word, 'And,' to convey this (RSV & KJV start with 'now'). So Jonah has no beginning or end, it just comes as part of God's story. It's just there, in the middle. 

Mark's gospel is another 'unfinished' work (though someone put an ending on later). Mark ends (16:8), "Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid." What kind of a way is that to end a gospel? The point is, it's not the end of the story, it's just the point where we take over the telling of it. By ending the story as he does, the writer of Jonah shifts our focus from what Jonah did next to what we think we would have done next - and then we discover if we've learnt anything at all about us and God from the story. 

When Katharine watches a film, she always wants a perfect ending with all the loose ends tied up. She wants to see the wedding, the children then being born, then the couple growing old together - which are the bits always left out for us to imagine. It's up to us to make it all a happy ending through the way we live out our response of faith - with all the uncertainties and paradoxes that that will entail. 

A prayer from Jean-Pierre de Caussade (The Sacrament of the Present Moment), 

'O Divine Love... 

Arouse us and confuse us. 

Shatter all our illusions and plans 

so that we lose our way 

and see neither path nor light 

until we have found you.' 
