Jonah 

Luther once said that Jonah, 'is an odd saint who is angry because of God's mercy for sinners, begrudging them all benefits and wishing them all evil... And yet he is God's dear child. He chats so uninhibitedly with God as though he were not in the least afraid of him - as indeed he is not; he confides in him as a father.' 

Thomas Merton echoed that tension when said that he thought of himself, 'travelling towards my destiny in the belly of a paradox' - drawing on Jonah. 

Story (700BC?) full of physical, emotional and spiritual paradox and tension: 

· There are examples of failure springing from obedience, 

· and victory from disobedience - which never sounds right. 

· It's a story about staying put, but also moving on.
Big issue for all of us (not just vicars) is when to move on to something new and when to hang in there and keep going when moving on would be so much easier. 

· It's about proclaiming a message from God that won't come true - which was one of the ways of proving that a prophet wasn't really a prophet. Jonah had an inkling that he was being set up - and it's hard to lay your reputation on the line knowing that it's going to be shot down. 

· It has all the agonising tension between being loving and being truthful - which is the hardest part of the 'proclaiming' bit of our Christian faith. 

· The stories of the prophets are supposed to be stories of obedience to God - and nowhere amongst them do we see such clear disobedience by a prophet of the Lord. 

If you don't feel any turmoil in your Christian faith, if it's all plain sailing, then Jonah's story won't mean much to you - but if you find yourself in a muddle from time to time (or all the time, really), then welcome aboard. 

There's enough evidence to suggest that the book is historically accurate - but before we get into a muddle discussing whether or not it's possible for a man to live in the belly of a large fish for three days... 

The question is not whether the events in Jonah could have happened as recorded, but whether we are supposed to read them as part of our history - as we would the accounts of King David's battles or St Paul's journeys. 

The distinction between history and fiction in Biblical times was not as sharp as it is for us today. There are examples of stories about people in the Middle East centuries ago that were thought to be fiction, but eventually discovered to be true - but true stories simply embellished by the story-tellers in order to suit their purposes better, but in a way that made them sound a little implausible. 

Sometimes we change the way we tell a particular story in order to make it easier for people to see the truth of it or to make a particular point - and Jonah is a true story. 

There is no word in the Bible for 'history'. Of course, we all know that it's packed with history, but the distinctions we make about what is and isn't historically accurate are not the same as the ones people made three thousand years ago. 

