Jonah 1.2-17 

For the moment we're still with Jonah and his ticket to Tarshish. Tarshish is generally assumed to be SW Spain - where Paul also had ambitions to go too [Rom.15]. It was a port where precious stones were traded and it was thought to be a lot more exciting than Nineveh - Nineveh was an ancient city with an unhappy history, whereas Tarshish represented an exotic adventure into the unknown - or with just enough known to inspire the imagination. 

Partial ignorance is a great inspiration for imagining the best. When we don't 'know' we can easily imagine a perfect picture - and this always has its dangers. We start to project onto other people and places a holiness (or an unholiness) that is just not justified. In the imagination of everyone in Bures, the next vicar who comes will do all the things I do, as well as all the things I don't. He or she will fulfil their hopes and dreams - until they come, and then disillusion sets in. And in my imagination, the next parish I go to will have none of the awkward people in Bures. 

Too many Christians get sucked into the belief that the church next door, or the one they heard about at Chantmarle, is better than the one they go to and there's a temptation to sense God calling us to leave one church and join a better one, or to change the one we're in so that it could become like that other church. 'It's all right for her.' 'He's got it good,' 'If only I could...' There's always someone else who seems to have been dealt a better hand than the one we have. I'm regularly being told what we ought to be doing in Bures, and I welcome the input, but not always when it's a request simply to copy what goes on in other churches, where they do it all properly and only wonderful and amazing things happen, where all prayers are answered, where there are no disagreements, where the worship is always heavenly, and where money is never an issue. In other words, everyone wants to go to Tarshish. 

I'm very open to suggestions (I think), I'm probably more critical than anyone in the Parish, but I'm also wary of expecting God to conform to a pattern, working to order. I know that the reality is often different from our dreams and that the grass isn't as green in Tarshish as we'd like to think. 

In the church, just as in football, fashion, and business, there is the mundane and ordinary and there is the glamorous and prestigious. 

Perhaps the pull of Tarshish for Jonah was like the pull of the 'real' Christian life as opposed to working in the less glamorous areas of the church. Perhaps he'd heard that that was the place where it was all happening, where God was really at work, where the challenge was exciting, where the ground was fertile and so the preaching well received and the response always enthusiastic. 

There are a number of reasons why it's hard to get people to commit themselves to working with the children, going on the cleaning rota, worshipping in cold and empty rural churches, joining a home group full of the more awkward people in the church, but I wonder if one of them might be to do with the lack of excitement and kudos attached to those areas. Conversely, we have no shortage of people wanting to do certain other jobs in the church - and I'm sure you can think of them. 

Some of the recent research into church growth suggests that we've sometimes made the mistake of looking at big, well known churches and what they're doing, and then trying to copy them (because they're big), rather than looking at growing churches and what they are doing - and many of the growing churches today are small and pretty anonymous. High profile churches have large congregations, but they're not always growing. 

In Tarshish, Jonah could have had a good religious career without having to deal with God - which is the way Aaron nearly went... 

Exodus 32:1-4, "When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered round Aaron and said, 'Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses, we don't know what has happened to him.' Aaron answered them, 'Take off the gold ear-rings and bring them to me.' So all the people took off their ear-rings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then he said, 'These are your gods, O Israel.'" 

Aaron completely lost his mind for a moment and forget what he was about, getting involved in stuff we would never have - and yet, the temptation is more present and more powerful than you might think. 

Many people looking for God are actually out shopping for idols, gods who will serve them, and we need to be able to discern that - in ourselves as well as in others. Christian life and witness is often amongst Nineveh-like people in Nineveh-like churches, where it can be hard work with little reward. If you examine any church close enough you find it full of sinners, you find it failing. As if having a congregation of sinners isn't bad enough, the vicar is usually one as well. 

The appeal of Tarshish means that we too easily give up on Nineveh, we throw up our hands in praise and then pretend that God has called us to something new, to go somewhere where there aren't all these difficulties and where we will really be appreciated - but such a place does not exist. Part of my great admiration for many of the people Katharine and I have met within the Stewards Trust is for your faithfulness - many of you have stuck it out in dry and dusty places, fighting hard against the temptation to find an easier place to be or to avoid going to church at all until the perfect one falls into your lap. 

In the C6th St Benedict added to the rules of poverty, chastity and obedience, one of stability - he was fed up with seeing too many Christians with spiritual wanderlust, going from church to church or from job to job within a church. It's too easy to disguise restlessness as spiritual questing - even within one particular church (as people feel the Lord is asking them to give up something in order to do something different, something more glamorous, perhaps something with a higher profile). 

In the Rule of St Benedict, he lists four kinds of monk. The first three range from the good to the bad, but the downright ugly are, "Those called Gyrovagues. These spend their lives wandering from province to province, staying in one monastery and then another, ever roaming and never stable, given up to their own wills." 

The general etiquette of monastic hospitality in those days was that guests did nothing by way of cooking, cleaning or washing up - until after the third day, when they had to start getting a bit more involved. What used to happen was that some monks did the circuit of communities, leaving just before the honeymoon period was up, and so never having to get their hands dirty. 

Of course Jonah was called to move on, I'm not saying we should all stay put, but as soon as we look for Tarshish rather than Nineveh, we've exchanged our pilgrimage for a 'spiritual' career, we've exchanged faith for religion. The word of God has to do with living it out where he has called you to, not in sailing off into the distance in some great religious quest. 

Holiness doesn't come to any of us by seeking fresh stimulation week after week. 

Convert 

He came to 

faith in 

All Souls, 

but it wasn't 

until much later 

that finally 

he came to 

faith in 

all circumstances. (Godfrey Rust) 

Maturity before God mustn't depend on external forces, but on learning to live with the darkness, temptations and sins within. Trying to escape boredom, the desert, unsatisfied desires, etc., by running away is to seal off these areas from God's grace. I've been in Bures for fourteen years now, but over the past nine, I've had bishops and archdeacons hinting that a move might be due. They imply that it would be good to get some different experience (by which they mean I should work in a real church, a more important one) - but it's much easier to escape the experiences God has in store by moving. If you can't escape, give up, move on, you depend on God much more - and in the end it really is much more exciting. 

Some of you might have seen The Convent on television back in June, and the Monastery last year (which was a Benedictine community). 

The reason the men and women had such a powerful experience during their forty day retreat, was because they weren't able to escape to Tarshish, they were forced to deal with themselves and God. 

A diversionary word of comfort - perhaps... 

Some of you do go to churches that aren't the nearest to you, or that aren't your 'parish church' - and you might feel guilty about doing that, and I don't want to add to that guilt. You have tried where you are, you've gone the extra mile and you know that where you are now is no Tarshish (or at least, I hope you've found that out by now). Just as Jonah wasn't meant to go to Tarshish, so someone else was. The message isn't that we should all stay put at all times (Jonah was told to go), but the point I'm trying to make is that we should only go where and when God wants. 

Trying to portray the Christian life with all the spots and wrinkles airbrushed out is bad news. Jonah was right to go, but wrong to refuse to go to where the spots and wrinkles were. To witness God's grace at work we have to see it redeeming the grot - working with bad choirs, dull sermons, cold buildings, and so on. Biblically, there are no other churches apart from these. 

But in these situations of grot and mess, someone will always come along to try and improve things, to take over and shape us into something tidier - they're the religious professionals and they're usually all heretics in the end, making a version of church that's part gospel and part so well organised and disciplined that there's no need for God. All new denominations start because someone gets fed up with the church as they have found it and wants to start again, to get it right this time, and yet look where they all end up. 

Cf Wheat and tares - Matthew 13 

Our calling is not to insist or hope that others stop sinning, because they almost certainly won't - but the call is to go on forgiving (70x7 if necessary). But I'm not very good at that, it would be easier for me if you fell into line rather than me having to keep on forgiving you - and forgiveness is quite an issue in this story. 

Another of the really interesting lessons for me from watching The Convent was the triumph of love over good, well-honed theological argument. There were one or two instances where I winced at something one of the nuns said in reply to a question from the visitors, and yet, for all the times I could have stepped in and given a better answer or corrected a little heresy, the nuns won by the sheer strength of the love, grace and forgiveness they showed. I would have tidied things up much better by quoting some basic doctrinal law - but probably swept the baby out with the bathwater in the process. Their messy world was so much more fruitful. 

In the story of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15), the elder brother (the 'law keeper') was just as lost as the 'law breaker' (the Prodigal). By the end of the parable, the one who made a mess has found his way home, has found grace, but the one who did it all by the book and lived a tidy life, is still lost - he's kept the law, but the law is not the point of it. 

The most effective talks given at the Alpha courses we run, the ones that seem to touch people most deeply, are those given by everyone but the Vicar. Their talks might be a bit stilted, they might be read rather than delivered in a slick confident way, they might even include one or two heresies (at least, I spot them), but people see a reality that, paradoxically, can be hidden when we tidy things up too much. 

But back to Jonah - running the wrong way and picking his own destination... 

What was he thinking? The name, Jonah means 'dove'. 

Psalm 55:5-6, "Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me. I said, 'Oh, that I had the wings of a dove! I would fly away...'" 

But... 

Psalm 139:7-12, "Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast." 

We know how true this was for Jonah - he didn't manage to hide for long... God is not constrained geographically, as many Old Testament people thought, and he can be a disturbing travelling companion.. 

4    Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up. 

The Psalmist was right, there is no escape. 

The obvious point here is that disobedience leads to trouble and a stormy life. No wonder things go bad for the world when the world forgets how it all came to be. But the storm isn't just there because Jonah was disobedient, it blew up because (as I said yesterday) God is a passionate God. 

God's will is for everyone is to be saved, to know his love for them. It isn't a cool and distant feeling but a passion, a powerful energy not to be controlled by us - it's not just a 'religious job' that God wants done. 

If you've ever been on a yacht in a storm you'll know how suddenly everything becomes irrelevant in the struggle, or passion, to stay upright and alive. That storm is the environment in which we either lose our lives or are saved. You can't watch as a spectator, we're in it and nothing else matters at that point. Whatever has been on the agenda up to now is no longer relevant, it's one thing only - salvation, or not. 

I think the church has lost sight of our great commission. Storms focus attention and unite effort. Seemingly unaware of the storms facing the world today (not least, the day of judgement), the church has become sleepy, confused and disunited. 

In an article in The Times a few weeks ago it was suggested that it was good when the church gave the people what they wanted - but the problem's a bit bigger than just being liked and making people happy. It's about salvation - saving lives. 

I come away from some church meetings and think, 'You'd never know we were a faith community from what went on in there.' The church is sinking, we're in the middle of a storm, and we're still debating women, sex, buildings and money. What are we thinking? 

I read a story about one of the very posh ladies on board the Titanic. As the ship was going down, she shouted out that she had to go back to her room for something - and returned clutching, not her valuable jewels, but two bananas. There was someone who surprised everyone around and was able to get her priorities absolutely spot on when the storm was upon her. 

5    All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god. And they threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship. But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep. 

Once the storm hits, Jonah (who had taken complete charge of the ship) is out of control - his determination, his financial clout, his decisions over where to go, count for nothing. 

And so he runs away and hides again - in the bottom of the ship. The implication of his running away in the first place is that he wants someone else to do what God has asked him to do (go to Nineveh), and now he wants others to sort out the resulting mess. 

We're all like this at times. When children get themselves into a muddle, they just sit down and cry - hoping that someone will come along and sort them out. 

Our word for disobedience comes from the Latin word that means 'not listening'. Jonah's impulse is to sleep - the perfect way of not listening. 

And all this is in sharp contrast to two other characters caught in storms - remembering St Paul on his way to Rome and Jesus on Lake Galilee. Storms pose no threat to those embarked on God's way. 

6    The captain went to him and said, 'How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of us, and we will not perish.' 

Here's the picture of a sinking ship, just like the church, and the knee-jerk reactions that sinking can bring about. Everyone pressing any button within reach to see if something will work (Ctrl-Alt+Del - or throwing the cargo overboard) - but Jonah wasn't doing his bit. He knew that only one button needed pressing (Reset, I suppose) - it wasn't the sort of emergency they thought, but only he knew why and what the solution was. 

We are sometimes part of a world and a church that first tries pressing different buttons to make things go away. Busy yourself doing anything and eventually it might disappear. 

As the church decline continues, I seem to spend more and more of my time training, being trained, going to meetings, filling in more and more forms, and so on - and I wonder if there's a correlation between busyness and decline. 

It's not pressing buttons that helps, it's knowing where your salvation lies - it's the picture of the disciples in the boat with Jesus during the storm on Lake Galilee. 

7    Then the sailors said to each other, 'Come, let us cast lots to find out who is responsible for this calamity.' They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. 

8    So they asked him, 'Tell us, who is responsible for making all this trouble for us? What do you do? Where do you come from? What is your country? From what people are you?' 

9    He answered, 'I am a Hebrew and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.' 

Jonah may have been disobedient and still running away, but it's interesting that he still counted himself as someone who worshipped the Lord God - it's a reminder of the Luther quote I used yesterday, that Jonah was odd in that he ranted and raved against God, was obviously disobedient, but spoke without fear and with faith. 

As a vicar, I get a little frustrated at times when people come along and tell me effectively, that they too 'worship the Lord, the God of heaven,' but then don't appear to be as converted as I might wish. Surely, if they were truly converted, they would agree with me and want things to be done my way. But if Jonah can be so faithful and faithless at the same time, perhaps I ought to look more at the hypocrisy in my faith before I look for it in yours. 

And there are other times when I feel too ashamed to look up to heaven, I think I've failed too often - and yet Jonah says, wherever you are and whatever you've done, you can still come to worship the Lord, the God of heaven. 

10    This terrified them and they asked, 'What have you done?' (They knew he was running away from the Lord, because he had already told them so.) 

Echoes of Eden here, 

Genesis 3:13, "Then the Lord God said to the woman, 'What is this you have done?'" 

The sailors already knew the answer, Jonah had already told them that he was trying to escape from God - but they didn't seem to connect his disobedience with the storm they were now in. Either they didn't want to face it or they didn't take God seriously enough to think that running away could cause such problems - they didn't think that there could be consequences associated with disobedience, which is very much where we are today. 

Nearly twenty years ago, Michael Fish protested that there was no storm on the way, despite the phone calls from along the English Channel telling him otherwise, and as a result, nobody had to adjust their behaviour - and nobody was prepared. 

If there is no storm, no day of judgement, then there is no need to be saved from anything, there's no good news or bad, the cross becomes completely unnecessary, and the church redundant. The sailors, like most folk today, didn't believe that God had an opinion on what goes on here. 

We live in a world desperate for God and yet determined to think that their sins won't (or shouldn't) cause them, or God, any difficulties. 

11    The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, "What should we do to you to make the sea calm down for us?" 

12    "Pick me up and throw me into the sea," he replied, "and it will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you." 

As the storm was getting worse they were running out of buttons to press and so starting to calm down and think more clearly. They were getting closer to the answer - for the moment. 

Jonah also seemed to be becoming less selfish - except that he abrogated responsibility by asking the sailors to throw him overboard rather than jump ship himself. He still wanted them to do the dirty work. 

Having been the 'dove' trying to fly away, Jonah now has to become the 'sacrificial dove' in order to save the lives of others. But God doesn't like destructive retribution, that's not what this moment in Jonah's life is all about. The storm (and the cross) are not to bring subservience through fear, but to seal a committed relationship, to bring good news. 

13    Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before. 

Just as they were calming down, getting closer to the answer they suddenly lost their nerve and went back to pressing all those buttons again. When things are going wrong, trying harder is always the temptation, and yet this just squeezes grace out even further - it's a vicious circle. Once again, we need to take care over being too busy. Inactivity is sometimes a better response to a crisis. 

This might sound like a slightly odd thing to say so don't take it the wrong way... * Christian ministry is less about saving people from dying and more about showing them how to live so that they're able to die with hope - we need to demonstrate more grace and less 999. Death is nothing like the disaster we might think it is - as long as we have lived with faith and trust in Christ and in his death and resurrection. 

Cf Peter at Caesarea Philippi... 

Matthew 16:15-23, "'Who do you say I am?' Simon Peter answered, 'You are the Christ.' Jesus replied, 'Blessed are you, Simon, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.' From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 'Never, Lord!' he said. 'This shall never happen to you!' Jesus turned and said to Peter, 'Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.'" 

Peter thought death a was an affront, Jesus saw it as a necessary step towards heaven. 

The sailors were too 'caring' to throw Jonah overboard - and yet that was the solution for them, for Jonah, for the people of Nineveh, and quite possibly for the people of Tarshish too. Sometimes we have to dare not to care in order to let God be God. 

TS Eliot (Ash Wednesday), 'Teach us to care, and not to care.' 

Eugene Peterson - daring not to care ('Five Smooth Stones' & 'Subversive Spirituality'). 

Over-caring implies that all suffering is wrong and has no meaning or value. Sometimes we should 'do' less and 'be' more with those who suffer. 

14    Then they cried to the Lord, "O Lord, please do not let us die for taking this man's life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O Lord, have done as you pleased." 

15    Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. 

Suddenly these sailors have faith. The pagan mariners pray without fully understanding it all, they couldn't have - they didn't have everything sewn up before approaching God. 

Again, we mustn't write off the worship of those we don't think of as bone fide Christians like us - whose faith is not based on as much sound doctrine as ours, thinking of those women in The Convent again. 

Some of the research into church growth and how people become Christians has revealed the interesting route that most people take on their journey to faith... 

Belonging - Behaving - Believing 

Doing before knowing seems to make more sense to people. 

Just as disobedience brings us into stormy waters, so there is calm from doing God's will. 

Being thrown overboard marks the end of Jonah's journey and the saving of his vocation. 

The disciple does not belong on the religious ship going to Tarshish, and the sooner we get off the better. 

At certain stages in our Christian life, we will all need to be thrown overboard (or to jump if no-one is there to push us). It comes when we see that we've been diverted by religion rather than faith - but it is a difficult moment to seize. 

It was in this drowning that Jonah's 'career' was resurrected, it's from here that he starts to become the person God wanted him to be. And, as we'll see in the next chapter, prayer is the start - just as it was for Paul and Jesus when they were stuck in a storm. 

16    At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him. 

17    But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights. 

This is the disciplining bit for Jonah... 

