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SCRIPTURE: Jonah 3: 1-5, 10

Then theword of the Lord came to Jonah the second timesaying, " Arise, go to Nineveh,
that gresat city, and proclaimto it the messagethat | tell you." So Jonah arose and went to
Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Ninevehwas an exceedingly great
city, threedays journey in breadth. Jonah began to go into thecity, goingaday's
journey. And hecried, "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!™" And the
peopleof Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed afast, and put on sackcloth, from the
greatest of them to the least of them.

When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God repented of the
evil which he had said he would do to them; and hedid not doit.

Children’'s Sermon

Oneof thethingsthat children really enjoy, and maybethere's achildin al of us, isstory
telling. Don't you like stories? And when somebody tellsa great story you arejust
captivated. Inthe Hebrew culture, storieswere magnificent. My guessisthat in many of
the indigenousculturesaround theworld, including the Native American Culturein the
areathat welivein, the stories...the oral tradition...is absolutely remarkable.

| want you to think of the story of Jonah as something you listen to sitting around a
campfire.

Oncetherewasaprophet. HisnamewasJonah. And God said to him, " Jonah, | want
you to go to Nineveh The peoplethereare naughty...they arejust plumb NASTY. And
I'm goingto givethem one chanceto changetheir lives. Now you go asfast asyou can
and you givethemthe news. They haveto repent of al of their sinsor their livesthey are
goingtolose™ "No way", said Jonah. "Not me. I'm not going. I'm not goingto goto
that crew at al. Y ou know, they deserve what they get."

| know what I’11 do. I’ll buy aticket onaship that goesin theoppositedirection. And
I'm just going to get out of God's way and let God do what God's gonna do.

So Jonah hopped ship just to try to get out of God's way, thinking very littleabout what
hisactionswere going to causein the livesof other people. Hisactionswould soon make
otherspay.

Strongwindscame. Roaringwaves. The crew on the ship becamevery afraid. The ship
was soon going to break apart. They prayed to their Gods. Thewept and they wailed
that nothing happen. The mighty storm prevailed. Thesailorsgrew desperateand they
soon cast lots...that is, they began to gamble...to find out who it was on the ship that was
makingal thetrouble. On Jonahthelot fell.

Now Jonah probably knew what was going on, but he, likealot of us, liked to stick his
head in thesand. So you know what Jonah was doing during the storm? He was
deeping. Hewasdown in the hold of the ship sleeping.

The sailorsknew what to do, though. There was nothing that was going to save them
from the storm unlessthey could toss Jonah overboard. Jonah said, *'Pick meup and
throw mein. It's theonly way to stop thisstorm."” Assoon as Jonah got into the water
the wavesceased and the winds quit blowing and all became quiet and thesailors




watched as Jonah sank beneaththe waves. And they were sure that Jonah had seen his
last.

But Jonah didn't makeit to the bottom of thesea. God gavea great fish...in fact, it was
such a big fish that the fish could swallow Jonah wholeand did. He slurped Jonah right
up. And inthe belly of thefish, he stayed for three wholedays.

Now Jonah wasin a predicament. Thestory saysthat it wasn't very nice down there. In
fact he had seaweed wrapped around hishead.. .that dimy stuff, you know. Have you
feltit on your toeswhen you get in thelake. OOOOHHHHH!

But, at theend of threedays, and Jonah's prayer....because he prayed, " Okay, God, |
know you're talkingto me"....the great fish burped him up onthecoast. (I could act that
out but I'm not goingto. It would make a great campfire story, wouldn't it?)

Thistime, Jonah went off to Nineveh. And he went to that big city and it said it was big
enough that it would take him 3 daysto walk all theway around it. So it wasa pretty
good sized town. And he kept sayingto the people, “Repent! Repent! Turn around.
Change your waysor God's going to get you."

Now to Jonah's great surprise, the peopledid what the preacher said. (That wasn't for
thekids.) They put on sack clothand ash and they proclaimed a great feast and they said
they were sorry. And God changed hismind. He repented that he was going to hurt them
and he decided that they would be okay. And the peoplewere ecstatic. They danced in
the street and they sangin theattics.

But Jonah said, ""You rascal, God, | knew you'd forgivethem. Doggone you! | mean, |
comein hereandtell them that they areall going to die and then you change your mind.

| mean, what kind of guy doesthat make me?* So Jonah pouted.

Now you've never been there, have you? When you didn't get your way. Jonah pouted.
And do you know what he did?

Now.. ..Nineveh isin a part of theworld that is very, very, very HOT...dmost likea
desert. So Jonah decided he wasgoingto sit outsidethewallsin thesunand just let time
takeitscourse. And God saw Jonah and said, "' Poor, silly boy!. Aren't you even going
to take care of yoursdf?"

And so God caused agourd.. .a big plant....to grow up and it provided Jonah with shade.
And Jonah was SO Happy. What a gift! What awonderful thing. 24 hourslater, God
caused the gourdsto wilt. And Jonah ves upset again. And so he hasthisconversation
with God and God says, "*Jonah! 'Y ou are so concerned about a gourd and you've
invested so much in thisgourd, and I'm going to do with the gourd what | want to. Why
don't you seethe people of Ninevehinthe sameway? | am goingto treat peopleas|
chooseto treat them regardlessof what you might think!"*

And so the story of Jonah ends with the understandingthat God isin chargeand that our
job....our task as human beings....as the peopleof God....is to simply be obedient and let
God take care of theoutcome. Thanks, kids!!!! I you read the second chapter of the
Book of Jonah carefully, you'll find that it isredly acollection of many of the Psalms.
So thereisan interesting weaving of Biblical story in history in this book.




Well, Bill told you a bit of thestory and | redlly told you thewholestory of Jonah. It's a
short book, only four chapters. It's onethat you can read in avery short period of time
and if you want to read it to your grandchildrenand your children, it's a great story.

But it's a story much like many of the ancient stories....were not exactly surewhereit
comesfrom. Wedon't really know what the context waseven....when it wasreally put
into being. My guessisthat it wasan ora story....that it wastold at campfiresand at
significant momentsto the Hebrewsand othersover and over and over beforeit was put
into some sort of form and preserved as we understand it and know it today. Y ou might
beinterested to know that thereare similar storiesin other religions...big fish
stories....and so it may be one of those archetypica storiesthat really lie at the heart of
our understanding of the human family and our struggle. Even Biblical scholarsare
struggling withthe story. Infact, they range anywherefrom 800 BC to 500 BC inthe
conception....when thisstory wasformalized within the framework of Jewish history.
And so Jonah, while heis consideredto be one of the minor prophets, isa very
fascinating character.

If we take the story and we work with it quite literally, it becomesamission story. |
listen to God's call...| don't want to hear God's call...God kind of changes my mind and
sendsmeoff. | go and when | get therel do what I'm supposedto do but I'm not very
darned happy about it. And God ought to really do what he was supposed to do with
them anyhow. And if God is unchanging, why did He change His mind in thefirst place.
Thisisone of the huge questionsthat | think we haveto struggle with in the context of
thisstory.

But, for me, the story has profound psychological value.. ..profound devel opmental value
intermsof uscomingof agein our own lives. Thefirstlessonthat it seemsto teachme
asadtory....asl've listened to it over and over....| meanit wasoneof thefirst storiesl|
remember in Sunday School...amost thefirst one, beyond Adam and Eve and maybethe
Tower of Babdl...you know, Jonah's right up there inthetopfive. So | lived with this
story and I've studied it and I've read it...l can't tell you how many times|'ve read the
Book. And eachtimel comeat it....| think thisistheway it iswith sacred
literature..sacred story...is that every timeyou comeat it, you plumb something

new.. .you plumb something richer.. . more wonderful out of it. It turnsyour head around,
It makesyou think differently about it.

For me, thefirst lessonthat | learned out of thistext if | think about it asa psychological
treatiseisthat | really can't hide from God. Now if Jung wassayingthat, hed really say,
"You redly can't hidefrom yoursdlf." And thereissome profound truthin that
statement. Who in theworld do you haveto face up to, anyhow, but yourself! Whois
your worst critic but self? Who isthe easiest person intheworld to delude? To fool ?
GOTCHA! Hmmmm?

Thestory of Jonah, from my perceptionisthisstruggle with aman going into himself to
determinewhat he is made of and he goesinto the abyss...thekind of dark night of the
soul that the mysticstalk about where he losessight of everything. And that's theimage



of thewhale, isn't it...being buried and cast into thedepths. 1f you look at the
psychological literature and the dream literature.. .the ocean isalwaysconsidered to be
the unconscious...those thingsthat we don't understand or have any knowledgeof. So
weare caught up and we're buried, asit were, in that un-conscious. And if weendureit,
if weareableto livethroughit, we get belched out on the other side. We probably don't
look very good or smell very good, but THERE WE ARE. But our prioritieshave
changed and welook at lifealot differently.

Now my guessisthat in our world....and probably in the world historicaly....there have
been numerouswaysthat we have avoided dealing with God/self . My guessisthat one
of our attractionsto addictionin our lives.. .be it alcohol or drugsor sex or sportsor a
myriad of other thingsthat we can talk about....is really away of divesting ourselves of
that journey.. .that struggle...that we are supposed to work through...that ideathat we
have to cometo some kind of understandingof God in us. | want you to know, folks, that
you canrun but you can't hide. God's ""gonnaget ya”. And | don't mean that asathreat.
If you sustain your lifeof integrity, the voice of God isgoing to continueto speak to you
and call you....to useaBiblica word....to REPENT.

Now, that's not so much confession of my sins. Repentingis understandingand turning
around and going adifferent direction. Lindaand | sang a song someyearsago..."l
Cannot Hide From God, No Matter How | Try....though mountainscover me, I’11 not
escape Hiseye. I've wandered near and far, and yet Hisvoicel hear,| KNOW that | can
never hide from God."

The second thing | learned from thisstory isthat crisistransformsme. If we could take
that framework literaly, | can't imaginewhat it would feel liketo jump off ashipin the
ocean. Have you ever been out there? It's OMINOUS. That's a BIG POND! And the
thought of jumping off a ship in astorm is something beyond my ability. THAT'S
CRISISI Now, my guessisthat every personin thisroom has been in psychologica
crisisand you've beenin oneway of astormin your life. 1t might bethe ending of a
marriage; it could bethe death of a child; it could bethelossof ajob; thereare myriad
waysthat we are plunged into crisisin our lives. And crisistransformsus. |n my work
with thedying, oftentimeswhen I'm workingwith thefamilies, | often say to them,

" Grief will transformyou. You are not goingto bethe same person on the other sde.™

Sometimes peopledecideto giveup. I've watched it happena hundred times. ‘| won't
investinlifeagain’. Youmay know thosepeopletoo. You may have experienced that
with someoneyou love and you carefor. | could tell you story after story after story of
peoplewho, inthecrisis, say, "'l can't re-invest." However, if you can, and if you do, it
beginsto open you up to whole new possibilitiesand understandings. Even the sameold
struggles'going to Nineveh' look different. And you can go.

Thereisgoing to be someresidud effect....let metell you that. Jonahdidn't get out of if
altogether. Hestill struggled with what was going on with him and he still was
struggling with his understanding of 'not being able to hide from God'. But he went.
And he wasabedient and he did what he needed to do to BECOME.



| said in our church class thismorningthat | don't think the story hasanything to do with
. Nineveh. | think it has everythingto do with Jonah growing up and becoming. And
Ninevehwasjust one of the props.

Thecircumstancesin your lifeoften timesare just the props. They're TOUGH. Don't get
mewrong. When you're fighting with afellow employee, or you're strugglingwith a
bossthat just doesn't understand and i sobnoxiousand capriciousand hasno interestin
your well being, that's tough. But the tenor, theissueis, "*What do you do with it? How
dowegrow?" | believethat crisistransformsus.

Thethird thing I've learned from thisstory isthat God is much morewilling to forgive
than | am willing to beforgiven. 'Y ou know, we've kind of made God out to bethe'hard
guy'. Weve really made God out to bethissort of 'ogre. ...if wedon't measure up,
God's not goingtoloveus. But it seemsto methat in the context of thisstory, God never
gave up on anyone.

Historically, the Nineviteswere Assyriansand they were the arch enemies of the
Hebrews. |f there were a peoplethat the Hebrewswere afraid of, it wasthe Assyrians.
The Assyrianswerethe folkswho camein and took Babylon in one night and took 'old
Nebby’ (Nebuchadnezzar) to the cleaners. So, there's power inthat story in the sense
that God sends Jonah to Nineveh. But eventheworst folksin theworld, God loves. |
don't think God hasany enemies...at least from Hisside. We might be the enemiesof
God.

| grew up with theideathat God was un-changeable, was un-movable, immutable.. .that
God wasultimately completely consistent. And | could work all kinds of waystryingto
figure out how to get around that. But finally in my lifel had to give up and decidethat
GOD ISJUST PLAIN GRACIOUSand HE LOVESUS. And Helovesusin suchaway
that we can come back again and again and again and again.

Jonahisagood story. It's agreat tale. And it has profound truth. You've all beenthere.
We've dl doneit. Strangethelessonswelearnin the belly of thefish.



