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Jonah 3:1 - 10
Psalm 62
1 Corinthians 7:29 - 31
Mark 1:14 - 20

Consider Jonah
__________________________________________________
James Shapiro wrote 1599, A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare.  The book
places Shakespeare firmly in the context of his time, fraught as it was with the
tensions of religious controversy and struggles for power and control.  Elizabeth 1
brooked no sedition and those found guilty soon had their heads on a spike at the
Tower of London.  By means of plays based on plots and personalities from earlier
periods in history Shakespeare and his fellow writers managed to make contemporary
comment and so lived to continue working.  Films function in the same way today.
George Clooney’s Good Night and Good Luck is a current example of a story from
the past, which makes a comment on present laws and conditions related to sedition.
Casablanca is a film, which is surprisingly relevant to issues around refugees today.

Jonah must be one of the most well known of all biblical characters. Whether the
humorous book in his name is linked to something he actually did we do not know,
but it is surely a story told for a purpose.  

Jonah was a prophet who fled from his call and presence of God.  After his
extraordinary escapade on the high seas, and then 3 days inside a big fish, he finally
embraced his call.  His preaching was a great success, but Jonah could only sulk
angrily.  There is a link between Jonah, who preached repentance in Nineveh and
Jesus who called for repentance in the face of the coming reign of God in Mark, but
there are some real differences in their messages.

The book of Jonah does not contain a collection of prophetic oracles for us to analyse.
It is a story about the prophet.  It is like a tract, the implications of which can be
universally applied.  The message of Jonah is akin to that of the middle chapters of
Isaiah which emphasise that God’s grace and mercy is not confined to Israel and
Judah, but is as wide as the world itself.  This is the contrast between sectarian
thinking - an introverted approach which believes the truth held by a group is only for
itself, and non-sectarian thinking in which a group which hold truths sees them as
having universal application.  Jonah shows us the difference by means of historical
device.  Although the book is dated in the post-exilic period (4th or 5 C BC), its
characters and imagery are from the earlier pre-exilic and exilic period (8th or 9th
BC) when Israel and Judah were conquered and oppressed many times by the
Assyrian Empire, the capital of which was Nineveh.  Although described as so vast it
took 3 days to walk across, the actual city of Nineveh was three miles wide.  The
exaggeration casts it as a super power, possibly the greatest ever.  Jonah was called to
preach to his people’s most recent enemy, a Gentile superpower, which had oppressed
his people.  This is a bold statement about the extent of the sovereignty of Israel’s
God.  Those who had faith in one who would send a prophet on such a mission would
find it hard to sustain the idea that Israel’s God was for them alone.
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In the light of the hard times his ancestors suffered at the hands of Assyria, Jonah
might have relished the opportunity to confront the Empire with its need to come to
terms with the purposes of the Holy God of Israel.  But he did not savour the role of
doomsdayist.  Called to journey northeast, he boarded a boat heading west for
Tarshish - somewhere near modern day Spain.  Remembering the ancient fear of the
sea, we need not underrate the sense of foreboding implied as Jonah sailed off to the
edge of the known world.  What terror did the presence and call of God hold that
propelled him off on such an escapade?  And then when the chaos of a storm is
unleashed he confessed he had brought trouble to his fellow travellers who,
incidentally, recognized the power of Israel’s God.  He seems to have volunteered to
be thrown overboard.  No worse fate could be imagined, but as we know it did not
end there.  The primal terrors of the deep did not take Jonah beyond the realm of
God’s power.  A living submarine was sent to carry him to his appointed destination.
The fish is not named Leviathan, or Behemoth, the monsters of the deep, the great
playthings the wisdom literature tells us the Creator made for sport.  For three days
and nights Jonah was like Israel swallowed up in Babylon and there, in that God
forsaken environment he prayed, as the people of God had been called to do,
witnesses on the edge of the world.  Poetically Psalm 139:7 - 10 tells us what
happened to Jonah:

Where can I go from your spirit?
Or where can I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there;
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.
If I take the wings of the morning
and settle in the farthest limits of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
and your right hand shall hold me fast.

The mercy and power of God brought Jonah to the place where he could fulfil his call.
He had to preach against Nineveh whose sin was violence (hamas) - the abusive
exploitation of the strong against the weak.  When it says Nineveh was to be
overthrown the verb is the same as the one used in connection with the destruction of
Sodom - total destruction.

To Jonah’s disgust the people believed God and repented.  Foreigners dared to
entertain the idea that turning towards God would alter the terrible decree against
them.  Consider what is said here.  God, who does not wish violence and injustice to
be in the world, has a capacity for judgement.  And yet God is not an uncaring tyrant,
a closed principle of fate who is imprisoned in an infallible decree.  God is truly free,
acting graciously and mercifully when people show themselves willing to re-order
their lives in response to the Word.  During the people of God’s long journey with
God in history there are always those who seek to limit the freedom and merciful
graciousness of God to themselves or their own ideas.  But God raises up prophets to
show that God is sovereign of all.   

The call to repentance in Jonah and Mark are similar in that they both indicate God’s
active presence in the world embodied in a preacher.  The differences are that in
Jonah the message is one of judgement and the prophet is reluctant while in Mark the
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message is positive and the disciples accept the call immediately.  The four who leave
their nets do so in context of what Mark calls Gospel - good news.  This is not the
same as judgement and destruction, but it prompted a radical refocussing of life.  The
four set out to follow Jesus in the light of the breathtaking statement: the time is
fulfilled, the Kingdom of God has come near.  Mark proclaims that God is moving
toward the world to act in grace and mercy.  For the fishermen the reorientation of
their lives did not mean accepting a raft of timeless truths about a deity.  It means
trusting that the events proclaimed were coming to be in the one who called them.
They attached themselves to him and became a living, embodied sign of the reign of
God.

It is the same for us.  The reorientation of our life God seeks is our willingness to go
with Jesus.  In him, God has come in search of us to befriend us and show us the way,
which leads to that fellowship in which mercy and grace are celebrated, and practised
for all to see.
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