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As odd as this sounds, I want you to think about this for a minute.  

 If I were to ask you to write a secret list that only you would ever see, of the people who you really despise, what names would appear?


   Now change that just a bit.  Who can you think of, dead or alive, who is or was a horrible, awful, person?  As difficult as this might be to think of, I am quite certain that if we stayed with this long enough we could all come up with at least one living person and one dead person for whom we wish nothing good.  There is within most, if not all of us, this tiny little dark place that says, 'there are good people and there are bad people - and good people deserve good things, and bad people deserve bad things'. 


I wonder how many of you, right now, are rejecting what I am saying.  I wonder how many of you are saying to yourself that there is not one person you do not like, and certainly no one you despise.  I wonder how many of you are saying that you do not feel at all good, or satisfied when  bad things happen to bad people.  I wonder about Paul Bernardo, or that Muslim family in the news right now for the death of that women and those girls in the Rideau Canal near Kingston, or that man in Woodstock just arrested, charged with the abduction, sexual assault and murder of that young girl....I wonder if you despise these people....if you consider them evil, or disgusting, or less than human.   I wonder if there is not something in most of us that wants these people to suffer for the horrible things they have done.


How many of you receive an electronic e mail from the church every week that includes the announcements and any special notices?  I have started to include a little message.  Did you read it?  I asked all who received the e mail to read the Book of Jonah before coming to church today.  It is only 4 short chapters.  It takes about 15 minutes.  For those of you who did, did you ever think of any of  these questions, or one like it  when you read the story of Jonah?


The problem posed by the Book of Jonah, is not that of 'the great fish', but rather the unbounded, limitless, inexhaustible mercy of God, even in the face of overwhelming wickedness.  Did you know that unbounded, limitless, inexhaustible mercy was a problem?  I think we need to ponder this infinite grace and mercy of God, and perhaps consider how we are conduits of grace and mercy from God, through our lives, into the lives of others.  I think we also might do well to consider how we are not.


I am not sure what most of you think or believe about the Book of Jonah.  Some of you perhaps believe it word for word, others of you see it as allegory, a sailor's yarn, or a parable.  I was reminded late this week that an allegory, every significant person, animal, event, represents something else...so a whale might personify evil, a prophet might represent hope, etc.   Language is a tricky thing.  This week I told a friend that I would do anything for them.  “Anything?”, they asked.  When they started to get specific, I very soon learned that what I was saying to them in all honesty, was really a figure of speech, and as genuine as my care and concern for them was, I was trying to express a real, sincere, genuine emotion, a sentiment of deep friendship....after questioning, I realized that my words were  not to be taken literally.  Let's look at just a few of the details of the story. 



The passage says it took 3 days to walk across Nineveh.  According to some fairly reliable statistics, the average person can walk approximately 40   km in a day.  That would make the city of Nineveh   120 kms from one end to the other.    So if we take what Chapter 3 verse 3 says literally, Nineveh was a city that begins in Pembroke and goes past Orleans!  Nineveh would have been one huge city.   We can't be sure how similar an average day's walk was in biblical times compared to today, but Biblical scholars maintain that no ancient city, not even Babylon's capital, was very large compared to today's standards.


As for the repentance of the Babylonians or the Ninevites, it is most unusual that every living person in an entire city would all repent immediately, and in unison.  Repentance is usually a process.   Different people move through the process at different rates....when is the last time that you heard of every man, woman and child....and beast, in a whole city repenting at once?  But the book of Jonah paints the picture for us, all the people of Nineveh, including the king, sitting in ashes, covered with sackcloth, even  the animals?  


Just so that you have a visual image, sackcloth was usually made of coarse black goat hair and was worn by mourners, or people in a state of deep repentance and humility.  The ashes were to signify personal abhorrence, deep sadness  and chagrin.  And immediately they all repented.  And God changed His mind and saved them from the calamity of his anger.


And as  for being in the belly of a large fish for 3 days and 3 nights before being spit up onto a beach.....really, really?  We think of it as a whale, just as we think of Eve persuading Adam to eat an apple, but it never says that.  It could be a whale, or a shark, and it is apparently scientifically possible that a human of a certain size could be swallowed by a fish of a certain size.  And it is true that a shark does not consume what it has swallowed until the dinner has died.


But if we get stuck on trying to prove the story as literal or trying to prove it as allegory, we miss the point.  We miss God's real message.  


I am not saying that there is evidence beyond a shadow of a doubt that this did or did not happen as reported in the Book of Jonah, or that it is simply a good thing to believe this in faith.  What I am saying is, that my faith is not dependent upon whether any of this actually did or did not happen, exactly the way these 4 chapters called The Book of Jonah tell the story. 


I believe that God is  trying to teach me something about obedience, about His relentless perseverance with sometimes evasive, disobedient children like me,  - the consequences of our poor use of our free will, -  and very importantly,  His endless grace and mercy, even with sinners like me.


So accuracy as to the size of Nineveh, the animals wearing sackcloth, fish or no fish.....these are really of no concern to me and I don't invite them into my life as unnecessary distractions.  What I see here, is God's call to one of his children to service – to obedience - to go and speak his word of repentance to those who have chosen to live a life unbecoming of the people of God.  What I see here, is a person's strong desire to avoid this call and to exercise their own free will.  What I see here, is a persistent God who enables His people to do what they feel, they are not capable of doing.  What I see here, is that a life-changing word from God can turn peoples' lives around.  What I see here is a God of infinite grace and mercy, who pours His love into the lives of undeserving sinners.


There are two points of translation that might be helpful to you in your appreciation for this passage.  Jonah cries out to the people of Nineveh, “40 days more and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  The word 'overthrown' is a translation from the Hebrew word, haphak.  It can also mean 'turned, changed, reversed, or transformed'.  It was God's desire to transform His people, change his people who had taken on unholy ways.


Secondly, in chapter 1 verse 2, God refers to the people of Nineveh, who are Babylonians, as wicked.  Starting at verse 9 of chapter 4, God points out to Jonah that he sees that he is angry about a bush that lived and sheltered him from the heat of the sun and then died.  He points out that Jonah did not plant the bush, Jonah did not labour for the bush, and yet he has all these strong feelings about it.  Whereas the people of God, the people of Nineveh, who have created such a great city, they do not know their right hand from their left....   Put another way, these people who have so much potential to do great things, yet have done only evil things, they can still be forgiven because they do not really know what they do.  They did not even know what they were doing.  Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. 

Sound familiar?    Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.

Where have you also heard this prayer?


So here we are, at the beginning of a new year....with Jonah, a whale, the wicked Babylonians, or Ninevites.  All this and a giant scoop of God's grace, and mercy, and forgiveness and a dash of everlasting love.


I started the sermon today by asking you to make a list in your mind.  Now I want you to make another list.  And on that list I want you to imagine only one name, and I want that to be yours.  See it clearly.  Now focus on that one name on that list as you hear the truth of  the God of grace and mercy -  You are forgiven.  You are loved.      

Amen
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