
 
 
 
 

 

JONAH GOT IT ALL WRONG	  
(and it turned out all right) 

The Book of Jonah  
Pentecost 11    8/9/15 

Gualala 
 
In studying the texts assigned for this day, and then reading a commentary on the Book of Jonah 
by Rita Halteman Finger (Sojourners, 7/15, page 37ff),  I decided the convergence of these stars 
was too good to pass up . . . 	  
 
I have said many times that there are two basic, and opposed, ways of understanding Scripture:  
reading it as is The Word of God, or as containing The Word of God.  The former, naturally, 
becomes a literal reading:  it took God six actual days to create everything and a fish really did 
swallow Jonah, while the latter seeks to discern the Word of God contained in the words of 
Scripture.  It is well-known that I stand on the “contains” foundation.	  
	  
Disclaimer:  This homily is endorsed by neither national church hierarchies nor local 
congregations.  Each of these organizations can confess their own sins . . . they ought not be 
burdened with mine.  “Sufficient for the day is my evil thereof”  (Mt 6:34).  However I trust that 
this will, nevertheless, become the Word of God to each of us this day.	  
	  
So, let's put on our flippers and go swimming with Jonah . . . 	  
	  
Jonah is listed among the 12 minor prophets of the 8th Century, B.C.  The jury remains out if 
Jonah was an historical person, or simply the name given to the key character in this drama.   
Not unlike several books in the New Testament which are listed as Paul's, and which historians	  
conclude that they were written by someone else, and ascribed to Paul in order to gain 
credibility and wider readership.	  
	  
Tradition, nevertheless, says that Jonah was the child of Amittai, one of the characters in 	  
II Kings.	  
	  
Although this book is tucked into the middle of the 12 Minor prophets, most scholars assume the 
story is like a fictional novel, and debate whether or not it ought to be classified as parable, 
satire, or midrash.  While the story is set in the 8th century, B.C. when the Assyrian Empire was 
flexing its muscles, those same scholars believe it was written between the 8th and 2nd centuries.   
Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, was the center of their cruelty and conquest.  Writing earlier, the 
prophet Amos already knew that the Assyrians would herd their Hebrew prisoners into exile, 
roping them together, with fishhooks through their noses (Amos 4:2).	  
	  
Whether or not one believes that Jonah was an actual person depends upon whether one is an 
“Is” . . . or a “Contains” person.  Either way, the story makes for great reading.	  
	  
	  
	  



 
 
 
 

 

Page 2 
	  
The Hebrews are recognized as superb story-tellers, and the term used for their Biblical stories is 
“midrash” . . .  a form of story to illustrate and explore ethics, values, and truths within the 	  
Biblical context.  Not unlike the parables of the New Testament, told by Jesus to illustrate truths 
about the Kingdom of God.  While the parables likely did not refer to actual events, they were 
told by Jesus to make his point.  Did the prodigal son really exist?  Makes no difference . . . the 
story is one of the best-known of Jesus, and the truths it reveals are everlasting and eternal.  As 
a matter of fact, we are all prodigals.  So also, midrash . . . really, fiction.  Anthony Yu, was one 
of the most intellectually agile scholars in the University of Chicago Divinity School.  He had 
intimate knowledge of Christianity, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, and was fluent in 
several languages.  The last words on a recording of one of his lectures, played at his funeral:  
“You will never understand religion if you marginalize fiction”   (Cn Century 8/5/15, p 35).	  
 
A Paiute expression states that  laughter is the only true response to the human condition.  The 
Book of Jonah is replete with irony and filled with humor . . . almost as if God is trying to 
demonstrate that God can chuckle with the best of us.    If so, Jonah provides room for a whale of 
a bunch of belly-laughs.  If he is not a prophet, he sounds like one:  “The Word of the Lord 
came to Jonah . . .”, starting out exactly the same way that the books of Hosea, Joel, Micah and 
Zephaniah begin.	  
	  
Jonah is so shocked by God's command to go to Nineveh that he sails by ship in the opposite 
direction, towards Tarshish, likely in Spain, and away from Nineveh, which is located in what 
is now Iraq.  The fact that the Israelites were terrified by the sea exacerbates Jonah's fear of 
going to Nineveh.  With no good harbors, Israel never did develop shipping as did the Greeks, 
who could easily hop from island to island without any navigational GPS.  Texts in Job, Psalms 
and Isaiah refer to “Leviathan”, the frightening and imaginary “dragon of the sea.”  The fact that 
Jonah would prefer to confront both Leviathan and potential sea storms indicates a consuming 
hatred of the enemy, the Ninevites.	  
	  
His worst fears were realized . . . and the irony is that Jonah sleeps through the great storm . . . he 
likely would have slept through his own drowning as well . . .  except that the sailors toss dice to 
see who was the problem . . . today we seek to place blame by asking “Who is the Jonah in our 
midst?”	  
	  
Since midrash takes its own liberties,  I'll add a few back-story lines of my own, lines which  
never made it into Scripture, and, likely, for very good reason . . . 	  
	  
For example, the whale:	  
 Sorry God, human beings are not included in my diet.  But . . . if you insist . . . got salt?	  
 I've got a tummy ache . . . I wonder if it's something I ate?	  
 Smells like someone's frying eggs and kosher sausage down there. 	  
 I knew I should have listened to my doctor:  “Always chew thoroughly before   
 swallowing.” 	  
 I think I'm going to throw up.	  
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Jonah:	  
 You can conjure up a really good storm.  What's it take to do that?  	  
 OK, I give up.  Have them throw me overboard if that will make you feel good.	  
 It's really dark in here.  Anybody got a match?	  
 How'd you find me?  Did somebody rat me out?	  
 No officer, I don't have a driving license for this fish.  I'm still on my learner's permit.	  
 
Yahweh: 
 Would you look at those waves?  And all I did was snap my fingers. 
 That fish has a whale of an appetite.  	  
 I've spoken to winds, to waves, to kings and, through my son, I will talk to more than  
 5,000 people, all without a PA System.  You think I can't talk to a fish?	  
 OK, Jonah.  One more chance . . . don't take me for granted and screw it up again.	  
 
Interesting, isn't it, how this midrash . . . this story . .  . describes God's fascinating appointments.  
God commands a storm, a large fish, an instant tree, and a worm . . .  talk about going from the 
greatest of these to the least . . . 	  
	  
Nineveh must have been quite a city . . .  it took three days to walk from one end to the other, 
which would make it about 30 miles in breadth . . . or was that diameter?  Ever wonder how all 
the inhabitants could hear Jonah without a microphone?  Oversize sandwich sign perhaps?  
Twitter?  Email?  Nevertheless his rhetoric must have been compelling since his message of 
doom  scared the people silly, so they put on sackcloth and smeared their bodies with ashes.  
That's what you do when you're afraid that God's gonna get you.  Foxhole religion, we call it.  
Then, for good measure and to really impress Yahweh, the king extended his order to animals as 
well . . . I suppose that meant the chickens too.  If there were People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals at that time, the king would be in big trouble.	  
 
But it worked.  All the pagans changed God's mind.  Which made everybody pleased and 
relieved . . . except Jonah.  Jonah finally did it right . . . got what he asked for . . . and then he 
became angry because his prayers were answered.	  
 
And this is where midrash, this story, comes to the fore.	  
 
After all is said and done, Jonah did get it right.  “I know that thou art a gracious God and 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and repentest of evil.”  (Jonah 4:2).  
However, Jonah, stubborn and narrow-minded, with an ideology like that of many of today’s 
politicians, got it all wrong again.  He could not abide God's mercy being offered to those 
people . . . to people not like him.	  
	  
So Jonah pouted, went to the edge of the city and sat down to feel sorry for himself.   There's 
nothing quite as satisfying as sitting on a big pity-pot.  Even in the hot sun.  So Yahweh steps in 
again and plants a tree to shade this recalcitrant messenger of misery . . . and then, just as 
quickly, sends a cutworm to kill the plant.  Talk about a confusing mixed-up message.	  
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Thus ends the story, with Yahweh confronting Jonah's petulance . . . “Do you do well to be angry 
for the plant?”   And Jonah, still mad as he could be:  “I do well to be angry, angry enough to 
die.”  (Jonah 4:6ff).	  
 
Then the Lord:  “You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, 
which came into being in a night and perished in a night.   And should I not pity Nineveh's more 
than one hundred thousand persons, together with their animals, and who do not know their right 
hand from their left?”  (Jonah 4:10ff). 	  
 
And on that note, dripping with sarcasm, this whimsical tale, this midrash, ends.	  
 
So, what's the point?	  
 
The point is easily missed if we choose to debate whether or not a whale can swallow a man.	  
Actually, the diet of a whale is comprised mostly of small fish, squid and krill.  There is no 
known record of a whale eating a human . . . except, of course, in this book of Jonah.  The point 
is also missed if we try to determine how a man can, indeed, remain alive while sloshing about in  
the digestive juices of a whale's stomach . . . or if we could somehow prove that God set aside 
the natural order, which God created in the first place, cavalierly snapping God's fingers to both 
begin, and end, a storm.	  
 
To take scripture seriously means, at the least, to take the very nature of the bible seriously, 
thereby reading it with a mind to seeking God's Word within the words.	  
	  
What Jonah throws at God with biting sarcasm is, in fact, the bedrock of the faith of Israel:  “I 
know that thou art a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love”  
(Jonah 4:2).  Which also reflects the faith of Job . . .  who was caught up in similarly dire 
circumstances:  “I know that my redeemer lives . . .” (Job 19:35).  And these affirmations were 
themselves prefaced by Moses on Sinai, who also added:  “. . . keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin . . .”  (Ex 34:6ff). 	  
	  
In spite of all evidence to the contrary, faith, however weak and frail, can say:  “I know.”	  
	  
Jonah's problem . . . is it ours as well? . . . is not with God's grace . . . Jonah's problem is that 
God offers God's grace to all . . . including sinners . . . including those not like Jonah . . . and in 
today's heated rhetorical context, God offers grace to the very ones who are in the cross-hairs of 
many politicians.  Jonah finally got it all right. Then, with his narrow, tunnel vision, he got it all 
wrong.	  
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Yahweh is not the deity exclusive to Israel any more than God is the personal property of any 
people or nation.  And this midrash, this story, exposes the resentment and bitterness that arises 
when pagan others come to believe in the merciful God of Israel more than do the chosen 
people themselves . . . including those who, in this day, declare they are the chosen people, and  
who believe that they are unquestioningly right.	  
	  
 America's Civil War is the classic, horrendous example of both sides self-righteously believing, 
and believing with a vicious passion, that God was on their side.   It was, therefore, each side's 
duty and responsibility . . . north and south . . . to act as God's chosen people and murder the 
other without mercy . . . “get rid of those leeches in our world.”	  
	  
The mercy and the grace of God are the core theology of the three Abrahamic confessions of 
Judaism, Islam and Christianity.  And the mixture of the narrow and powerful “God and 
Country” theology, together with the theology of success, make fiercely ideological foes to the 
Gospel, the Good News of God in Jesus, the Christ.  This ideology, together with this theology, 
is a dedicated enemy of of the Book of Jonah . . . and this ideology will fight Jonah's God to the 
death.	  
	  
Jonah, the bumbling, resentful prophet who begins with “The Word of the Lord” offers us a 
searing lesson of our own narrow bigotries . . . he got everything wrong, only to experience a 
monstrous, near-fatal storm, together with a whale, a tree, and a worm  to recognize that God 
indeed is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love . . . love for all of 
creation . . . love for all people . . . including those people we love to hate.	  
	  
And the texts assigned for today?  Their message is the same . . . and the message of the entirety 
of Scripture is the same.  For the Bible proclaims to a crazy, mixed-up and judgmental world, the 
profligate . . . the boundless . . . the never-to-be-understood grace of God . . . the same  yesterday	  
. . . the same today . . . the same forever.	  
	  
Amen . . . 	  
	  
	  
	  
PRELUDE:	  
70 years ago this day people in Nagasaki, Japan, were beginning their morning routines.  Some 
were listening to radio reports about Hiroshima.  Most businesses were opening up . . . schools 
were already in session, streetcars, packed with commuters, jostled over the roads.  One moment 
the city was awakening, and in the next, a searing sound, a blinding flash of light, a shock wave 
of heat and pressure beyond description.  Survivors flung their flaming bodies into the river.  
Eyeballs were forced out of their sockets.  Miles of city blocks were turned into 
incomprehensible rubble.  Between the two cities, 200,00 persons were incinerated and poisoned.  
Thus was ended another war to end all wars.  And we continue to pray for that end to finally 
come.  (Commentary (edited), by Rivera Sun, Davis Enterprise, 8/6/15, page A6).	  


