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Texts:  Jonah 3:1-5, 10
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If I were to ask you, “Who was the most successful prophet in the Hebrew Scriptures, that is the Old Testament?”, which prophet would you name?  Except that we have already read from that amusing “whale of a tale” that is the so-called minor prophet, Jonah, I doubt that anyone would answer that it is Jonah.  But, quite literally Jonah is clearly the most successful--from any measure of producing phenomenal results from his preaching.  Nineveh was the largest and most powerful city of the ancient near east at this time.  The Ninevites were also among the most brutal and oppressive conquerors.  The Israelites despised them and suffered in exile under these horrible people.  And they converted after only one day of repentance preaching from that nasty little ingrate Israelite prophet, Jonah, whose story is one of the great stories of resistance to God and God’s message of good news to all, including our enemies.  In fact, this is an extraordinary parable actually directed to the Israelites themselves, written for them, to proclaim loudly and clearly to “love your enemies.”  God does and we can do no less.  It is like saying to any oppressed people that God loves the very ones who are murdering your children and pillaging your land and you may very well be the people who will carry that message to the very people you hate.  Today we might say to the “Tea Partiers” that you must love the government and all the federal employees from the politicians to the bureaucrats.  To the “Occupy” crowd it is saying you must love those despicable “Wall Street” stock brokers, hedge fund managers, default swap financiers, sub-prime mortgage lenders and even the notorious 1%.  There is one caveat.  Jonah preached a stern message of repentance and the Ninevites responded and God changed God’s mind from that total destruction promise.  So this is not namby-pamby love.  It is more like “tough love” with a lot of repentance (admitting wrong-doing) going on.  And that is as far as I go today with that analogy.

I love Jonah.  He is an irascible, angry character who reminds me of a good many church folk I have met along the way.  And sometimes in my darkness moments I am Jonah.  No matter how clear God is about the way to go forward and follow God, Jonah is the classic voice saying, “No way!”  Jonah is honest about his feelings and that’s why I like him, despite the trouble I have with his behavior.  Jonah knows God well and knows that God may say the “bad guys” are going to suffer if they don’t repent, but Jonah knows from his own personal experience that God doesn’t give up and loves us despite ourselves and forgives us to boot.  Jonah wanted nothing to do with that kind of process with the hated enemy in Nineveh.  Jonah wanted them blown off the face of the earth.  Jonah preferred the message of “give them what they deserve.”  Despite the fact that the Israelites had forsaken God’s ways, had rebelled at any number of points in their long history, were often as wicked as their neighbors, God never gave up on them.  Jonah was OK with forgiving the Israelites, the veritable “us.”  However, the “them” in this world do not deserve such a God.  Jonah represents every human being on the planet.  Forgive us, O merciful and loving God, but rip the hearts out of all the others.  God just shakes a weary head and demonstrates over and over again that the peaceable Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven will not happen that way.  

Ken Rookes put it succinctly in this poem, entitled Annoyance.  You know God is really annoying.

Jonah was a prophet,
a clever little man,
who would declare the word of God
according to God's plan.
Jonah was a numbers man
who carefully kept score,
of all the nations' rights and wrongs
according to God's law.
Jonah liked his message
of judgment and of gloom;
he liked to see the bad guys
get what was coming to 'em.
When Jonah got to Nineveh,
after perils quite aquatic,
imagine his disgust when God
chose to be acquit-ic.
Jonah said, "I told you so,
It's all a wild goose chase!
I knew you wouldn't punish them
when you sent me to this place."
Then God replied, "I'm sorry, mate,
but we don't see eye to eye.
I'd rather choose the way of grace
than to see these people die.
"But that's the way I am, yeah,
and that's the way it be.
You can choose to nurse your anger
or show pardon just like me." (1)
So Jonah challenged God, challenged the whole message of Love.  And that is what got him into a fine pickle in the first two chapters ending in the belly of a big fish.  And in the final chapter after this passage when Jonah complained about his successful journey to Nineveh as prophet extraordinaire.  Jonah is one of the most stubborn characters in the Scriptures and frankly, one of the most honest depictions of human response to God.  We resist, we complain, we are indignant and yet we are loved by the same God who loves even our enemies.  It isn’t easy loving us, but God just keeps on doing it.  To love is certainly one of the most challenging ways to live there is.  And it is the only way to live.  The alternative is death.  We can run away from this love.  Jonah tried.  When he sat in the belly of the big fish, Jonah finally reconsidered his position.  In the world of 12-step programs it is called “hitting bottom.”  So Jonah reluctantly obeyed God and was wildly successful.  But Jonah did not like what God did, so Jonah complained and petulantly pouted.  Did God give up on Jonah in disgust?  Most of us would have.  No, God simply showed Jonah how easily even Jonah could be sympathetic to the creations in God’s world.  And then reminded Jonah that caring for a dying plant was not so different from loving the precious people of this world.  It is more challenging, but it is far more rewarding despite its frustrations.  So Jonah challenged the God of love and God demonstrated to Jonah in no uncertain terms that love’s challenges is the only way God will have it.  

In the last several months I have been learning about the challenging way of love that this congregation has chosen to live out its call and life together.  Just a quick review of what has happened in this place speaks volumes of how this congregation has taken the challenges of love and helped God transform this community and thousands of people, not just in this church, but everywhere the harborlight sends out its lifeline of light.  Yesterday we were reminded that even though we face some challenges that we are stronger, more committed and better equipped than we believed ourselves to be.  Even though we are a practical people born of stern New England practicality the First Baptist Church in Beverly, Massachusetts has answered God’s call over and over again.  We are again in that moment of listening for the call of God.  What is God calling us to?  To whom does God want us to be Christ in this generation?  God is not finished with us and God is not finished with Beverly or the North Shore.  I remember the section of the movie, “It’s a Wonderful Life” with Jimmy Stewart when Clarence, the angel, shows George Bailey (Stewart’s character) what Bedford Falls would have been like if George had never been alive.  Although it was certainly an exaggeration, George Bailey, a good and loving man, had made a significant difference in the lives of many in that town and in the community itself.  I walk around this little city and wonder the same thing about Beverly without this church.  The images of Beverly without the First Baptist Church I can conjure up in my mind are every bit as awful as those of a Bedford Falls without George Bailey.  That’s the present.  What about the future?  What kind of future do we believe God wants for Beverly?  Can we change the future as significantly as I believe we have changed the present for Beverly’s betterment?  You will be answering this question in the coming months and years.  Sometimes I wistfully dream that I could be here with you.  That is not why I was called here.  I am merely preparing the way and doing what I can do to direct this church into God’s pathway of love, hope and faith.  You will do the real work.

Some years ago I really enjoyed a TV program called “Early Edition.”  The basic concept of the show is that an average guy with a good heart and modest prospects receives an early edition of the Chicago Sun Times every morning that tells not the news of yesterday, but what is actually going to happen today, unless he does something to change the future. He spends his day trying to avert various disasters and when he is successful, the news in the paper actually changes. He has two friends that are alter egos, one who urges him on, and the other is more like Jonah, counseling him to let some things go because there are some things you just can’t change and why change them anyway!

In one episode, the hero reads that an airliner will explode and kill 150 people at O’Hare Airport unless he does something to stop it. He heads out, but the traffic is completely tied up in downtown Chicago and the subway trains are running late. He has only 30 minutes to take-off. As he waits for the train he reads the paper and sees a story about a six-year-old girl who was hit by a car. She dies because the hospital thought she had minor injuries and failed to examine her properly. Just then he sees the little girl going by on her bicycle. He has to make a split-second decision. There are 150 people about to die on the airline, but he may not get there, while the little girl is just down the street.

He runs after the little girl and reaches her moments after she is struck by a car. He scoops her up and races her on foot to the hospital. At the hospital, nobody believes she is badly hurt, and when he insists they examine her, they tell him to wait in line. All his persistence gets him is an escort from the building by security. So he sneaks back in and finally pressures a doctor into examining her. The doctor finds the problem and saves the girl’s life. The twist in the plot comes in the end with two notes of God’s providence. As the hero slumps in the hospital waiting room and rests, the doctor comes in to see him after the girl’s surgery. The doctor apologizes and admits that he has become jaded, forgetting the human dimension of his work. He says, “You saved more than that little girl’s life today. You may have just saved mine as well.” Then the little girl’s parents come to see her and her father is wearing a pilot uniform. He turns out to be the pilot of the airliner that would have exploded, but was called off the runway because his daughter was struck by a car. It turned out to be a two-for-one rescue! (2)

Now a movie and a TV show are not what are happening here in Beverly, Massachusetts.  No, just every day, every week, every month, every year literally thousands of people are being fed, housed, clothed, counseled, taught, loved, challenged, made new beings in faith because this congregation lives to serve a God who makes miracles happen not by magic, but by the love, concern, commitment and hard work of God’s followers.  And enemies are loved into friends.  In many communities the church is perceived by many as the enemy.  In Beverly this church is seen by everyone I have met here as the best friend this town has ever had.   God is not giving up on Beverly’s best friend.  I am confident this congregation won’t be giving up on God even though the challenges of love are daunting.    

(1) Posted by the Rev. Gordon Bannon in the River of Life, Loddon Mallee UCA Presbytery Blog, Monday, January 16, 2012, copyright by Ken Rookes.

(2)  The Rev. Todd Weir, posted on “bloomingcactus” website, “Give Jonah a Break” sermon, January 14, 2006.  Although Mr. Weir uses this illustration to speak to “immediacy” I felt the multi-faceted story applied well to my theme of God’s providence that goes far beyond our human comprehension.  I also was a fan of this TV program and felt a kinship to the story.  
