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What can we say or not say about God? That’s the question we want to live with for a few weeks as
we begin the New Year. Is God merely the name we’ve given for the projection of our hopes and
dreams and deepest longings or can we speak with some certainty about who God is, God’s nature
and character? In Christian tradition, there are essentially two ways of approaching how we speak
about God. One is the apophatic tradition or the idea that we can speak with some certainty about
what God is not — male, female, composite, evil. The other is the kataphatic tradition in which we
can say something about who God is. For instance, God is Creator because there is a creation. But
even then, we only know who God is because of how God reveals God’s-self to us, how God makes
God’s-self known - in Creation, in God’s relationship with Israel, and most fully in the person and
work of Christ. So, we don’t think up who God is. If we know anything at all about our God it is
because God reveals something of God’s self to us, and being made in God’s image, we are able to
perceive something of who God is. Whatever we can say positively about who God is or who God is
not, God is infinitely more and beyond all that we can think or say. And of course, knowing about
God is different from knowing God.

Now, of course, one of the primary ways we come to know about God and to know God is through
Scripture. The Bible is not God. We don’t worship the Bible. The Bible doesn’t save us. But the
Bible is God’s word and it points us to who God is and to God’s desire to relate to us. The Bible, as a
book of stories, tells the Story, or the large, overarching narrative of who God is and who God is not,
because, even though we see ourselves in the stories of the Bible, the Bible is always more about God
than it is about us. So, let’s take a look at one of the Bible’s stories and what it teaches us about who
God is.

Jonah is a fish story. God must like fish stories because there are a lot of them in the Bible. Fish
stories are wonderful because they usually involve some kind of adventure and Jonah is certainly an
adventure. It’s familiar to many of us from childhood, and yet most of us only know bits and pieces
of the story which usually are limited to Jonah getting swallowed by a great big fish. But there is so
much more to Jonah.

The story begins with the God’s Word, God’s call coming to Jonah. “Up on your feet and on your
way to the great city of Nineveh! Preach to them. They’re in a bad way and I can’t ignore it any
longer.” Well, that sounds pretty straightforward. First Church Nineveh is in need of a pastor and
Jonah is up for moving so God appoints Jonah to the “great city” of Nineveh.



Now “Nineveh was to the northeast of Israel. It was the oldest and most populous city of the
ancient Assyrian Empire, and it was located on the east bank of the Tigris River near the modern
city of Mosul, Iraq. It was the capital of Assyria, the very nation which had destroyed the Northern
Kingdom of Israel in 722 BC and had carried Jonah’s people off into exile. The Assyrians were
feared throughout the ancient Near East for their power and gross cruelty and have been referred by
some as the “Nazis” of the ancient world. This means that Nineveh is a city whose power is a threat
to Israel’s existence and whose way of life is counter to God’s will.” (Peterson) So, as far as
appointments go, Jonah believed he had gotten the short end of the stick and he sought to remedy
that situation by running away on vacation to sunny Tarshish. In his mind’s eye Tarshish was the
perfect solution. Now, some believe Tarshish was as far west as modern-day Spain. Isaiah tells us,
“it is a place where Yahweh, God of Israel is not known (Isaiah 66:19), so Jonah sees Tarshish as a
refuge beyond God’s reach.

Jonabh, it seems, believed that God was predictably limited to the geography of Jonah’s homeland,
i.e., God is our God. So, simply travel beyond the limits of God’s reach. Problem solved. Tarshish
was at the end of the world, in the opposite direction of God’s call, as far away from Nineveh (and
God) as any place Jonah could imagine. And so, having been called by God to go to Nineveh, Jonah
hopped aboard a ship headed for the place he believed would be his refuge.

If there ever was a story of “us and them” grown out of a poor understanding of who God is, this
would be it. Will Willimon has suggested that we can interpret Jonah as a theological critique on
our tendency to organize the whole world around ourselves and people like us, as if our little corner
of the universe was the whole universe and God predictably only loves people like us. Jonah gets to
the heart of our sinful tendency to say, ‘T and my people are the center of everything.” Jonah has
heard God’s call to go to Nineveh, to a people desperately needing a word from the Lord, but instead
Jonah fled to Tarshish. Jonah defies God’s call by saying, ‘I will not go and proclaim a word from
God to those people, because, I know how God acts and God cannot possibly love or care for people
like them.”

Jonah understood the history of prophecy within Israel. He knew the stories of how the people
often despised and even killed God’s messengers. It was a tough job. So, it was only natural that
Jonah was a bit frightened when confronted with God’s call to be a prophet. But Jonah wasn’t being
called to be a prophet to Israel. Jonah was furious that he had been called to be a prophet to of all
places Nineveh. As if being a prophet weren’t difficult enough, God had called Jonah to go and
proclaim God’s message to them, to those people, to Israel’s worst enemy. Could God be serious?
Had God lost his mind? Had God forgotten the atrocities committed by the Assyrians against Gods
own people? How dare the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob offer Nineveh a chance to repent?
How could God possibly consider offering them mercy when their actions cried out for retribution
and revenge? They don’t deserve it. We might as well invite them over for dinner and let them
marry our children. What kind of God would allow this to happen? Yet the call is clear, “Go at
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once to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you. For deliverance
belongs to me,” says the Lord. It’s seems that God may be more wild and unpredictable than Jonah
could imagine.

So, Jonah flees to Tarshish. And a strange thing happens on the way to Tarshish. The boat on
which Jonah is sailing almost sinks in a terrible storm. Jonah believes the storm is his fault because
he has disobeyed God and so he begs the sailors to throw him overboard which they eventually and
reluctantly do. The storm ceases and Jonah is saved when he is swallowed by a great big fish. And
Jonah was in the belly of the fish, entombed in the depths of the sea for three days and three nights.
From there he will contemplate who this God is who has called him to be a prophet to the great city
of Nineveh.

Interestingly, Jonah had certain beliefs about who God is. He believed he could flee from God’s call
and God’s presence, that God is controllable, manageable, and yet even in the depths of the sea God
is there. After three days, the Lord spoke to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon the dry ground.
So, after all of this, after running from God and trying to avoid the call to go to Nineveh, after
almost dying on his way to Tarshish, after three nights in the belly of a fish, Jonah finds himself right
back where he started — with the call of God ringing in his ears. “Get up, go to Nineveh, that great
city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” (3:2) And so reluctantly, Jonah sets off for
Nineveh.

We like it when God seems manageable, predictable, like us. But God is so much more. Has God
ever called you to share his love with people who were hard to love? Maybe with people you didn’t
think deserved it: family member, coworker, friend, or neighbor. Has God’s wild, unpredictable
grace ever surprised you, caught you off guard, or offended you? If not, then perhaps like Jonah
your idea of who God is, is too small.

When Jonah arrived in Nineveh, he began to walk across the city proclaiming what surely is one of
the shortest and worst sermons ever preached. “Forty days more and Nineveh will be over-thrown!”
And low and behold, to Jonah’s great disappointment, the people of Nineveh listened, trusted God,
and turned from their evil ways. Jonah was a huge success. It was as if a Billy Graham crusade had
broken out all over the city. “They proclaimed a city-wide fast and dressed in burlap as a sign of
their repentance. Everyone did it - rich and poor, famous and obscure, leaders and followers, even
the animals. When the message reached the King of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, threw down
his royal robes, dressed in burlap and sat down in the dirt...and said, ‘Who knows? Maybe God will
turn around and change his mind about us, quit being angry with us and let us live!”” Maybe God is
more wild and unpredictable than we first thought. And God did, God showed them mercy. The
very people most hated by Jonah, people who were not God’s people, Israel’s enemies, they had

become the recipients of God’s relentless love and mercy.



What about Jonah our reluctant prophet? Well, he sits under a vine and sulks. When Jonah saw
what God had done, he yelled at God, “God, I knew it, - when I was back home, I knew this was
going to happen! That’s why I ran off to Tarshish! I knew you are a gracious and merciful God,
slow to anger and rich in love, and ready at the drop of a hat to turn your plans of punishment into a
program of forgiveness!” So, if you won't kill them, kill me! I'm better off dead!” (4:1-3)

Remember, Jonah can be read as a challenge to our attempts to organize the world around our own
narrow vision and thereby place people in nice, neat categories of who is worthy of God’s mercy and
grace and who is not, thinking surely that our enemies must be God’s enemies. We're so inclined to
define other people over and against ourselves, to say, “Well, at least 'm not like them.” It makes
me wonder if we simply cannot live without enemies, without someone over and against which we
can define ourselves. Willimon asks, “Do we have no identity as a nation, or as a people, or even as
the Church, nothing to bring us together except our mutual dislike of some enemy?” We see it all
the time — Democrats against the Republicans (and vise versa), black against white, rich against
poor, citizen against immigrant, America against whomever, Christian against Muslim, and we are
all certain that God is on our side because that’s who God is. And even in the Church -
conservative against liberal, protestant against Catholic, and all of us believing we’re the real
Christians. Our hatred, dislike, and disdain of those people unite us and gives us a common goal,
and we’re equally certain that God is on our side in this battle.

And yet, the story of Jonah tells us that God is not like us, and that those people are also God’s
people, God’s children, worthy of God’s mercy and grace. We seem to so quickly and easily forget
that we all have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory and that God’s mercy extends to everyone, to
the homeless poor, to the addict, to the worst sinner, to any of those people whom we believe are like
Ninevites — people who we believe surely do not deserve God’s mercy and grace. The radical,
unsettling claim that Jonah makes is that God loves Ninevites too, because God’s love and mercy are
always more wild and unpredictable than we can imagine.

“Jonah went to Tarshish to get as far away from God as possible. Jonah fled because as he said, ‘I
knew you are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and rich in love, and ready at the drop of a
hat to turn your plans of punishment into a program of forgiveness!” Before he set one foot inside
the gates of Nineveh Jonah knew that God would forgive because God is like that. We unmercifully
divide the world into good guys and bad guys, into us and them. Three thousand years after Israel
met the one God, we still find it difficult to believe in one God of all creation. We have our God, the
Ninevites have theirs, which of course makes it easier to hate them.”(Willimon) But Jonah and
Israel and Nineveh knew better for they had all been confronted by the amazing and sometimes
exasperating grace of the One God who is far more merciful than we can sometimes imagine.



What Jonah teaches us about who God is, is that ‘Because God was among the Ninevites, we can
take heart, knowing that if God is their God, then God is larger enough to also be our God. After all
- we are more like the Ninevites than we would sometimes care to admit - prone to anger, and sin,
and living counter to the purposes of God. The bottom line is, apart from God we’re all poor,
homeless, hungry, sinful beggars.

Jonah was confronted with the beautiful truth that there is a “wildness” in God’s mercy, which
means there was hope for Jonah, and there just might be hope even for you and me all because of
who God is. Amen.



