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Epiphany 3B

Peace, Seattle 

January 22, 2012

Jonah 3:1-10, Mark 1:14-20

A GOD WHO CHANGES HIS MIND

In the world of presidential politics, changing one’s mind on just about anything is tantamount to treason these days.  Nothing, it seems, makes presidential candidates salivate more, than the opportunity to hang the “flip-flopper” label on a rival.

Change your mind on a policy initiative, an approach to governing, or a hot-button issue, and you’re “wishy-washy,” “unclear,” “inconsistent,” and therefore “untrustworthy.”  The surest way to put someone on the defensive in a debate is to give evidence that your opponent’s position has evolved over time…as if a changed opinion is, it and of itself, is evidence of poor leadership.

Can anyone tell me why having one’s opinions fixed in cement a sign of inspired leadership? 

Do we really want leaders whose ideology is so inalterably written in stone that they are incapable of changing their mind, no matter what evidence may arise to the contrary?

Not that the church has anything to brag about on this score. It’s hardly a “flexible” institution!  In fact, the church has often been so slow to change that centuries have passed before points of view tip toward a new direction. (We’re in the midst of a couple of those slow changes right now.)

Politicians aren’t the only ones with ideological commitments.  The church has plenty of its own, and we can be quite adept at reading Scripture selectively to bolster our notions of WHO GOD IS and WHAT GOD THINKS and how things are and should remain.
It’s like the joke says: 

· how many Lutherans does it take to change a light bulb?

· Answer: 
FOUR. One to screw in the new bulb, and three to talk about how much they'll miss the old one.

And speaking of change, there’s one verse that rises to the top in our reading from Jonah.  

(Did you hear it?  Do you know where I’m going?)  It’s verse 10:
WHEN GOD SAW WHAT THE NINEVITES DID, HOW THEY TURNED FROM THEIR EVIL WAYS, GOD CHANGED HIS MIND ABOUT THE CALAMITY THAT HE HAD SAID HE WOULD BRING UPON THEM; AND HE DID NOT DO IT.

God changed his mind!?  Really?  

To unpack this a bit let’s hit the REFRESH button on the whole Jonah story.

If you know the story, you'll remember that Jonah’s YES in this morning’s lesson comes in the middle of the story, after his second call, and you’ll remember that the first time the Lord rang, Jonah wanted nothing to do with the assignment.

GO TO NINEVEH, God said. And Jonah bolted for a ship that’d take him the opposite direction!

Now in fairness to Jonah, Nineveh, the Assyrian capital (located in modern day IRAQ) wasn’t exactly a hospitable place.  When, a few generations earlier, their relentless armies swept across the high desert plains and into the Northern Kingdom of Judah, they devoured it like a lion. Those who survived the onslaught were deported, never to be heard from again.  They became “THE LOST TRIBES.”

Nineveh had a vile reputation, and for good reason.  No wonder Jonah needs a little “convincing.”  

But Jonah really take God seriously until we fast forward to the freighter boat on which he’s hitched his ride.  

A storm comes up; the voyage gets rough, and the crew starts throwing everything overboard in a last ditch effort to keep the ship afloat.  And it’s then that Jonah finally fesses up—IT’S ME, he tells the captain.  I’M THE ONE WHO’S BROUGHT THIS ON.  And sure enough, after they heave him overboard, everything goes calm.

The big fish comes next.  But let’s not make that the core of the story.  

The whole point is that Jonah is going to get a second chance.  And that, in and of itself, tells us something crucial about the God that Jonah is so eager to run away from:  he is a God of second chances.

So Jonah gets a second chance, but still, he’s not what you’d call “enthusiastic” about it.  Nineveh remains a wicked place with a wicked history and he wants nothing to do with it. Nonetheless, this time, he goes, and goes with the message he’s been given to deliver:  


40 DAYS MORE AND NINEVEH SHALL BE OVERTHROWN!  Period; the end.

There’s not a scintilla of hope in his preaching.  He holds out no promise to Nineveh at all.

If anything his message is what we might call an anti-gospel.”
  And afterward, he waits outside the city for Nineveh’s disastrous demise.

But there’s a problem.  Amazingly, unbelievably, inconceivably, Nineveh repents.  

The whole city—from king to errand boy to pet cat—puts on sackcloth and ashes and cries to God for mercy.

And when God sees their turning, sees their sincerity, the story tells us, (verse 10):
God himself “repents.” God changes his mind about the planned calamity and does not do it. 

And it’s this fact that sends Jonah into a tizzy.


I KNEW THIS WAS GOING TO HAPPEN! he says, chiding God.  


I KNEW THAT YOUR MERCY WAS STRONGER THAN YOUR ANGER!  As if mercy were God’s 
big
character flaw.

And then, in a melodramatic tone that would make any Jewish mother envious, Jonah asks God to put him out of his misery. GO AHEAD! KILL ME NOW, LORD, I CAN’T STAND IT ANYMORE!

So what’s going on here? Is God a flip-flopper?  Is God being wishy-washy? 

Is the God we meet here a God of failed nerve?

The book of Jonah is the only book of the Bible that ends with a question.

That question is directed by God to Jonah, but not Jonah only—it’s a question for every generation of God’s people to consider:

SHOULD I NOT BE CONCERNED ABOUT NINEVEH, THAT GREAT CITY, IN WHICH THERE ARE MORE THAN A HUNDRED AND TWENTY THOUSAND PERSONS WHO DO NOT KNOW THEIR RIGHT HAND FROM THEIR LEFT, AND ALSO MANY ANIMALS?

As far as God is concerned, it seems that there are legitimate reasons and appropriate occasions for changing one’s mind, and mercy is one.  


And if it’s alright for God to do it, maybe we ought to consider the option ourselves.

“The names of our enemies, their ideologies, and our memories of them will change through the years,” writes Lawrence Wood, “but the point of the message remains: if God really does intend salvation for all peoples, then we must at least talk to our enemies.”

What kind of God do we really need?  A God who never changes his mind?

With such a God as that, the sorry history of humankind would long ago have vanished.

We do need a God we can depend on, but not one who conforms to our image, who we can keep neatly bound up in a box of our own choosing.   

No, we need a Savior who’ll go the distance—

—and that’s what we get, in the tale of Jonah and in the Jesus we meet in Mark’s gospel.  

Ultimately, sending another messenger to deliver the message was not enough.  

So God decided to come himself.   Why?  

Because God is in love with this world—and everyone in it—no matter how far afield our lives are at times.  And God is determined, still determined, to show us how, by turning outward, by loving, by serving, by following, our lives are made complete.

Prayer: Living Lord, you call us to follow you and promise that in doing so we will find our truest selves and our deepest purposes.  Grace us with hearts and heads, voices and feet, that answer YES, and fall in step with you.  Amen. 

� I agree with Lawrence Wood who says, “The book of Jonah finds out what kind of readers we are—whether literalists or lovers of a tall tale.” Feasting On the Word (Louisville: Westminster John Know Press, 2008) p. 267.


� Ibid, p. 269


� Ibid, p. 271.





PAGE  
3

