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If you have ever been fishing, raise your hand. Nearly everyone here. If you’ve been fishing and told a fish story, raise your hand. Come on, everyone, raise your hand.  I don’t know if it’s more fun to tell a fish story or to hear someone else a fish story.  
Imagine this. A bunch of guys are sitting around, bending back a few beers, telling wild fish stories. Suddenly Jonah walks into the room and everyone else gets quiet because they know Jonah has the best fish story. 
This is a wonderful, wonderful story; I think maybe the greatest short story in all of literature. It is interesting and because it’s a fish story, there might be some exaggerations. We read that it was a three-day walk across Nineveh. Excavations, archaeologist’s digs have shown us that the town of Nineveh was actually only about a mile across.  So if it takes you three days to walk a mile you’re taking your time. Remember, though, it’s a fish story.  
The call of God comes to Jonah, the prophet. “Go to Nineveh.”  As I said earlier, Jonah is reluctant to go to Nineveh because of this reason: calling Jonah to go to Nineveh would be similar to God calling a Rabbi, during World War II, to go to Berlin. The Ninevites were cruel enemies of Israel, Assyrians. They were known for their cruelty. During the time of exile they literally skinned Jews alive and hung the skins on the walls of their homes for decorations. 
So it is understandable when God called Jonah to go to Nineveh that Jonah was afraid. He didn’t want to go to Nineveh. He was reluctant. He went in the opposite direction, to Tarshish. The fish, the whale, whatever . . .  I said earlier that Jonah was like bad Mexican food . . . but there is also some evidence that, as in any good hero story, the whale burped up Jonah because you can’t keep a good man down! 
Jonah finds himself on the beach after having been in the belly of the whale for three days and three nights. Do you remember what Jesus said about Jonah?  “As Jonah was in the belly of the fish for three days and three nights, so the son of man will be in the belly of the earth for three days and three nights.”  A second time God calls to Jonah and says, “Go to Nineveh.”  Guess what, Jonah went to Nineveh.  He decided it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to go to Nineveh.  

First lesson from the story is this. If God says go to Nineveh, go to Nineveh. If God says love your neighbor, whoever that might be, someone you like or someone you hate; if God says love your neighbor, love your neighbor.  If Christ says “Follow me,” do not go your own way. Follow Christ.  

Second lesson, if you haven’t noticed the title of the sermon yet, it is “The Reluctant Prophet.” We understand Jonah’s reluctance. He was afraid to go to Nineveh; afraid for his own life. Jonah is not the only reluctant prophet. Did you hear what Richard read from Romans? The Apostle Paul saying, “I do not do what I want to do, but the very thing I hate.”  Do you recognize that? Do you ever feel that way yourself?  Paul was so reluctant he had to be struck blind before he was convinced he needed to follow Jesus.  
Paul was not the only reluctant prophet. Do you remember these words? A man was praying; he prayed to God, “If possible, let this cup pass from me.”  Second lesson from the story is this; if God can use a reluctant prophet, God can use you and me with all our reluctance.  

Third lesson from the story, there is an important lesson about the nature of God. Theologians have called God “the unmoved mover,” immutable, unchangeable. But did you hear the scripture? The King said, “Maybe if we repent God will change his mind.” Then we read that God did change his mind. Most versions say, “God repented of the evil that he planned for Nineveh.” 
We think of repentance as asking for forgiveness, but the literal meaning of the word repentance is actually to turn around; the way Jonah repentented. He turned around going from Tarshish to Nineveh. God turned around. He changed his mind; decided not to overthrow the city of Nineveh. God changed his mind.  
What does this mean? We can become involved in the work of God. God is not the unmoved mover. God is moved when we pray to God. God hears our prayers and answers our prayers. One way through our prayers that we become involved in the work of God is simply to say, “What is your will for me, God?” God changes.

Now in our society, sometimes that is not so popular.  One of the candidates who is running for the nomination from the Republican Primary has been labeled a “flip-flopper,” Mitt Romney. You’ve heard this about him. Do you remember the name Christine O’Donnell?  Christine O’Donnell was the senatorial candidate from Delaware. If you don’t remember anything else about her you might remember that during the campaign she was accused of believing in witchcraft. She made a commercial and in that commercial she said, “I’m not a witch.”  Do you remember that?  Christine O’Donnell endorsed Mitt Romney.  When she was asked about him being a flip-flopper, Christine O’Donnell said, “Well I think he’s been very consistent … since he changed his mind.”  
“Maybe if we cry out to God,” the King said, “God will change his mind.” God changed his mind and because God is not some kind of eternal bookkeeper keeping score, keeping track of all of our faults and shortcomings and sin, we have hope. God loves mercy more than math.  
And God loves us.  Part of the message of this story is that even in Tarshish God is present. Do you remember Psalm 129 from last week? The Psalmist wrote, “Even if I make my bed in Sheol thou art there with me!”  Even in Tarshish God is present. We can say today that even in Tulsa, with all of our shortcomings, our faults, and our sins, God is present.  

     There is an important truth in the story about us. This is not just Jonah’s story, this is our story. Some of you might be familiar with the wonderful word called schadenfreude. It is a German word that means “finding enjoyment in the suffering of others.” Jonah wanted to see Nineveh suffer. He didn’t want them to repent. They were his enemies. So he built a booth outside the city to watch and see if God would judge Nineveh. He was convinced that God would not judge Nineveh. At the end of the story we read this interesting question, “Do you me to destroy this city with all of these people and animals?”  Schadenfreude.  Do you ever find joy in the suffering of others? 


You know when you have a favorite team and that team has an opponent, they are archrivals. It’s not just when your team is playing the archrival. When the arch rival is playing anyone else you not only want the archrival to get beat, you want them to get beat up.  That’s schadenfreude. It’s a lesson about an unpleasing picture that is a part of who we are. Like Paul, we do the very thing we hate. We don’t do what we want.  

     Jonah needed to repent and so do we. Jonah and the city of Nineveh needed God’s repentance, and so do we.  Of what sin do you need to repent this morning? That is the one thing we all have in common when we come into the Sanctuary.  

The old preacher Carlyle Marney said, “The greatest of all faults is to be conscious of none.”  Of what sin do you need to repent? What are you doing that you hate about yourself? Of what sin do you need to repent? Another way to say it is, “What is your Nineveh?”  Or “Who is your Nineveh?”
     Oswald Chambers has a wonderful quote about salvation. It caught my attention because I had read this about the Assyrians skinning the Israelites. Oswald Chambers said, “I am not as concerned about saving my own skin as I am about letting God use me to share the Good News of God’s love in Christ.”  It’s the opposite of schadenfreude. Not wishing ill for others, but wishing the best for others.  

     If you read Jonah, did you notice something unusual about how the story ends? The story of Jonah is one of only three books in the entire Bible that end with a question.  God says to Jonah, “Do you want me to destroy this city?”  

In this sense the story is open-ended, similar to the Prodigal son. Do you remember how that story ended? The father is outside with the elder brother, who represents each of us, and he invites the elder brother into the party. We don’t know how that story ends. We don’t know if the elder brother goes into the party to welcome the younger brother home. 

We don’t know how this story ends either, because remember, this is not just Jonah’s story, this is our story.  If Jonah were here today I believe he would ask each of us this question, “How would you lead your live of faith in a way that helps others to know the love of God in Christ?”  Amen
