The Third Sunday after the Epiphany
January 25, 2009
Text:  Jonah 3:1-5,10; Mark 1:14-20
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  Amen.
Who’s following whom?  That’s the question that today’s Scripture texts raise in my mind.  Just who is following whom?

Well, how is it in your life?  Is God up ahead of you, calling back to you, “Come, follow me”?  As Jesus called to his disciples in our Gospel story?

Or is God behind you, following you, pursuing you – the way he seems to be in pursuit of Jonah in our Old Testament story.  Just who is following whom?

What a contrast in these two bible stories!  We are amazed, aren’t we, at how easily it all seems to happen in Mark’s Gospel?  Jesus is walking by the Sea of Galilee, sees Peter and Andrew fishing…says to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people!....and immediately they leave their nets and follow him!

It seems so hard to imagine, doesn’t it?  Who of us would have followed this man Jesus just because he asked us to?  Can you visualize yourself sitting at your desk at work and an unknown man opens your office door, pokes his head in and says, “Follow me.”  Who of you would leave your work behind – for good! – and follow him?

Perhaps the story of Jonah is more like our story.  Jonah, you see, is not really following God; Jonah is being pursued by God.

We all have some acquaintance with Jonah’s story, don’t we?.....the story about the guy who got swallowed by a big fish?  Well, at least we’ve probably heard that part of the story.  Today I’d like to share with you the whole story.

And realize that it is a story, a parable, a story that was told about the magnificence of God’s overwhelming love and graciousness and forgiveness.

The story begins when the Lord calls Jonah, a prophet of Israel, to journey to the city of Nineveh, a foreign city, the capital of Assyria, a notorious oppressive power in the ancient Near East.  God calls Jonah to proclaim a word of judgment against that sinful city, but Jonah refuses!   It is as if God said, “Follow me,” and Jonah replied, “No, I won’t go.”

Instead of going east to Nineveh, Jonah gets on a ship going west.  And what does God do?  Lo and behold, God in his graciousness, follows Jonah!  God, in pursuit, stirs up a great storm out in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea and the ship is in danger.  The captain, who is not an Israelite, urges Jonah to pray for their safety.

The storm continues and the sailors, using a pair of dice, conclude that Jonah is responsible for their peril.  “What have you done,” they ask, “to make your God so angry with you?”
Jonah says, “Throw me overboard and the storm will go away.”  The sailors don’t really want to do that, they try again to row to shore; but finally, in desperation, and praying to Jonah’s God that he won’t hold this against them, the sailors toss Jonah overboard.  And the storm dies down!

And then there’s this amazing piece of irony in the story:  the sailors, foreigners every one of them, all become followers of Yahweh, the God of Israel.  Oh, not Jonah….he’s still running away from God.

But God is still in pursuit; in his graciousness, God sends this great fish to save Jonah, to swallow him up and then later to vomit him out onto dry land.

Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying…  Go to Nineveh and proclaim my judgment against it.  This time Jonah obeys, but very reluctantly, definitely half-heartedly.  He doesn’t even go all the way into the center of the city; he really only spits out a tiny mouthful of words:  “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”

And, wonder of wonders, the people of Nineveh respond.  The whole city, king included, repent.  And Yahweh, in response to their repentance, takes back his word of judgment and forgives them; he does not destroy the city.

And is Jonah happy?  Not at all!  Jonah is angry!  “I knew this would happen,” Jonah says.  “This is precisely why I didn’t want to come here in the first place!  You’re a softie, Yahweh!  I knew you’d be a gracious God and end up forgiving them!”

More irony in the story:  now the whole city of Nineveh is following God, but still Jonah isn’t!  He walks out of the city into the desert and is ready to die.  But guess who continues to follow him?  Once again, Yahweh, the God of Israel, is in full pursuit.

This story of Jonah is really the story of the Hound of Heaven.  Have you ever read that poem by the 19th century English poet, Francis Thompson?  I’ve shared it with you before:

I fled Him [God], down the nights and down the 


Days;

I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears

I hid from Him…

But, like a Hound of Heaven, God followed, God was in pursuit:

Those strong Feet that followed, followed after


…with unhurrying chase,

and unperturbed pace.

Well, once again, how is it in your life?  Just who is following whom?  Are you following God….like the disciples…or is God in pursuit of you, like he chased after Jonah?  God pursuing like the Hound of Heaven!

Or the more critical question:  how does one go from being pursued by God…to following God!  Repentance…change!  Repentance is a 180-degree turn-around.  If your life is now heading in this direction, repentance means turning around…180 degrees…and going in the opposite direction.

And do you see how that repentance imagery is sharpened in the Jonah story?  If God, like the Hound of Heaven, is always graciously pursuing me…and then I stop and turn my life around…that’s when I come face-to-face with God!

But repentance was Jonah’s problem.  He didn’t believe people could repent, could change.  What’s the use of going to Nineveh….those people will never change their wicked ways.  “Once a thief, always a thief.”  “No, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

That’s what Sister Helen Prejean’s friends told her, when she began visiting a convicted killer on death row in Louisiana.  Did you ever see that old movie, Dead Man Walking?  Sister Helen pursues this death row inmate like the Hound of Heaven.  She visits him regularly.  When he insists upon his innocence, she finds a lawyer who is willing to take his appeal.
But most of all, she stays stuck close to him to the very end, telling him about Jesus, who forgives.  And, in the very last minute or two of his life, just before his execution, just before he is given a lethal injection by the prison doctor, he confesses to the crime…and he repents…directly to the families of his victims, he repents.

Helmut Thielicke, the great German pastor, always kept an old photograph on his desk.  It was a snapshot of a nativity pageant…but unlike any Christmas play that you or I have ever seen.  A group of rather grizzled looking men are wearing white robes and holding candles in their rough hands.  Another group of men is kneeling before them, feigning terror.  It is clear that this is meant to be a group of angels speaking to frightened shepherds.  

Why this photograph in the pastor’s study?  Thielicke explains that it was taken in prison.  The men in the scene were all hardened criminals whose lives had been transformed by Christ.  These murderers and thugs were dressed like angels.  For Thielicke it was a beautiful parable, a visible reminder of the power of God to overcome human sin.

The power of God to change us!  Perhaps we need to touch up that image of repentance just one more time.  Perhaps it really is more like this:  we have headed in this direction; and God, the Hound of Heaven, relentlessly pursues us, those large feet doggedly padding after us; until finally we feel the giant paws firmly on our shoulder, turning us around, so that we are staring into the face of God.  The persistent power of God changing us, turning us around, so that we may follow God.

Jonah thought that he had it all figured out.  Jonah thought he knew exactly what God would do and what God would not do, where God was working and where God wouldn’t dare to work, whom God would love and whom God wouldn’t stoop to love.  Jonah thought he had it all figured out, nailed down, fixed.   And Jonah got surprised.  Surprised by God.

To be honest, the Book of Jonah leaves us hanging.  We really don’t know how things end up with Jonah:  does Jonah follow God or does God continue to pursue Jonah?

This sermon leaves all of us hanging as well.  Each one of us asking ourselves…in our own lives….

just who is following whom?

