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3rd Sunday after Epiphany

Jan. 22, 2012

Catching and Caught

Perhaps you saw the video that made its way around through Facebook postings and e-mails this past summer, showing a family who, while out in their boat in the Sea of Cortez. found a young humpback whale that had become entangled in fishing net and was in danger of dying.  The family, whose last name, interestingly, is Fishbach, worked hard to cut off the net, and when at last the whale was freed and safe, she spent about 30 minutes putting on a joyous show of breeching and tale-flapping that her rescuers could only interpret as a way of saying“thank you.”   
We humans are fascinated with whales and have been for centuries---in the beginning probably because they are so big; later because they are mammals like we are and show signs of great intelligence.  We go on cruises that promise to take us to see whales, and when whales beach themselves, as they now and then do, we spend a great deal of time and effort trying to get them back to sea.

So we are intrigued by the story of Jonah, because it has a whale in it.  Or at least we think it has a whale in it.  Maybe it has a whale in it.  The truth is, the story itself in the Book of Jonah only says that Jonah is swallowed by a big fish. And then, when Matthew later wrote his gospel and talked in it about Jonah, he used the Greek word ketos, which means big fish or sea monster.  But when the King James translation was made, the word in Matthew was translated whale--- evidently the biggest fish that they could think of and of course not realizing that a whale is not actually a fish.  So ever since that time people have thought of the big fish in Jonah as a whale.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  The reading from the Hebrew scriptures for this morning only gives us a small piece of the story of Jonah.  Here’s the rest of it, briefly.  

One day God speaks to Jonah and tells him to go to the great city of Ninevah and let the people know that their wickedness has come to God’s attention.  We don’t know specifically what their wickedness is.  What we do know, however, is that Ninevah is in Assyria, a country that is one of Israel’s mortal enemies, a country that spends a great deal of its history conquering parts of Israel and carrying its people off into exile.  So this is likely the reason that Jonah decides to go in the exact opposite direction from the way God has asked him to go.  For one thing, he probably has more than a few qualms about how Assyrians would react to having an Israelite walk up and down their streets telling them to get their act together.  And it turns out he has other reasons, too, but we’ll get to those later.   Anyway, Jonah ends up on a boat sailing to Tarshish, which Bible scholars believe might have been a port in Spain, trying to get as far away from Ninevah as possible.  But it is not to be.  God, we are told, causes a great storm to come up and the sailors on the ship become so frightened they begin to throw cargo overboard, and, when that doesn’t help steady the boat, they decide some deity must be responsible, and they draw straws to determine who on the boat has angered their god, and Jonah wins.  He admits then that the whole thing is probably his fault and, fatalistically, suggests they just go ahead and throw him into the sea and get it over with.  To their credit, the sailors don’t at first take his advice; they just try rowing harder.  But when that doesn’t work, they finally, after a prayer, throw Jonah overboard.  The sea is immediately calm, and Jonah is immediately swallowed by a large fish that, for the purposes of our imagining it, we will go ahead and call a whale. So there he is, just like Pinocchio, just like Dory and Marlin in “Finding Nemo,” inside a whale. Jonah, the story tells us, is in the belly of this whale for three days and three nights.  We don’t know what he is doing during that time.  Maybe for the first day or so he thinks he’s dead, or as good as.   By the third day, though, he is ready to pray, and he recites what seems to be a sort of psalm that gives thanks for God’s deliverance.  And, sure enough, God delivers.  The Lord, the story says, speaks to the fish----evidently God, like Dory, knows how to speak whale---and it spews Jonah out on dry land.

Then God tries again, telling Jonah to go to Ninevah.  And Jonah, sobered, walks the streets shouting that the city will be overthrown in 40 days.  And, even though Jonah may not seem like that much of an orator to us, evidently he’s persuasive enough, because we are told the people of Ninevah believe God and begin a fast and that the king of Ninevah proclaims that everyone should turn from evil and violence in hopes that God’s mind will be changed and they will live.   And it is. And they do. And Jonah is disgusted.

“I knew it,” he says to God. “I knew you’d do this.  I know what you’re like---merciful, loving, forgiving and all that.  I knew this would happen.  I wish I were dead.”  And God replies with a question, “Is it right for you to be angry?”  Jonah’s answer is to go outside of town and build himself a little shelter and sulk.  And we are told that God causes a bush to grow up and shade Jonah’s shelter, and this pleases Jonah.  Only, the next day, God sends a worm to eat the bush, and it withers, and then God sends a hot wind and Jonah, miserable, declares once more that he’d rather die than live.  And God asks him the question again: “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?”  “Yes,” Jonah answers, in no way ready to be talked out of his bad mood.  “Angry enough to die.”  And then God says, you are concerned about this bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow.  It came into being in a night and perished in a night.  Should I not be concerned then 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?”

And that’s the end of the story.  We can only guess what Jonah’s answer is, and what happens to him after this.

Hundreds of years later—we don’t know how much later because no one is sure exactly when the story of Jonah was written---there is another encounter involving fish and humans.  Mark tells us in his gospel that after John the Baptizer is arrested, Jesus comes to Galilee, his home territory, proclaiming good news, saying that the time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near, inviting people to turn around and believe this.  While he is walking one day  along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, he comes upon Simon and Andrew-- two brothers, engaged in their daily task of fishing—throwing out their net.  He says to them, “Follow me and I will  put you to fishing for people.”  Immediately, Mark says, they leave their nets and follow.  A little further down the shore Jesus sees James and John, also fishermen, mending nets.  He calls them as well and they leave behind their boats, their father, and the other fishermen, and follow too.

Two fish stories that are also both stories about calls---but calls that result in very different responses.  It takes three chapters for Jonah to finally get to Ninevah, but only four verses for Simon, Andrew, James and John to go from fishermen to disciples.  The story of Jonah is mostly about God trying to work a change in Jonah’s life.  Oh, the people of Ninevah change as well.  But that really is only a minor plot in the story.  It’s Jonah God keeps after.  Jonah would rather die than live in a world in which Ninevites are forgiven.  They are his people’s enemies.  They are the evil empire.  They are foreigners; they have a foreign religion, worshipping other gods, and therefore are idolaters.  Sandor Goodhart  says that what Jonah does is make an idol out of God’s law against idolatry by presuming that he knows how it should be applied.  In other words, Jonah believes he knows better than God who should and who shouldn’t be forgiven, believes that God ought to hate the same people he hates.  It is his certainty and his self-righteousness that God tries to change, his unwillingness to accept God’s grace, to let God be who God is.  The difficulty isn’t that Jonah doesn’t know God.  He seems to know God only too well, and he doesn’t like what he knows.  

In contrast, Simon and Andrew and James and John seem to barely know Jesus.  Maybe they have had some contact with him before this day at the lake, especially if some of them have been, as John says they are in his gospel, disciples of John the Baptizer.  But they can’t know much about what his intent is, or where it will lead them.  The things they say and do in the weeks and months that follow their call, the ways Mark continually shows them misunderstanding what Jesus is about, are evidence that they really don’t know in the beginning what they are getting into.  Maybe they think that fishing for people sounds easier than the kind of fishing they’ve been doing---back-breaking physical labor from dawn till dark.  But, whatever assumptions or sparks of intuition allow them to so spontaneously leave behind their old lives and join this community Jesus is beginning, we have to give them credit for sticking with it, even when the going gets tough.  And, along the way, Jesus tries to teach them the same lesson God tries to teach Jonah.  As Susan Johnson puts it, “We can’t be fishers of men and women if in our hearts we are haters of them.”  The disciples quickly become aware that Jesus doesn’t draw any lines of exclusion, and more than once their own wish to see another as the outsider or the enemy or as evil is turned upside down and inside out by Jesus’ gracious inclusiveness.  

And, of course, the call comes to us today as well---the call to be fishers of people, which means, if we go by Jesus’ example, to be healers of people, to be reconcilers of people, to be lovers of people.  And the call comes to us today to see the world as God sees it, to see even the people of Ninevah as God sees them.  It would probably be immoral for us to read the story of Jonah in our time and not consider and hold before ourselves the fact that the land that was known in that time as Assyria is known in our time as Iraq, a place from which we are now withdrawing, but where we have been fighting a war for almost 9 years, a place very near to other places where we are continuing to fight or are threatening to fight wars.
Barbara Brown Taylor has said that the last line of the Book of Jonah is the best last line in the entire Bible.  God says, “And should I not be concerned about Ninevah, 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?”  The God who speaks those words is the God who surely weeps over the innocent people killed by suicide bombers, but weeps just as much over the innocent people killed by our efforts to kill the terrorists—indeed, a God who weeps over the terrorists as well.  The God who speaks those words is the God who surely mourns that we can’t seem to, any of us, figure out a better way than war and violence to solve our problems.   A God who must puzzle over how it is that our nation has a holiday every year—the one we celebrated just this past week—in honor of a man who preached and died for non-violence, and yet we largely ignore the non-violence that he taught.  A God who must puzzle even more over how it is that we Christians have a holiday—a holy day—every week in honor of one who preached and died for non-violence, and yet we continue to trust in violence to make things right.

The good news is—God will not give up on us any more than God gave up on Jonah—and by us I mean all of us humans.  The good news is---God will continue to walk with us, and work change in our lives in the same way Jesus walked with and worked change in his disciples.  The good news is—we are called, all of us, always, continually, graciously, patiently, lovingly.

The song that we are singing as our journey hymn today was written  by a Spanish priest, and there are several translations of it, each with a slightly different shade of meaning.   We will sing one translation in a few minutes, but here is another:

You have come down to the lakeshore
seeking neither the wise nor the wealthy,
But only asking for me to follow.

You know full well my possessions.
Neither treasure nor weapons for conquest,
Just these my fish nets and will for working.

You need my hands, my exhaustion,
working love for the rest of the weary,
a love that's willing to go on loving.

You who have fished other waters;
you, the longing of souls that are yearning:
as loving Friend, you have come to call me. 

O Jesus, you have looked into my eyes;
kindly smiling, you have called out my name.
On the sand I have abandoned my small boat,
now with you, I will seek other seas.
