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Jonah Meets the Real Prophet
A sermon preached by the Rev. Canon Joanna C. Leiserson at Christ Church Cathedral, Cincinnati, Ohio, on Sunday, January 22, 2012. 

Jonah 3:1-5, 10; Psalm 62:6-14; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

Follow me!  Listen to me!  The prophets are calling for our attention.  Who should we be listening to?

Let me take you on a little tour of one of the most popular modern destinations for prophets wanting to save people from their wickedness.  This is Berkeley, California.  In Berkeley in the Sixties, the prophets were all around us, the love generation, the rebellious generation, the protest generation, the wicked generation.  


Berkeley was an eye-opener in those days.  If you grew up in a cradle-Christian environment—where either you were Christian or, well, you should be—the spiritual openness and the appeal of new spiritual experiences at Berkeley were bewildering.  They all tried to save us.  There were a lot who needed to be saved.  This was a great opportunity.   How do you choose what is meaningful?  

There was Herbert the evangelical preacher who stood on the corner of the Student Union steps every single day preaching hellfire and always there was a group listening to him. No one believed him, and many listened just for the cynical interest in his old-fashioned thinking. There was the Hari Krishna group, known by that name because all they did all day was stand at the entrance of the campus and sing “Hari Krishna.”  Then the Rev. Sun Moon began his work, and there was transcendental meditation, with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.  Who to follow?  One day, the university decided to expel all religious groups from campus, and Herbert was led away.  And amazingly, people stood up for him.  Nobody seemed to listen to him, but they stood up for him and got him back—because it was clear that he really cared about us. 


People, especially politicians, who didn’t like Berkeley’s rebelliousness often called it “the den of iniquity.”  Let’s stay with this little metaphor for a minute—a den of iniquity, the Nineveh of the U.S.  A bunch of godless students railing against the Establishment.  Yes, they sometimes riot and throw rocks at the police.  And they protest against governmental actions they think are wrong.  Somebody comes in straight from the SF Bay, he has seaweed hanging from his hair and sand still stuck to his skin and he smells a little like whale spit.  Why should we believe him?  If Jesus came around saying, “Follow me,” what would make you follow and not just dismiss him as just another solicitor of your money or time or whatever?


But the Ninevites listened to Jonah.  Now, the Jonah story is a great story.  But Jonah wasn’t real.  You might have guessed that, what with being swallowed whole by a whale and preaching to a bad evil city that then puts everybody into sackcloth to mourn and repent, even its kittens and cows and chickens and doctors and cooks and teachers and children.  But when you get to the giant plant that grows to ten feet in one day and then when you get to the giant worm that eats it, it’s time to admit—maybe this is a story.  So what’s the point of this story?  It’s a parable, with a lesson, like Aesop’s Fables.  What’s the lesson?  Most people think that it is about a prophet who disobeys God.  You can’t disobey God without suffering severe consequences, especially if you aim to be a prophet.  But that’s not the point.  We all disobey God at some point and we don’t get swallowed by whales and spit up in North Korea.


And when Jonah finally got downtown to preach to the Ninevites, why did the Ninevites get so contrite?  Why would they believe him?   Out of all the politicians and teachers and prophets who would be in this city, why would they believe Jonah?  Because somehow, they heard God in the words, and they believed God---and when they see this weird prophet telling them that God has been watching them, they realize that God cares about them.  Little did Jonah know, apparently, but he was not preaching doom to a bad city, he was preaching the possibility of life and the hope of salvation for all people who would listen to and follow God.  Just his very presence in Nineveh, spoke volumes about God, that God is not just the God of the Israelites, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.   God is also the God of the Assyrians, the Romans, and the Taliban and yes, even the French.  Jonah knows this and the telling point—what gives him away-- is that when God asks why he is moping, he says, I KNEW you were going to do this.  I KNEW you were going to forgive them, because I know you are a God of mercy and compassion, of great kindness and slow to anger, quoting God’s own description of himself from Exodus.  Something that the readers of the day would recognize very easily.  Oops, yes, we remember.  That’s the kind of God you are..


So Jonah had it all wrong.  The real message of God was not doom for the evil city but the possibility of life and salvation for the people in it.  That’s what got Jonah mad, and why the author wrote this little story, and why it probably got his fellow prophets mad—the ones who went and preached doom to the people living in squalor and taking out their despair in violence, but who preached salvation to a select group of chosen people only, that certainly did not include Ninevites, Assyrians, Talibans, Over-the-Rhine residents, or whatever evilest place you can think of.


We know that Jonah isn’t real because in the story, the dates are wrong, the geography is wrong, the facts are all wrong.  But the lesson is very clear to the prophetic community, the people who made their living around the temple as prophets.  This is not a local God that we serve, but a universal God, one who cares not just for Jews, not just for us returning exiles trying to re-form our identity as God’s chosen people, but a God who cares also for the all those we exclude.  And this includes the Ninevites—as capital of Assyria, the old conqueror from a couple of hundred years ago, the meanest, vilest, nastiest, cruelest, baddest, most barbaric and ungodly country ever to inhabit this earth.  Yahweh is their God, too, even if they don’t know it.  Yahweh loves them too and cares for their salvation too, even if they have never heard of Yahweh.  And when they listen to this God, it is not up to us to reject the salvation and love that God gives to them.  So there, Jonah.  


Jonah was, in a way, a prophet to the prophets, just by being so not-a-prophet, exactly what a real prophet should NOT be.  Jonah was to prophetic witness like the Titanic is to the cruise industry.  


The real prophet is the nameless writer who wrote an amusing little parable about an inept prophet named Jonah.  The real prophet is the one who is writing to the little prophet community in Jerusalem after the exile, after Nehemiah has just told the people just returned from exile in Babylon that they have to divorce their foreign wives because only Israel, only Judah, only the descendants of Judah are chosen by God.  They have to come together as an elite, no, a chosen community—marry only your own kind,  buy only Jewish goods, keep the foreigners out of your neighborhood, stay away from the bad mean evil foreigners—the Samaritans, the Canaanites and Hittites and all that, let alone the Ninevites. 


The real prophet speaks of God’s salvation and hope to all people.  But he speaks to them differently, to their different stations in life.  .  


Jesus talked about salvation to the rich man who came to him.  But he said something different than what he said to the sinful woman who came and washed his feet with her hair. This man follows all the commandments.  He owns 15 rental properties and 6 families are about to be evicted because the famine has ruined their living and they can’t pay him their rent.  There’s nothing in the Ten Commandments that says he shouldn’t evict these families.  And he owns 1,500 acres of fertile land and, following the Torah commandment, when he harvests the grains, he does leave the leftover pickings, the gleanings, for those people who run out of food toward the end of the month and their food stamps have been used up.  He’s following the Torah commandments right to the dotted i and crossed T. Jesus says, give up the stuff that is binding you up inside yourself, take care of the poor. A prophet doesn’t give the same words to this person that he does to the woman who comes to him crying and begging forgiveness.  He doesn’t give the same words to the blind beggar Lazarus who sits outside this man’s house with nothing but scraps of food and dogs to lick his wounds.  


The real prophet doesn’t go to Over-the-Rhine and say, “How dare you be bitter and angry and take out your anger in the world, you sinners in this den of iniquity.”  You go to OTR and say, “Jesus brings you hope and comfort, good news to the poor, liberation to the captives.”  And then you do that.  You become a disciple of that Jesus and try to make that place and their lives better so that the anger and the bitterness and the hatred start to give way to hope and even a little love back to those who are getting them out of that hellhole of despair.


The real prophet doesn’t go to the poor and say, “Give up your possessions!”  They don’t have any!  Instead, you give hope and comfort to the poor, and you say, “Love your enemies.  Love those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you,” because there are plenty of times they can do that, with plenty of people who hate and curse and abuse them.  And then the real prophet will turn to the disciples and say, “Now, you give them something to eat.”  Or you give sight to a blind beggar, and then charge your disciples with helping him to find work, and shelter, so he doesn’t just go from being a blind beggar to being a 20/20 vision beggar.


As a real prophet, you don’t go to the comfortable and say “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” so that they can believe that this means them—poor in spirit if not in means, and be comfortable knowing that the kingdom of heaven is theirs.  You go to them and say “Now, give up some of your possessions, pay an extra $2.00 to buy fair trade coffee instead of the fancy coffee you love, so that the destitute coffee farmers who make your luxury drink can have some food for their children.  When you buy your fancy ribeye steaks, pay an extra dollar for the meat that comes from a place that doesn’t torture its animals and mistreat its workers.  It’s a small sacrifice.  But you’re following God’s justice.


You go to people like me whose kids had Barbie dolls that had a bigger wardrobe than I did or than most people did, and those little outfits probably cost more than anything anyone in OTR could afford in real clothing.  

You go to people like me—solid, middle class, ordinary folk—who think nothing of restaurants that serve three times more than anyone needs to eat, and then complains when someone on food stamps spends her precious money to buy a luxury like a birthday cake for her 8-year-old daughter.  We know that because of that cake, the family will live on ramen for the rest of the week.  Tell us, “Look, why don’t you say to that woman, ‘Hey, let me buy that cake for you.’” 

You go to people who are a part of a system in which family pets are often treated better than the people we meet on the street.  At least the dogs have a warm house and food to eat, not to mention health care. 

 
That’s why all of Nineveh all dressed in sackcloth, right down to the babes in arms and the little hamsters in the cages.  Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, was part of a system of oppression and injustice, and everyone in the system, even the well-fed cattle, were part of the system that fed itself while starving the ones it conquered.  


In other words, a prophet speaks God’s justice, and that has different implications for different people.  And then a prophet says to his disciples, the ones who do choose to follow him, “Now you give them something to eat.”  “Now, you love one another just as I have loved you.”  


Go now, Go. Go to the East End.  Go to Queensgate.  Go to Lower Price Hill, Over-the-Rhine, Washington Park, give them something to eat.  

