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As much as we don't like to admit it every aspect of life is 

fraught with politics.  At every level of life, there is a power 

struggle, a wrestling for control, dominance and authority.  Who 

calls the shots?  Who is in control here?  Who are the leaders?  

Who are the followers? 

Most obviously, there is politics between countries, and within 

countries between rival parties, philosophies and visions. 

And there is politics between faith groups and denominations, 

and even within Churches.  We compete for congregants and for 

influence in the community.  Ecumenism is preached but 

unfortunately, it is seldom practised, unless it suits local and 

individual purposes.  I remember once participating in a pulpit 

exchange sponsored by the local ministerial during the Week of 

Prayer for Christian Unity.  Only a few participated.  It was 

embarrassing.  The rest couldn't find time in their own individual 

agendas to accommodate the agenda of Christian Unity. 

Even within local churches power ebbs and flows between the 

saints in saintly as well as unsaintly ways.  The Church isn't immune 

from power struggles either. 

Nor is personal life.  Spouses, siblings, friends, all struggle for 

dominance, for control, for power, often in subtle and subversive 

ways. 
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The ultimate power struggle, however, is with God.  Our God 

is an outrageously risking God.  Our God has given up power by 

giving us the power of choice, the volitional power to choose 

between receiving or resisting and rejecting God's love for us, and 

God's will for our lives.  Hence our power struggle with God.  We 

can never escape the question, who is running your life?  Who is in 

control?  Where does the power lie?  At each opportunity or 

perplexity, we are faced with a choice, and knowing the answer and 

doing the answer are never easy things. 

In the two Scripture lessons, we heard today, there are two 

stories of people given a choice to be either for or against God.  

In Mark's Gospel, Jesus said, "Follow me.  And immediately 

they left their nets and followed him."i 

This is the kind of story preachers like to use as illustrations of 

the human response to God's call.  God called and immediately we 

followed.  "Whom shall I send and who will go for us?" goes God's 

call to Isaiah.  And Isaiah answered, "Here am I!  Send me."ii 

The story of Jonah, though, is much more realistic and typical.  

It begins in chapter 1, with Jonah being called to go to Nineveh to 

denounce their wickedness, but instead he flees in the opposite 

direction to Tarshish."iii 

This is really the way God's call is usually met, with rejection 

and rebellion.  It's a kind of natural response when you think about 

it.  In Mark's Gospel, the invitation is somewhat winsome.  It is not 

so much a call to believe what Jesus has said, or even to go where he 
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directs.  It is a call to follow, to accompany a person whom they 

have come to know and trust.  Jonah's call is somewhat different.  

God is outrageously calling Jonah not to go with a friend but to go to 

his enemies, to go to Nineveh. 

Jonah was a prophet in Galilee who prophesied during the reign 

of Jeroboam II.iv  It was a time of nationalistic fervour when Israel 

firmly established its borders.  Jonah's attitude exemplified Israel's 

inverted self-love and nationalistic narcissism.  In his 

understanding, there was no room in his heart for enemies.  He had 

a funnel view of Providence that God's power and love were limited 

to the chosen people of Palestine.  Nineveh was the capital city of 

the archenemies of Israel, Assyria.  It was in Nineveh that the 

downfall of Israel was planned.  In Jonah's view, Nineveh was 

idolatrous, evil, pagan, sin-ridden.  Going there was repugnant and 

repulsive, but Jonah was called to go there to these his nation's 

enemies, to witness to them, to bring God's message of repentance, 

to take responsibility for his enemies, really to love them. 

To understand the import of this, the outrageousness of the 

call, ask yourself, who is your Nineveh?  In your mind's eye focus 

for a moment on people you find most difficult to love, even to like.  

On the screen of your consciousness, flash the faces of the persons, 

the types and groups of people of whom you are most critical and 

judgmental.  Think of the personalities you write off, hoping never 

to have any contact with or any responsibility for, the group of whom 

you might say, "If I never see them again it will be too soon," or 
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"Whatever happens to them is less than what they deserve."  Focus 

your venom.  These people are your Nineveh, your enemies 

because of who they are or what they do, or say, or believe. 

Now listen to God's word, "Arise, go to these people and 

proclaim my message."  That's what Jonah heard and that's when 

the power struggle began.  That's what God calls us to do and that's 

part of our power struggle with God, the ultimate power struggle 

against doing what we are called to do.  It's comparatively easy to 

follow Christ as depicted in the Gospel's idyllic scene by the Galilean 

lake, but taking responsibility for the care of your enemies is quite 

another story. 

And so the God who risks is an outrageous God calling us to 

outrageous activities calling us to be fishers of men and women and 

not to be keepers of the aquarium.  Jonah's reaction was to run 

away from the presence of God, to go to Tarshish, a sleepy fishing 

village off the coast of Spain.  From Galilee, Nineveh was northeast.  

Jonah went west, in the opposite direction to that in which God had 

wanted him to go.  Jonah ran away from God. 

Where is your Tarshish?  Where do you go to escape the 

presence of God?  For most of us, our Tarshish isn't a geographic 

place; it's the lie of our soul.  It can be filling your life with so many 

good things that you have no room for God.  It can be filling your 

time with work, or pleasure, so that you have no time for God, or for 

that to which God calls you.  It can be your own agenda, which 

takes you in the opposite direction to the agenda of God. 
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Lloyd Ogilvie, former Chaplain of the United States Senate and 

former minister at First Presbyterian Church in Hollywood, relates 

asking people at a conference once what their Ninevehs and 

Tarshishes were.  One man, who was a respected Christian leader, 

spoke, "I've spent most of my life running away from God!  God's 

been tracking me for years.  I believe in God and attend church 

regularly.  In fact, I'm very active as a leader and contributor.  

People think of me as a ‘good’ Christian.  But inside, deep in my 

heart, I've been trying to escape really doing God's will.  I live a 

frantically active life, but I'm running in the wrong direction."  Years 

ago, the Lord had put his finger on a raw place in that man's 

attitudes, and change was mandated.  But he has been running 

away ever since.  Tarshish can be within our souls.v 

Jonah ran away from the presence of God, but God is not just 

outrageous.  God is outrageously persistent.  Jonah ran away from 

God right into God. 

Only three verses of Jonah concern the great fish or whale, 

which we all remember so well.  This is where it comes in the story.  

Jonah boards a ship at Joppa bound for Spain.  A violent storm sent 

by God tosses the ship back and forth.  The crew jettison their 

cargo, but to no avail.  They pray to their gods, but to no avail.  

They realize that someone on board must have displeased the god of 

the storm and so they drew lots to determine who it was.  Jonah 

lost and so he confesses that he indeed had displeased God.  The 

sailors plead with Jonah to pray to God to save them, but it is to no 
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avail.  Jonah tells them to throw him overboard, but strangely they 

don't.  They try everything else until there is nothing left before 

they comply with his self-destructive request.  And you know what 

happened next, a great fish or whale appointed by God swallows him 

up, and Jonah runs in his spirit to God. 

The second chapter of Jonah is a beautiful prayer to God.  It 

isn't a prayer of petition, as you might have expected, Jonah being 

trapped in the belly of a fish, but a prayer of thanksgiving.  Jonah 

realized that he could not escape God, but that God was always 

there to help those in trouble and his spirit ran to God in prayer.  

God heard the prayer and the fish spit up Jonah onto dry land. 

Then God calls Jonah a second time for this outrageously 

persistent God is the God of the second chance.  Jonah grasps that 

second chance.  He runs with God and goes to his enemies at 

Nineveh.  He brings them God's message calling the people to 

repentance, giving them a choice between God and destruction.  

And then much to Jonah's amazement and consternation, the people 

repent!  They believe him!  They repent of their evil ways, every 

one of them.  Then God repents of the evil that God said would 

come upon them and does not do it!  The same Hebrew word is 

used for the people's repentance as for God's.  In response to the 

people's confession God changed God's mind.  Indeed, the people's 

response began with God who sent Jonah.  God acted to make it 

possible for God to repent.  God is against our sin but not against 

us.  In an outrageously risky and even subversive way, God is for 
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us, even when we don't know it. 

You would think that Jonah would be pleased about this, 

wouldn't you?  His mission was successful.  His enemies had 

repented of their evil.  Presumably, Israel was protected as their 

enemies converted to Israel's God.  Like Simon and Andrew, Jonah 

had indeed been a fisher of humankind catching an entire city of 

people!  What an achievement!  He's the most successful 

evangelist of his time! 

But Jonah's reaction is the opposite of what you might expect.  

He is angry and he runs away from God again in anger.  "I knew this 

would happen," he cries.  "That's why I ran away to Tarshish in the 

first place.  I knew that you, O God, were gracious and merciful, 

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  I knew you would 

repent and spare my enemies."vi  So the one who briefly ran with 

God rebelled again and ran away in anger. 

Jonah couldn't give up the power struggle.  He hadn't wanted 

to do what God asked and he didn't like the outcome.  How much 

more satisfactory it would have been to see his enemies fry.  How 

much more satisfying it would have been to say, "See I told you so.  

I told you, you can't do anything with people like that." 

Do you ever feel pleased when someone you dislike fulfils your 

worst expectations?  Have you ever been shocked by your own 

delight when a competitor failed or someone's plans fell apart just as 

you said they would?  So many of our power struggles with other 

people are really extensions of our power struggle with God. 
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What happens when God bypasses our negativism and blesses 

others in spite of us and our desires?  Maybe even blesses them 

through us?  We have the same two choices Jonah had, to join 

them in confessing our sin and accept the mercy of God, or to take 

into our own hands our own judgment.  This is what Jonah did.  He 

asked to die because God would not march to his cadences.  Some 

of us are more subtle.  We turn our anger inwardly and kill the 

special person within us whom God loves and calls. 

The story ends with an angry Jonah arguing with God.  Surely, 

God has the right to be angry with him, but instead God offered pity.  

God is outrageously persistent.  And that is where the story ends, 

abruptly.  God says, "Should I not pity 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?"vii  What Nineveh 

needed, Jonah needed too.  But his superiority and narrow 

judgmentalism left him bereft of the knowledge that he would be 

judged and needed forgiveness too. 

Are we Jonah?  Is the church Jonah judging and rejecting 

those around it who are different, those who are in need?  Are we 

better than others and do we desire the worst for them?  As 

individuals, are we Jonah, judgmental, superior?  Is our country 

Jonah? 

What Jonah's response to God was, we do not know, but in 

Michelangelo's painting in the Sistine Chapel the most glowing 

countenance of the prophets, patriarchs and apostles belongs to 
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Jonah.  Could it be that Jonah finally came to know the grace of God 

he had struggled so vainly to resist?  Did he finally give up his 

power struggle with God and receive the real power of God's love in 

his life?  And what about us?  Our story is not yet over.  It's 

ending is still to be written.  Is our power struggle over?  Have we 

submitted to the power of God and received the power of love in our 

lives?  Are we running alone or are we running with God?  "Follow 

me," Jesus said.  "And I will make you fishers of humankind."  So 

may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 
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