Psalm 62:5-12
Jonah 3:1-5,10, 4:1-5
January 31, 2020
“A Whale of a Problem”

“You’ve got to be taught to hate and fear.  You’ve got to be taught from year to year.  It’s got to be drummed in your dear little ear.  You’ve got to be carefully taught.”  So, Rogers and Hammerstein reminded us in South Pacific about the tricky nature of wrestling with cultural differences.  But this principle extends well beyond the dispositions of our surroundings.  We are deeply impacted by life experience.  Our experience and our interpretation of events can lead us – without wanting to go there - to hate and fear.  I was once consumed by anger coaxing me on to hate when medical workers offering nothing but healing in the Middle East were murdered because of fear and ignorance.  Ten extraordinary people who only wanted to heal – and they were just gone.  I know how this works.  This is where it gets drummed in our dear little ear.  

Hatred is deep, real, and dangerous.  Hatred dehumanizes its object and is most dangerous when we find ways to make it feel honorable and righteous.  Beware the thoughts which tell you someone is your enemy.  Beware the impulse to threaten harm to those who appear to be standing in the way of what you want. It is way easier to start hating than it is to stop.  It is ridiculously easy to justify almost anything because of hate.  Hate drains life away.  

This is the dynamic of the book of Jonah - which we read from today.  Jonah hated the Ninevites.  They did not worship his God.  They had murdered his people.  They deserved the judgement of God.  One could genuinely say they deserved his hate and anything they got from God.  And then God called Jonah to go to that hellhole of a city filled with people who did not respect Jonah or Jonah’s God - to warn them of their impending doom.  

 My children used to watch, “Pinky and the Brain” – and whenever I hear “Pinky” I automatically add, “and the Brain.”  Even so, we can hardly say the name “Jonah” without adding “and the whale.”  But friends, the story is not about the fish!  That part of the story only happens because Jonah hates the people of Nineveh and knows God is merciful.  Jonah’s Odyssey calls in to question our attraction to hate.  Being certain we are justified wanting nothing less than the destruction of “the other” is where hatred leads us.  It leads to time in the belly of a large stinking fish.  It is not pleasant and doesn’t get us what we need.  

Jonah did everything to foil God’s mercy - and he failed.  Jonah did everything to put his self-righteousness before God’s purposes and all it did was make him miserable.  Jonah could not outrun God’s call.  Jonah could not hate more than God loved.  Jonah couldn’t accomplish the destruction of his enemies by believing they deserved it.  

Jonah gives them a halfhearted and obscure warning - and they repent. Darn them!  They take steps to change their ways and show God they are sorry...even the king goes along with them - something kings do not like to do.  The people of the city show us that greatness is found in repentance - choosing to respond to God – not in the trappings of this world.    

Just as God pursued Jonah and called him again and again...God doesn’t give up on us.  Jonah teaches us it is way too easy to hate.  And the stakes are too high to give in. But the good news of God today is neither we nor those we fear have been left to our own devices.  

The book of Jonah ends with a question.  It is an open-ended question which invites Jonah to move from self-righteous anger to a larger - even “divine” perspective.  Jonah has options - and the question is - what will he do with them?  We also have options.  What will we do with them?  We are invited to view the world and those with whom we live as those about whom God cares.  Even those we don’t like.  Even when they believe the wrong things.  Even when they annoy us.    

We’ve got a whale of a problem.  And that problem is hate.  But friends, nothing is impossible with God.  Let’s close our eyes - think of Jonah sitting on the hill overlooking the city filled with people he despised - whom God loved anyway.  Imagine the miracle of hearts softening, imagine new ways of seeing, listen for the word of the Lord as we softly sing with Jonah:  

“We’ve got to be taught to love not hate, we’ve got to be taught before it’s too late.  We’ve got to give others God’s healing embrace.  We’ve got to be carefully taught.”


