16th August 2009 

Jonah 1:4-16

Today we re-join our reluctant prophet, Jonah as he sets off on his futile journey running away from God. God is of course way ahead of him but Jonah has yet to find that out!

I have really enjoyed digging around in one of my favourite Old Testament books this week. Jonah is a beautifully constructed narrative, symmetrical in form, using no more language than is absolutely necessary. When we really look at the words the writer used and the pattern of the sentences we can get a better idea of what was important to him (or her?) and the first hearers of the story. 
We can pick out significance in the storytelling from the words that have been repeated in the Hebrew and I’ll point some of them out along the way.
We left Jonah last week aboard his ship bound for Tarshish. I can almost see him, heaving a great sigh of relief as the ship leaves the harbour. By going to the furthest edge of the known world, surely he would be safe from the God whose prophet he purported to be?

Or perhaps not! God is an active character in the whole book of Jonah. He controls and intervenes in nature – storm, fish, vine, worm and wind- showing His authority over
His creation. So, poor Jonah and his shipmates are treated to a terrifying display of divine power. 

The NIV is a little less colourful in its language than the Hebrew. God didn’t just send a storm – he hurled one!
The word in v4  translated first as great and then as violent is a word which occurs 14 times in the Hebrew book. It can also be translated as mighty and has connotations of high status. So God threw the king of all storms at that ship and its terrified crew.

I have been fascinated by the sailors this week. Rabbinic tradition holds that all seventy of the known nations of the ancient world were on that ship so the sailors and their gods are pitted against Jonah and Israel’s God. I’d like to come back to this idea that the sailors are representative of the world so please do keep that in your mind as we go through the story.

Faced with the storm the sailors pray to their own pagan gods.
 Practical measure are also taken – they lighten the ship, throwing the cargo overboard – and it’s the same word used of God throwing the storm at the sea.

Meanwhile, our fugitive is nowhere to be seen. He has gone down into the hold and is fast asleep. This is where my geekiness for Hebrew word patterns goes into overdrive. This is the third time that Jonah has “gone down” since verse 3. The verb was used as Jonah went down to Joppa and then down to the ship (NIV translates as “went aboard”) The third descent is into the hold of the ship. The opposite of descent is of course ascent and that is the verb used of “going up to Jerusalem” and “going up to the Temple” to the presence of YHWH. The writer is leaving us in no doubt that Jonah is attempting to go in the opposite direction from the presence of God.
Jonah is woken from his slumber by the Captain who orders him to get up and pray. The Captain uses the same verb that God used to Jonah in verse 1 so we might now get a sense of the urgency of God’s initial command. “Get up right now! Lives are depending on you!”
Jonah, prophet of YHWH gets up but says nothing. We are not told he prays. Jonah the silent prophet who does not pray. Another image I’d like to come back to.
The storm is apparently not easing in spite of desperate entreaties to various gods because the sailors decide to find out if someone on board is the cause of their trouble. Casting lots was a common way of discerning the will of the gods in the ancient world. 

It is Jonah on whom the lot falls.

Putting myself in his place, I can imagine that horrible sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as the realisation hit him that God cannot be fled from, no matter how hard one tries. From the sailors’ many questions in verse 8, perhaps we can speculate that Jonah had not been entirely honest as he bought his passage. Now, however, was not the time for lies, and so Jonah finally speaks in the central verse of the chapter.  
v9 “I am a Hebrew. And I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 

A confession of faith from the silent prophet!  (Describing himself as a Hebrew would have been how Israel was known to its neighbours.) 
Rather than pagan deities who were local, this God is the creator of all things and the sailors’ fear is increased. (v10) They don’t just have the storm to worry about now. The God of all gods is now a pressing concern.
In v10, it’s rendered as a question in the NIV, but it’s really more of an exclamation – “What on earth have you done!” Are they more aware than Jonah that running from God is futile? Or is the presence of the storm a clearer indication to them than to Jonah that God is displeased?

As the waves increase in size and the wind in ferocity, they ask Jonah what they should do to make the sea calm once more.

His answer is another confession – “this is my fault and God will calm the sea if you throw me in”.

(The same word used when God hurled the storm at the sea and the sailors hurled the cargo overboard.) Jonah is effectively telling the sailors to hand him over to God. Realising at last that he is God’s servant and must bend to His will, Jonah is now prepared to face death.

Interestingly the sailors are very reluctant to go through with this plan. Instead they dig their oars into the sea and try to make for shore where perhaps Jonah could safely disembark. They got nowhere and at last they give in. But before they carry out a desperate act of what looked to them like murder, they pray to the God of Israel for mercy.

v14 “O LORD, please do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O LORD have done as you pleased.” 
Yes, they are trying to absolve themselves of the blame if Jonah dies, but are they not also sincerely looking to do God’s will, acknowledging Him as sovereign in these matters of life and death? 

Having divested themselves of the fugitive by hurling him overboard (same word!) the sea immediately grew calm. V16.tells us that as a result the men feared YHWH and worshipped him. The sailors are portrayed as men who come to know God’s power for themselves and respond to it. We have no idea what later becomes of them but an encounter with the living God does not usually leave people unchanged.
I said earlier I’d like to come back to the sailors and to Jonah.
If we take the sailors as representing the people of the world, and Jonah, continuing Bob’s allegory of last week as the people of Israel (and by extension the Church) what is our passage saying to us today?

Let’s look at the sailors – the people of the world. They are open to the possibility of God. When in trouble, they pray. They seek the prayers of others. These are not men entirely ignorant of spiritual things. Their faith might be misplaced but they have a spiritual life. They are also practical, taking action when they are threatened, and working together for the common good. They are humane, and do their best to avoid throwing Jonah overboard. The sailors showed much more concern for Jonah’s life than Jonah did for the people of Nineveh. 

In short, they appear to fear God more than His prophet.

This passage has been a cautionary tale for me this week. It inverts the usual characters of the “righteous prophet” and the “evil people”. The sailors are the outsiders, those who do not know God, and Jonah is the insider, the one who does. Or is supposed to. 
Let’s look at the prophet more closely. In chapter one, Jonah tries to flee from God, he does not appear to utter a word of prayer, and only owns up to the crew after he has been found out by the casting of lots. He is able to talk about God but his faith seems empty words. Remember the warning in James 2:26 “faith without deeds is dead.” Jonah’s faith is resuscitated in this chapter, but we who know the end of the story know that he has further to go on his faith journey. God has other lessons for him – and us.
As we turn our ears to listen for the Cry of Kempshott in the autumn, this story warns me that I am not to be like Jonah. My faith must have deep roots, and deeds to match my words. I must pray, speaking TO God as well as ABOUT Him. Just as no-one escapes God’s love (not even the Ninevites), no-one escapes His tasks, and we too might be reluctant to carry out His will. Will we run? How far?
As we listen to Kempshott’s cry I am to remember that many people in the world, like the sailors will have a spirituality. People will almost certainly have prayed when in trouble, and be thankful for the prayers of others. And we will probably find concern “out there” for many of the same problems that vex us. This is not an “us and them” situation. We are in this community and this world together. 
God is already listening to the cry of Kempshott, and we must not be surprised to encounter His presence there among people we think might not know him. We who know God must be wary of falling into Jonah’s ways and leaving faithful response to others.  For there is nowhere that God is not, as Jonah will certainly teach us. Just as the sailors had an encounter with the living God and went on to worship him, can we become that encounter for our neighbours, always remembering that everyone is known and precious to God already.
To quote Archbishop Rowan;
“Every object or person we encounter is in a relationship with God before they’re in a relationship of any kind with us. And if that doesn’t make us approach the world and other people with reverence and amazement, I don’t know what will.” (Tokens of Trust p 35)

The pattern of Jonah, chapter 1:

A Introduction—Jonah flees the Lord (1:3)

B The Lord hurts the storm (1:4)

C The sailors pray and act (1:5b)

D Jonah acts (1:5c)

E The sailors question Jonah (1:6-8)

F Jonah speaks (1:9)

E1 The sailors question Jonah(1:10,11)

D1 Jonah responds (1:11)

C1 The sailors act (1:13,14)

B1 The sailors hurl Jonah and the storm ends (1:15) 

A1 Conclusion—the sailors fear the Lord (1:16)
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