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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

3rd Sunday after Epiphany; January 21st, 2018 

“Jonah – the Prophet in his own employ” 

~~~~~~~~ 

As prophets go, Jonah is comic relief.  Jonah is to prophetic 

literature what Inspector Cluseau is to crime drama; he is the 

bungler who gets the case solved in spite of himself.  I can 

almost imagine Jonah asking the street vendor with the dancing 

monkey... do you have a licence for your monkey.  Jonah is 

hardly a towering figure in his speech or actions; yet, the impact 

of Jonah’s message on the people of Nineveh is wildly 

successful – much to Jonah’s dismay.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jonah resisted the call of God upon him.  Even the true 

prophets – not the Inspector Cluseau prophets – did the same.  

Moses was resistant to God’s call for him to speak to Pharaoh 

and to lead the Hebrew people to freedom.  Moses was not 

confident in his ability to speak well and to be persuasive with 

the power elite in Egypt.  Elijah, the great prophet of the Lord, 

fled from the wrath of Ahab because he was afraid of what 

would happen to him.  Jeremiah recoiled from prophesying to 

the nations declaring himself too young for such a lofty and 

frightening mission.  Amos and Isaiah found the messages they 

were called to preach too dreadful to announce, and they 

resisted God’s call upon their lives.  There is a long history in 

prophetic literature of the prophets resisting God’s call.  Jonah, 

however, is unique in his reason for fleeing to Tarshish away 

from the Lord’s presence, and we will get to Jonah’s reason in 

just a moment.   

~~~~~~~~ 
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One thing I remember about my graduation from Vanderbilt 

Divinity School gets to the unique reason Jonah resisted the call 

of God upon his life.  The graduation speaker was the Dean of 

the Divinity School, Jack Forstman.  In his address to the 

graduating class, a lengthy speech, I remember exactly one line.  

This one line has rattled around in my brain and heart enough 

that you get to hear it again and again.  Dean Forstman said to 

this class of would-be ministers, theologians: Be careful what 

you say, someone will believe you. 

 

This admonition seemed appropriate for would-be ministers of 

the gospel and for anybody else.  Our speech, our 

proclamations will have impact on somebody.  The things that 

we say matter – particularly if we are in positions of authority, 

which all of us are in some way or another.  Teachers, 

preachers, parents, grandparents, friends, advisors, confidants, 

etc...  our words and declarations have impact on those around 

us.  That was Dean Forstman’s message that day in 1986, and I 

believed him.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jonah resisted God’s call upon his life not because he was afraid 

that no one would believe him but because he was sure they 

would believe him and then turn to God and receive mercy.  

Jonah did not want God to spare the lives of the people of 

Nineveh; Jonah hated the people of Nineveh and wanted them 

all dead, everyone and all the animals too.  Jonah wanted God 

to rain down terror upon the people of this Assyrian town 

because they were the sworn enemies of the Hebrew people.  

Jonah did not desire mercy; Jonah desired vengeance.  So, 

when the people – from the King down to every animal – fasted 
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and put on sackcloth and then when God decided to spare the 

people, Jonah revealed his true reason for resisting God’s call.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jonah said to God:   

O Lord!  Is not this what I said while I was still in my own 

country?  That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; 

for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow 

to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to 

relent from punishing.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jonah wanted God to be an extension of his own ego needs.  

Jonah wanted a God fashioned after himself.  Jonah wanted a 

God that would be the enforcer of Jonah’s own sense of who 

should be given mercy and who should be dealt with harshly.  

Jonah, the prophet of the Lord, wanted to be the Lord.   

~~~~~~~~ 

In a winter time edition of the Georgia Tech Magazine (2003) 

there is an interview with Warren Buffett, the great stock market 

investor.  In that interview he recounts a time when he went to 

Harvard to give a talk.  He told the students at Harvard that 

each one of them should go to work for whomever you admire 

the most.  Two weeks later, Mr. Buffett said, I got a call from 

the dean who asked – “What did you tell those kids?”  Mr. 

Buffett told the dean – “I told them to work for whomever they 

admired most.”  The dean said, “That explains it.  They’re all 

becoming self-employed.”   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jonah wanted to work for the one he admired most.  Jonah 

wanted to work for himself and to place God in his employ.  

Jonah saw the world in black and white, good and evil, right and 
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wrong, and God’s job – given to God by Jonah – was clean and 

simple.  The Hebrew people are good and everyone else is 

expendable.  This was uncomplicated, but when God started to 

muddy the water with mercy for those outside the 

neighborhood, Jonah went up on a hill to pout.  Jonah wanted 

God to take his life because he just could not live in a world 

where mercy prevails over justice.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Now Jonah was right to be indignant toward the people of 

Nineveh.  They were an evil people bent on doing evil things.  

The leadership exploited the poor and the nation conquered the 

weak.  They were a people who needed to repent of their ways 

of violence and domination.  They were a people who needed 

to put away their childish ways of bullying the rest of the world.  

They were a people easy to hate because of the oppression they 

brought to the Israelites and to the other small nations of their 

surrounding world.  Jonah had good reason to distrust them and 

to wish for their destruction.  Yet, God had a different plan.  

God was ready to be merciful to them as they unlocked their 

fists and extended their hands in prayer for forgiveness.   

 

And that was the rub for Jonah.  God was not the God of 

vengeance that Jonah wanted.  God was not the sole possession 

of the people of Israel as Jonah understood God to be.  God was 

and is the God of all people, and God was and is slow to anger 

and steadfast in mercy for all.   

~~~~~~~~ 

This week I heard an interview with Christian Picciolini, author 

of the book Romantic Violence: Memoirs of an American 

Skinhead and co-founder of a group called “Life After Hate.”  
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Mr. Picciolini was recruited into the White Supremacists 

movement as a 14 year old and quickly rose in leadership.  He 

formed a white-power punk band and recruited through music 

and other methods many new members into the movement.  

The birth of his children, making eye-contact with a black boy 

he almost beat to death, and getting to know Jews, same-gender 

couples, Hispanic people, and African Americans through a 

record store he founded all lead to his conversion away from the 

White supremacist movement.  It is a fascinating interview by 

Dave Davies on the show Fresh Air (1.18.18).    

 

Two things that struck me about Mr. Picciolini in this interview 

as it relates to this sermon on Jonah.  One, he continues to try to 

make amends for the hate he grew in the world.  He mentions 

in the interview with real sadness that he found out that his 

former band – known as “White American Youth” (W.A.Y.) 

was influential to the young man in Charleston, SC, Dylann 

Roof, who killed the folks attending Bible Study at the A.M.E. 

church there.  Mr. Piccioline sees every day the power of his 

former words – someone believed him and did unspeakable evil.   

 

The other thing I see is that Mr. Picciolini has moved from a 

place where goodness and mercy are not confined to one race or 

one narrow group.  He has come to realize that we are one in 

our diversity and stronger by the differences if we can see in one 

another our common humanity.  And he trusts that his words 

will matter with those stuck in the movement.  He wants to 

bring others out and into the truth of compassion and love and 

into one human family.  

~~~~~~~~ 
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May we always be about the work of using our words and 

actions to create a place of welcome for all people, a place of 

diversity, a place where generosity and mercy provide shade for 

all God’s children.  Amen. 


