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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty,

Credo for Catholic Times January 26th 2002, Fr Francis Marsden

Jonah and the Ninevites

This weekend’s first reading is taken from the Book of Jonah, which appears in the Sunday lectionary up only once every three years. Jonah ranks as a minor prophets. The whole narrative totals only 48 verses and 1250 words – shorter than this article! 

The six verses (3:1-5,10) we hear today cast the prophet in a heroic and righteous light. Jonah receives his orders from the Lord “a second time.”  He executes them with precision and success. We unfortunately miss the message of the rest of the book, that the prophet is the most unconverted person in the whole story. It is an entertaining and instructive parable of delicious irony.

The narrative begins when God calls Jonah to preach repentance to the city of Nineveh. “Set out for the great city of Nineveh, and preach against it; their wickedness has come up before me.” 

The ruins of Nineveh lie in northern Iraq, just across the River Tigris from the Kurdish oil-city of Mosul. The Medes and Babylonians destroyed Nineveh 612 BC and subjugated the Assyrian Empire. The text of Jonah dates most probably from the fourth century BC, after the exile, so it rates as didactic fiction rather than strict history.

For the Jews, Nineveh was not their favourite summer resort. As the capital of  Assyria, it had been the city to which Jewish prisoners and loot had been taken in 721 BC, when the Assyrians occupied the northern Kingdom of Israel and Samaria. 

It was a city of violence and immorality. Most preachers today would be dismayed if God ordered us to go to Beijing or Pyongyang and menace the communist rulers with destruction if they did not renounce State atheism. Jonah’s commission is rather like asking a Jew to go and preach in 1938 Nuremberg. No, Lord, please find someone else!

Jonah’s reaction - to try to escape from Yahweh – is therefore hardly surprising. He hurried down to the port in Joppa (by Tel-Aviv today) and bought a one-way passage to Tarshish. Many scholars have identified Tarshish with the Phoenician colony of Tartessos, near Cadiz on the Atlantic coast of Spain. A safe distance, hopes Jonah, from both Nineveh and Yahweh. May the Lord recruit some other prophet for his dirty work!

Jonah had ignored one fact: you can’t run away from God. Yahweh unleashes a great storm. The sailors are pagans, but God-fearing men. First they throw the cargo overboard, then they resort to prayer. They wake Jonah too: “Get up! Call on your god! Perhaps he will spare us a thought and not leave us to die.”
The furious storm continues unabated, so the sailors in terror draw lots to see who is responsible for bringing this disaster upon the ship. The lot falls to Jonah, and he has to explain that he is a Hebrew, who has disobeyed Yahweh. “Take me, and throw me into the sea, and it will grow calm for you.” After a last desperate attempt to row to shore, they chuck him overboard. Seized with dread of Yahweh for taking Jonah’s life (so they think), they offer sacrifice and make vows to Him.

The Lord, however, is standing by, ready with one of his creatures. Jonah is swallowed by the sea-monster. He goes down into darkness. There is something about resisting God’s will that always brings darkness and turmoil. After three days and three nights, Yahweh has a word with the fish, and it vomits up our reluctant prophet. He had proved a sour dish, even to a whale. Jesus referred to this tale as a symbol of His own death and resurrection 

Although the Jonah story is not necessarily historical, the US Navy apparently has records of a sailor who had a similar experience, swallowed and later spat out by a whale and lived. His hair was gone, his eyes bulged and his skin was bleached. Jonah must have looked quite a sight to the Ninevites!

A second time God commands Jonah to preach to the Ninevites. Now he knows better than to run away. He has learnt to be obedient. “Nineveh was a city great beyond compare, it took three days to cross it.”  . . the size of Greater London or Los Angeles?  Actually, it proves that the author didn’t know the historical Nineveh.

“Only forty days more, and Nineveh is going to be destroyed,” rants Jonah. He is not at all compassionate toward his hearers. He doesn’t mention the possibility of repentance. Probably he enjoys being the prophet of their doom, like those angry men with their sandwich boards. 

Nevertheless, to his amazement, “the people of Nineveh believed in God; they proclaimed a fast and did penance.” Even the King joined in, clothed himself in sackcloth and ashes, and enforced a city-wide fast by decree. The disaster is averted: “God saw their efforts to renounce their evil behaviour. And God relented: He did not inflict on them the disaster which He had threatened.” 

So the Lord was pleased, the Ninevites were pleased. Only one person was disappointed – the prophet Jonah. Jonah hated Ninevites. He didn’t want them to repent, he wanted to see their city destroyed. He objected to the depth of the Divine Mercy. Like many Jews, he felt that God’s forgiveness was exclusively for them, not for the unclean pagans. He had an attitude problem.

He was afraid of the mercy of God, not because of its scarcity, but because of its abundance! He had wanted the pagans to receive their come-uppance, not a general absolution. He is not proud of his Prophet of the Year award. Like a spoilt schoolboy, he goes into a massive sulk.

Trekking out east of the city, he builds a little shelter, and sits down to watch, still hoping for a sulphur and brimstone fireworks show. Perhaps he thinks the repentance won’t last. These Ninevites will be back to their old ways in no time. God has another lesson to teach Jonah.

“Yahweh God arranged that a castor-oil plant should grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head and soothe his ill-humour; Jonah was delighted at the castor-oil plant.” However, the next day, the plant has withered, and Jonah is furious again. “You are only upset about a castor-oil plant which cost you no labour,” God tells him . . And am I not to feel sorrow for Nineveh the great city, in which there are more than 120,000 people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, to say nothing of all the animals?”
God cares for the pagans, as well as for His chosen people. The time is growing short, the world as we know it is passing away, writes St Paul (1 Cor 7:29-31). Jesus’ basic message as presented in the Gospel (Mark 1:14-20) is the same as Jonah’s: “The time has come, and the Kingdom of God is close at hand. Repent, and believe the Good News.”
This proclamation of the kingdom is the third of the new luminous Mysteries of the Rosary. The call to conversion is a call we need to hear each day. As John Wesley cried: “I went to America to convert the Indians; but oh, who shall convert me?”  (Journal 1738)

Each evening with an examination of conscience, we are invited to reflect upon our response to the daily call to conversion. The Gospel gives us a blessed assurance of salvation, but it allows no room for presumption, assuming that all is fine when it is not. “The time has come.” In the Hail Mary we mention the two moments that matter: now, and at the hour of our death.

The greatest tragedy in the world is not war or famine, but the death of people who reject God. The Father does not desire that people suffer the results of their own choices, although He respects our choices. He sends prophets like Jonah, apostles like Paul, and His divine Son Jesus to convince us to let Him into our lives. 

St Augustine defined sin as “Aversio a Deo, conversio ad creaturam” – turning away from God and turning towards a creature. Repentance is the opposite of this.

Shakespeare also knew well that repentance requires more than words. In his tragedy “Hamlet,” Claudius murders his own brother in order to marry his sister-in-law and win the throne of Denmark. At one point he attempts to pray, but realizes he must first ask forgiveness. Words, however, are not enough: 

“My fault is past. But, O, what form of prayer
Can serve my turn? 'Forgive me my foul murder'?
That cannot be; since I am still possess'd
Of those effects for which I did the murder,
My crown, mine own ambition and my queen.”

There must be reparation. No one can repent yet still cling to ill-gotten gains. Like many people today, King Claudius was spiritually paralysed, “My words fly up, my thoughts remain below: Words without thoughts never to heaven go.” This weekend, it is the Ninevites – or should we call them Iraqis? – who give us the example of repentance.

