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We have heard a passage from the third chapter of the book of Jonah. This section follows the 
most well-known part of the story of Jonah, which is the part focussed on in Sunday School – 
the story of Jonah being swallowed by a big fish, or a whale, as we’ve interpreted it. The big 
fish, however, is less a whale and more of a red herring, in that it’s almost beside the point of 
the whole story. Let’s do a quick re-cap of that story, and also learn a bit about the city of 
Nineveh. 
 
Jonah’s story begins with God’s call to him to be a prophet to the Ninevites, to call them to turn 
to the Hebrew God and leave their sinful ways behind. 
 
Nineveh, through the eyes of this story and other allusions in scripture, is depicted as a place of 
sin and faithlessness. Beyond that, what do we know about it? Nineveh was one of the oldest 
and the largest city of the Assyrian Empire. It was a trade centre and commercial crossroads 
between east and west, and was situated east of Syria, almost in what is now known as Mosul, 
in Iraq. Nineveh was affluent, cultured and held in high regard according to most ancient texts 
other than its depiction here in the Jewish scriptures. It was a centre for the worship of the 
goddess Ishtar for at least 2 thousand years, which may account for its being frowned upon by 
the Hebrew people. And, of course, it was the centrepiece of the Assyrian Empire, which may 
also have fomented anger against it. In the wider ancient world, though, Nineveh had a 
reputation as a city of extraordinary beauty and high culture. In fact, there’s good evidence that 
it may have been the site of the Hanging Gardens, one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient 
world. 

But Nineveh is best known in Christian settings by the central role it plays in the Book of Jonah.  

So, back to Jonah’s story… when God gave Jonah instructions to go to Nineveh, Jonah was less 
than enthusiastic. He may never have visited there, he may never have known anyone who 
came from there, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that THOSE PEOPLE were not worth 
either his time or God’s. He was also very likely fearful of what might happen to him if he did go 
there. Would he be tarred and feathered, ridden out of town on a rail? Anything could happen. 

When Jonah’s message was heeded and the people, we’re told, changed their ways and turned 
in a different direction, Jonah was unwilling to accept their contriteness. He went off and sulked 
because his prejudices had been shattered. He knew who those Ninevites were and he was 
unwilling to think of them in any but negative terms. He begrudged God’s stretching out of 
arms to “those” people. While he had urged them to repent – to turn around – he was 
absolutely certain that they would not, and that he would be proven right in his reluctance go 
on this fool’s errand in the first place. He was not about to let go of his closely held biases 
quickly or easily. 

What might be our Ninevehs today? Who are the groups of people that we shy away from, 
those whom we know to be “different”, unworthy, and just plain wrong. My first thought is that 



 

 

if God were to call me to go to Washington, D.C. this week and speak calmness, kindness and 
love to those gathered there, I, like Jonah, would run the other way. “Not me, God!” 

Looking back to 25 years ago, as I was studying in seminary in Toronto, I was sent to Alberta to 
do my internship. I had requested Saskatchewan, because that’s where my mother grew up and 
where I had made wonderful childhood memories. Alberta, in my mind, was a totally different 
beast. I can remember wondering, as I drove west, just what I was getting myself into. How 
would I respond to “those Albertans,” conservative, oil rich and haters of eastern Canada. Well, 
as you can imagine, when the abstract became reality, I was reminded that one can’t lump 
people together and assume they are all the same. I had an amazing experience and met 
people from across the social, political and cultural spectrum. I came away with a much more 
nuanced view of Alberta. 

Flipping the example, I was born and spent the first 30 years of my life in Montreal. I know that 
there are still people in English Canada who would not want to move to Quebec, who see 
Quebecers through the same judging eyes that I first saw Albertans. We tend to set up 
stereotypes in our minds and act and speak out of those pre-conceived ideas. We tend to divide 
ourselves into “us” and “them”.  

Some decades ago, I was watching “60 Minutes” on television, a programme which I liked and 
which I thought presented a balanced view of many different situations. That is, until I saw an 
episode on Quebec. Two families were interviewed on that show, one, an anglophone family 
from Westmount, an English “bastion” in Montreal, and one, a francophone separatist family… 
from Quebec City, as I recall. The we/they dichotomy that came through in those interviews in 
no way reflected the reality that I lived. The segment served the purpose of showing 
polarization, divisiveness and division rather than the full spectrum of people and views that 
make up that province. Like my perspective on Alberta, like Jonah’s perspective on Nineveh, it 
was flawed and harmful, and rooted in an us/them mentality.  

In this bizarre time of separation and isolation, we have seen both the better and worse angels 
of our human nature come to the fore. We’ve seen selfishness, bigotry and blaming, and we’ve 
also seen amazing acts of selflessness, generosity, and caring for one another. We’re also 
recognizing our vulnerability and the fragility, not just of human life but of life on this planet. It 
certainly seems, as Paul said to the people of Corinth, that “the present form of this world is 
passing away.” What will the future bring? How will we repent, and what will that turning look 
like, for us, for humankind, for all of creation?    

In this Church season, we have been reminded that God has called us all beloved. God sees 
through the cultural assignations given to us to our essence, to who we are at our core. God 
sees not only what is but what can be. And God sees us in all our splendid, colourful diversity. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

I’d like to end with 2 verses of a poem written by former moderator Walter Farquharson: 

 

God of passages and journeys, 
God of pilgrimage and turnings, 

would you light your people’s way? 
For with fear and with misgiving, 
we approach the risks of living 

in a world not tuned to love. 
God of calling and of yearning, 
God of justice and of burning, 

would you call your people out? 
For with gifts and talents practised, 
by your Spirit’s grace made active, 

we may live with courage here. 

God of purpose and intention, 
God of dreaming and invention, 
would you fire a people’s will? 
For your world is full of hurting 

and disaster for us lurking 
distant from your good intent. 
God of joy and celebration, 
God of music and elation, 

would you join your people’s praise? 
‘til the hymns and prayers we’re offering, 

with our living and our giving, 
sing out with creation’s song. 

 


