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SUMMARY: JONAH’S TARSHISH DELUSION 
(Jonah selection. 1:1-17; 2:10) 

 

Last week the Rev Heather Burton highlighted the prejudice of Jonah that dissuaded him 
from speaking the truth of God’s will to the people of Nineveh. Jonah had no use for the 
people of that city! Nineveh was this sprawling metropolis, fabulously wealthy and beautiful, 
but also quite Godless and evil in the eyes of God’s people – certainly in Jonah’s eyes. 
 

It was known in ancient literature as ‘Sin City’ which - in his opinion - deserved only to be 
overthrown and destroyed. According to one onlinei blog ‘Nineveh was known for being 
great, lawless, and ruined. Greek literary giants like Herodotus and Aristotle catalog its 
sinfulness, describing the debauchery of Sardanapalus, its legendary last king, a hedonistic 
& decadent figure who spent his life in self-indulgence and died in an orgy of destruction. 
 

And so when Jonah felt God’s urging for him to go there to call those people to repentance 
so that they too could come to know God’s love and purposes for their lives – he wanted 
none of it! They didn’t deserve it! 
 

Heather drew parallels to how we still tend to carry biases like that. We all nurture those 
unhelpful stereotypes whom we too would like just to write off as being unredeemable, 
unlovable, certainly unworthy of our care. She spoke of how Anglophones tend to do that to 
Francophone Canada. As do the Francophones regarding the Anglophones. Coming from 
Eastern Canada, Heather admitted how she had been guilty of doing that – and at one time 
tending to dismiss all of Alberta as being somehow one homogenous bloc. But then, we were 
reminded, of course, once we push through our unhelpful prejudices and stereotypes we 
discover that everywhere, there are all sorts of ordinary and wonderful and complex people, 
like ourselves. And also, that God loves them – and everyone and everything - equally! We 
especially discover how it’s WE who, like Jonah, are the ones so quickly guilty of 
building walls of exclusivist and indignant superiority, not God! 
 

This week, I’m wanting to stay with that powerful lesson as we continue to learn from this 
troubled prophet, this Jonah who initially tried so hard to worm his way out of what he knew 
he had been given by God to do! I’d like us to think about the extent to which we tend at 
times also to try to worm our way out from what we know God wants of us!  
 

Instead of going to Nineveh as instructed by God, we read of how Jonah chose immediately 
to set off to Tarshish. While we know that Nineveh was an actual place – history as well as 
archaeological study is less clear about Tarshish. There are different theories which give it an 
almost mythical status. Some believe that it existed in the middle of the Mediterranean, 
somewhere near Crete, or perhaps Sardinia. Others believe that it was somewhere even 
further west in southern Spain, off the eastern coast of the Iberian Peninsula. 
 

The point is that even if it was an actual place – and that it was almost certainly some 180 
degrees in the opposite direction from where Jonah knew he was being sent – out at the very 
furthest point of the then known world of the Mediterranean. IT WAS VERY FAR AWAY 
FROM WHERE HE KNEW HE NEEDED TO BE!  
 



We do that. It’s not that we don’t know what to do or where to go. It’s that we are 
looking for an excuse NOT to do it or go there! It’s our own reluctance to push beyond the 
delusion of our prejudice and comfort zones that stop us. Someone should tell us that 
whatever fantastic Tarshishes we may be fabricating for our Christian faith, that they are just 
that – fantasy! Fabrication! Delusion! 
 

To the extent that we are given to believe in God, so we are coming increasingly to know that 
God is good, just, loving, healing. Made in God’s image, God has filled us and all creation 
with that same stuff which is the essence of God’s character. There is goodness and life and 
light and healing and hope and beauty, everywhere. While we may know that there is also 
darkness, we believe that the whole point of Jesus Christ was/is to stop us EVER from being 
defined by only that and, instead, to come back to knowing and living into all of the sacred 
holiness that is ours to begin with. That’s true for us, and we know that that is true for all of 
creation. Our coming back to living within an awareness of that beautiful truth is God’s 
mission. Fulfilling THAT mission is why we as the church exist. 
 

But people don’t know that. As Christ-followers, we are the Jonah’s being sent out to the 
Ninevehs of wherever people have stopped living with that awareness, calling them to come 
back to living into what God intends for them and for us all to know, and to be. It’s 
invariably just those most unlovable ones that have God’s most directed attention - the very 
ones that we tend to dismiss/ write off! 
 

Who are those people that you most struggle to go to with God’s message of reconciling 
love and healing hope? Challenging Nineveh people? How have you tended to reframe 
your to make Christianity something smaller, easier, more formulaic, less demanding? 
 

I remember reading Eugene Peterson’s extended commentaryii on Jonah entitled ‘Under the 
Unpredictable Plant’, which he subtitled: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness’ . He wrote 
against the Tarshish journeys of our imaginations – calling them ‘spiritual monkey glands’ 
marketed by the unscrupulous wanting to profit from our evasion tactics.  
 

I’m not sure about my faith in making New Year’s Resolutions - we all make them and break 
them so easily - but let’s be very specific as we find ourselves coming already to the end of 
the first month of 2021. May we understand that our faith isn’t about any of the ethereal 
Tarshish delusions we make up but about who Jesus Christ is and what Jesus Christ 
makes us actually to be and to do. We are all so deeply loved, but we are loved for a 
purpose! Let’s resolve to be the Christ-followers that we actually KNOW we are called 
to be, and – like Jonah - are even now still being commissioned to be. 
 

This year, risk going there. Risk being about God’s business, God’s agenda & God’s 
purposes - whatever it is, and wherever it may lead. 
 

Rev Robin Jacobson 
 

 
i Bible Odyssey https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/places/related-articles/nineveh-as-sin-city 
ii 1992 Wm. B. Eerdemans Publishing Co. 


