There is nothing small about the book of Jonah except the number of chapters. It will only take you 10 minutes to read it through. Everything else in the book is however very big. It is a book famously with a big fish in it and there is something of a fisherman's tale about the whole story. But there is also a big storm at sea and there is a very big city, so big in fact is the city that we are told it would take you three days to walk from one end of it to the other and the big city has a name: Nineveh. Now to understand the story of Jonah we need to understand something about the city of Nineveh. Nineveh is the capital city of the mighty Assyrian Empire established as the capital by the wonderfully named Assyrian Emperor,  Sennacharib. The Assyrians ruled the Middle East about 1400 years ago; they were the superpower and they were ruthless and brutal and Israel, like many of the surrounding nations, found themselves practically enslaved to this highly militarised and predatory Empire. And at the very heart of that empire sits the great city of Nineveh, like other dreadful cities of the night in the Bible, Sodom and Gomorrah, Babylon and Rome, it is a deadly, glittering and fearful place. So when God says to Jonah in the story, "Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it" it is an invitation for  the prophet to pay a visit to the courts of hell – it is an invitation to Frodo Baggins to enter the gates of Mordor or, more seriously, for a Jewish Rabbi to preach against Berlin when under the sway of the Nazis. To Jonah, Nineveh is his enemy and the home of his enemies and if we want to understand what he and his people think about Nineveh we need to turn to the writings of another prophet called Nahum who wrote this about "the great city"
Woe to the city of blood, 
full of lies, 
full of plunder, 
never without victims! 
 The crack of whips, 
the clatter of wheels, 
galloping horses 
and jolting chariots! 
 Charging cavalry, 
flashing swords 
and glittering spears! 
Many casualties, 
piles of dead, 
bodies without number, 
people stumbling over the corpses— 
all because of the wanton lust of a prostitute, 
alluring, the mistress of sorceries, 
who enslaved nations by her prostitution 
and peoples by her witchcraft.

You get the picture. Nineveh is not Jonah's favourite place. But that is where God wants Jonah to go - to Nineveh, to the enemy, to that great city.

But Jonah doesn't want to go to Nineveh which, given all that I have said, may come as no great surprise. But Jonah isn't frightened of Nineveh. He's a Israelite, he hates Nineveh, he would like to see nothing more than that great city come under the judgement of God for its sinfulness and idolatry. Jonah would like to be the agent of God's righteous wrath and see piles of dead bodies in the streets. Jonah longs for justice and the vengeance for the humiliation his people and the pride of the Assyrian Empire and this longing comes from the heart of a people who have got a jackboot on their neck. And if we think we are any better then think how quickly vengeful feelings can well up in us, especially if we feel humiliated. There was plenty of that around 10 years ago after 9/11 and was plenty of that around this August after the riots. I'll be honest, I felt it too. These people (it's always "these people", not people like me) should be punished and punished hard for what they have done. Lock 'em up and throw away the key. No, we misunderstand Jonah if we think he's frightened of going to Nineveh. He's not running away from the Assyrian king. He's running away from God. But why? Why would a prophet of God want to run away from God?
The answer to that question is found at the beginning of the passage from Jonah we heard read to us this morning. Jonah tries to run away, he takes a ship from Tarshish heading in the opposite direction but God hounds him, chases him, catches him. God sends a storm and some nervous sailors and a great big fish and so Jonah is vomited up onto the dry land and sent again to that great city of Nineveh. And Jonah this time does what he's told and he goes into the city and he preaches for all he's worth. "40 more days and Nineveh will be overturned," he cries. And then he stands there in the middle of that roiling and dreadful city and he waits for the thunderbolts to fall. But instead the people of Nineveh hear the message and repent of their wickedness and their idolatry and this news reaches the King and he too puts on sackcloth and sits in the dust and says he's sorry. This is an extravagant story, nothing happens by halves in the book of Jonah. The King decrees, "do not let any man or beast taste anything: do not let them eat or drink. But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God."  Notice, even the beasts have to get involved in this repenting. Imagine all the cows and goats and sheep wearing sackcloth coats and repenting of their beastly sins! And Jonah waits and waits and there is no thunderbolt, no casualties, no dead bodies and he realises that God is not following the script. "When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon the destruction he had threatened."

Jonah is furious. Jonah is -  how shall I put it politely?  - mightily hacked off. This is why he refused to go to Nineveh. Nineveh is saved, its king and its people and even its sackcloth wearing cattle. "But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. "Oh Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? This is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live." He says to God, in effect, "I knew you'd do something like that." Jonah didn't want the Ninevites to have the chance to change and be forgiven. He wouldn't go to Nineveh because he wanted to see the bodies in the streets, he wanted vengeance and judgement. Jonah wouldn't go to Nineveh because he suspected that God might start all that forgiving nonsense. He suspected that God might do something for which we must use the word grace. But where is the justice in that? These Ninevites are part of a wicked and violent Empire. They are the enemy. What business has God extending his graceful love and compassion and forgiveness to "these peaple"? Jonah would rather die than admit that God might forgive even his enemies. Jonah would rather die than admit that he too might also be called to love his enemies. We all of us have built-in sense of what is and isn't fair, especially as it affects us. The gospel of grace is very difficult for us to accept; that God might love our enemies as much as he loves us is a hard truth to hear. That we might be a blessing to our enemies and not their downfall sticks in the craw.  Everything in the book of Jonah is big and there is nothing bigger than the heart of God and the extent of his grace and compassion.

Jonah meanwhile goes into a massive sulk. He sits in a shelter east of the city and waits in the dust and heat. What is he waiting for? For God to change his mind? For God to do the right thing and do a bit of old fashioned smiting? For God to see sense? Even in the shelter that Jonah has made for himself, it's hot and God sends a vine to grow to give his prophet shade but the next day a worm comes and chews the vine and so it dies and Jonah starts to feel faint under the beating sun. He's angry again "Angry enough to die" because it's really hot sitting there waiting for God to do the right thing and he's feeling very uncomfortable. And God says, Jonah, "you have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than 120,000 people who cannot tell their right hand from their left and many cattle as well (don't forget the cattle!). Should I not be concerned about that great city?" It is as though God says, "Just look at yourself. You feel more outrage at the death of a pot plant and you do the potential destruction of thousands. Do you think that perhaps you've got things a little out of perspective?" Just look yourself. We can get so het up about being kept waiting on the phone by a call centre, being passed over for promotion at work, getting cut up in traffic, losing our place in the queue and, all the while, millions starve, thousands die in warfare, and many are just so lost and lonely they don't know their right hand from their left and it barely registers because we are consumed by the little slights and injustices that are a routine part of modern life. Just look at yourself! I said that everything in the book of Jonah is on a big scale. That's not quite true because Jonah's vision of himself and God is much, much too small. God wants Jonah to have a big vision of the world. A vision in which sworn enemies learn to forgive one another and be reconciled. A vision in which are a blessing to our enemies and where we are loved and love one another not because of what we deserve but because we are all God's children.
When Jonah says, "I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity" it is an accusation against God. When we turn that accusation into a song of praise then it becomes a vision that can transform our lives. What happened to Jonah, I wonder? We don't know. It's a wonderful story and  Jonah's fate is left hanging in the air. Did he sit there until he shrivelled up in the heat or did he grasp that big vision of abounding love and compassion? As far as Jonah is concerned, we are left with the question. As far as we're concerned, well, we're left with the question too.
