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Sermon for August 28, 2022—“A Fish Story” 
Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time—Texts: Psalm 69:16-24; Jonah 3:1-5, 3:10–4:1 

Today I want to tell you a story about a prophet by the name of Jonah. Like all Bible 

stories, I think is has quite a bit to say to us. It’s one of those stories that cause us to 

wonder if it really happened the way that the Bible says it did. For that reason, and 

because it actually involves a fish, and a rather large one at that, I call it a fish story. 

Jonah was a man of faith a man who loved his God, and God’s people, yet Jonah got 

himself into a bit of trouble. It all began, as a lot of things do in the Bible, when the Word 

of God came to Jonah in a dream. In this dream, God told Jonah to leave Israel, and go to 

the great city of Nineveh—the capital of Assyria.  

Nineveh was an ancient city, built by the mighty hunter Nimrod, who was the great-

grandson of Noah. Nimrod, according to legend, also had built the Tower of Babel, doing 

so as an affront to God—wanting revenge against God for destroying so many people in 

the flood. 

Nimrod’s rebelliousness, and contempt for God, was stamped upon his city and his 

people. It was a den of iniquity, and the source of much suffering in the region. So God 

told Jonah to go and preach against the evil of Nineveh. He was to warn the people there 

that the city would be destroyed forty days after he arrived. As a man who hated evil, we 

might assume that he’d be willing to deliver this message of doom. But Jonah wants 

nothing to do with any of this. In fact, instead of answering God’s call, he tries to flee in 

the opposite direction.  

Instead of making the 500 mile trip eastward from Jerusalem, Jonah boards a merchant 

ship at the port of Joppa, and heads towards Tarshish, a city some 2,000 miles to the 

west. That’s right, Jonah ran away from God. My question is: Why? Why did Jonah do 

this? Why did he refuse to deliver God’s message to Nineveh?  

We might be tempted to think it was because Jonah didn’t want to see thousands of 

people die. But, as we shall see, this isn’t the case. Our fish story continues with Jonah at 

sea. The ship is caught in a storm so bad, that the ship begins to come apart at the seams. 

The sailors are terrified, each praying to his own god for salvation. 

They start throwing the cargo into the sea, hoping to lighten and therefore save the ship, 

but to no avail. The storm gets worse and it seems that the ship is about to break apart. 

The captain goes to ask Jonah to pray for the ship’s salvation but—to his horror finds 

Jonah fast asleep. 

Meanwhile, the desperate, and superstitious crew decides that someone on board must 

have made a god angry, and so they cast lots to determine who’s responsible. Guess who 

the lucky man is? Yep, Jonah! And being an honest man, he tells them that he is, in fact, 

running from God. In desperation, they ask Jonah: “What shall we do to you to make 

the sea calm down for us?” 

Incredibly, Jonah tells the crew: “Pick me up and throw me into the sea, and it will 

become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.” At 

first, the crew refuses, and even try rowing back to land, but the seas became rougher. 

Finally, fearful for the lives they toss Jonah overboard. 
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Almost immediately, the storm dies down. We all know what happens next. Jonah is 

swallowed by a great fish some say a whale and spends three days and three nights in its 

belly of that fish. Jonah prays to God, thanks God for his mercy for saving him, and 

promises to do what God had asked him to do. The fish releases Jonah, vomiting him 

onto dry land. Nice, huh? Wonderful visual there. Lots of artists had a great time with it! 

Anyway, I think the story’s told this way for a reason. I think we’re meant to understand 

that for all Jonah’s good points, the fish couldn’t stomach Jonah for very long. I say this 

because of what happens next in this fish tale. Having learned his lesson, Jonah obeys 

God, goes to Nineveh, and proclaims God’s message of judgment. “Forty more days, 

and Nineveh will be overturned.”  

The rest—as they say—is history, though what happened is actually kind of surprising. 

Every single one of the Ninevites repented. Every single one! They changed their evil 

ways, and put on sackcloth and ashes. God sees this and relents. God doesn’t destroy 

them.  

Think about this: Imagine if every terrorist, every drug dealer, murderer, rapist, every 

child molester, every thief, every corrupt politician, were to change their mind and 

repent, and the went and sinned no more? What if each and every Steeler fan suddenly 

began rooting for the Bengals? 

I know it’s really hard to imagine, but what if? Wouldn’t that be great? I mean, yeah, 

we’d be skeptical—wouldn’t we? But assuming it was true, wouldn’t that be cause for 

celebration? Of course it would! But that’s not how Jonah felt here! Far from it—Jonah 

actually became angry, and he let God know it! He tells 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 and merciful God, slow to anger, 

abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from punishment. Now, O Lord, take 

away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 

Now, why would he pray something like that? I mean, did he simply forget that God 

saved him from drowning after he’d been thrown overboard earlier in the story? That 

God had kept him safe in the belly of the fish? Hadn’t God deliberately shown Jonah 

mercy after Jonah ignored God call, and went so far as to try to run from God? Seriously, 

what’s going on here? Why’s this so important? 

The answer is in Jonah’s anger, and in his angry prayer which we read earlier. Jonah was, 

as I said, an honest man: a man of faith, a man who deeply loved God and God’s people. 

He also hated evil. But it seems that Jonah hated evil, more than he loved good. And 

that, brothers and sisters, is the root of the problem. In this fish story we’re told that the 

reason Jonah did what he did is because he was afraid that Nineveh would repent, and 

that God would save the city! Sounds strange, doesn’t it? 

It makes no sense that someone—especially a prophet—wouldn’t want to see someone 

repent and be saved—or does it?  I mean, how do we feel when someone seems to “get 

away with murder,” who says they’re sorry and just gets a slap on the wrist? Think about 

it: How do we feel when we hear about convicts who convert to religion while in prison? 

Most of the time we don’t buy it.  
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Most of us refuse to even entertain the notion that someone like Hitler or Stalin, Osama 

Bin Laden or Charles Manson might have even a remote chance at getting into heaven.  

How often have we prayed for someone who’s hurt us to have their come-uppance? 

We’re a lot more like Jonah than we’d like to admit. Like many in Israel, Jonah wanted to 

see Nineveh utterly destroyed. In much the same way that some of us hope that God will 

smite our enemies, that for those who wrong us what goes around—will come around. 

This is actually fairly common in the Bible. 

There are exactly 14 imprecatory psalms, those that call down judgment, or calamity, 

upon one’s enemies, or those perceived as God’s enemies. Our first reading was an 

example. 

The difference between Jonah, and folks like that, is that Jonah knew that God doesn’t 

seek to punish evil for punishment’s sake, or for the sake of retribution. Jonah 

experienced that first hand. Indeed, Jonah knew that God punishes, so that people may 

come to repent and live a new way. He knew that God’s judgment, more than anything 

else, is restorative. Still, despite knowing this, Jonah did not like the fact that God spared 

Nineveh. Not one bit! He hated more than he loved. What about us? 

This story is—for me—fantastic, a “whale of a tale” if you will, and it’s meant to grab 

our attention. We’re meant to look at Jonah’s attitude, and then consider our own; how 

like Jonah we really are. But my sense is that it’s not just that we try to run from God, 

though that’s part of it, it’s also about how we see God; what we imagine God to be like. 

So my question then is: How do we see God? 

Do we see God only as judgmental? You know—the so-called, “Old Testament God?” 

The “angry old man God,” the one ready to smite someone for even the slightest offense? 

Or do we see God, and indeed the entire Old Testament, through the lens of the God we 

see revealed in Jesus Christ? I’ll be honest, I struggled with this for a really long time.  

There was actually a point in my life when I couldn’t get far enough away from God. I 

say this because, by and large, the God to whom I’d been introduced when I was very 

young seemed to me, and to those who taught me, to be judgmental God. He was not a 

loving God, one with whom I could have a close relationship. Certainly not a God whom 

I could love let alone bring others to love.  

Nowadays, I smile at the irony that I’d eventually be called—the way that Jonah and the 

disciples were called—to be fishers of people; to bring the good news of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ, and to share the love and grace that I’d been shown. But while I recognize 

that I’m occasionally called to preach a prophetic word, a word of costly grace, speaking 

the truth in love. I also recognize that no one can “catch” anyone, no one can be “brought 

to faith” if we insist on judgment—especially judgment without mercy. Why? 

Well, because when we judge without mercy, without grace, all we do is condemn 

ourselves. All we do is drive wedges between those we’re called to love and God. I’m 

reminded of a quote from St. Augustine about the two thieves crucified on either side of 

Jesus: “Do not despair, one of the thieves was saved. Do not presume, one of the thieves 

was damned.” Which tells us—at the very least—that we ought to be very careful when 

passing judgment. It tells us that if we start pointing fingers we should start with 

ourselves. 
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Brothers and sisters here’s the thing: As we write our own fish stories, we can only bring 

a rich catch to God if we speak God’s Word to others; if we speak a word of love, grace, 

and healing, that we’ve been commanded by Christ to speak. “Do not judge,” says Jesus, 

“so that you may not be judged. For the judgment you give will be the judgment you 

get, and the measure you give will be the measure you get.” 

As I see it, God’s judgment will happen when it happens. It will happen in God’s time. It 

isn’t for us to know. We, like Jonah, are called to simply proclaim the mercy that we’ve 

been shown, and to express the love that we’ve experienced in Jesus Christ. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 

 


