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We last preached from the book of Jonah over six years ago. In preparation for today, I 
looked at that sermon on Jonah 3 and was surprised how well it fit today’s context. I 
thought I could just preach this almost without changing a word. It would save me a lot of 
time and I doubt that any of you remember it. In fact, people have encouraged us to repeat 
sermons that they have found especially meaningful. 
 
But then I decided that a lot has changed in six years. And I felt that the presentation of 
the Westminster Peace Prize and our chosen worship theme for the year really call for a 
different emphasis. And yet some of the ideas bear repeating. 
 
First, it’s surprising how little Jonah matters. His message is five words in the Hebrew: 
“Forty days more, Nineveh overthrown.” He doesn’t tell them why God is so angry. He 
doesn’t call for repentance. He only gets a third of the way through the city before 
disappearing from the narrative. Despite the drama of his flight from the mission and his 
days in the great fish, he remains a reluctant messenger. Chapter four tells us why, but 
you’ll have to come back next week to hear the answer. 
 
Second, this chapter is all about the great city of Nineveh, a city so large that it takes 
three days to walk through it. The size is clearly an exaggeration. There were no cities 
this big at the time. Even today, large cities take no more than a day to cross on foot. One 
wonders if the mythic proportions are intended to call to mind the story of Noah who lived 
in a time of great wickedness. Does Nineveh represent the world and God’s displeasure 
with it? Could Nineveh represent all of us? 
 
Third, the animals are included in the acts of penitence. As such, they are part of the 
second miracle in Jonah. The first happens when Jonah survives three days in the belly 
of a fish. The second occurs when all of Nineveh repents. They aren’t promised that God 
will relent from punishing the city if they repent. Though Jonah doesn’t tell them the nature 
of their wickedness, they seem to understand it and repent of it. Jonah missed the class 
on being an effective prophet and yet his brief message changes more people than any 
other story in scripture including the conversions of thousands in the book of Acts. 
 
So that’s the summary of the relevant ideas from the old sermon. Now a question: “Are 
we not Nineveh?” The world is filled with all manner of “wickedness.” The prophets far 
more effective than Jonah are walking our streets. They’ve told us about the global 
economic system that values profit over people, about the large numbers of people who 
value their personal freedom over the health and well-being of others, and about the 
reluctance of many to sacrifice comfort for the health of the environment. I hear Jonah 
speaking to us: “Forty days more, the earth destroyed.” 
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But those are the words of a reluctant prophet…  before the miracle. If we are like wicked 
Nineveh, couldn’t we become like repentant Nineveh? If there was hope for Nineveh, 
couldn’t there be hope for all of us? 
 
Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, in her book Resisting Structural Evil, writes insightful critique of the 
many ways in which seemingly innocent actions cause harm to others and to the earth. 
The examples are wide-ranging and numerous, and yet she has written a very hopeful 
book. She writes, “… while structural evil may be beyond the power of individuals to 
counter, it is composed of power arrangements and other factors that are humanly 
constructed and therefore may be dismantled by other human decisions and collective 
action…. This land is replete with profoundly caring human beings, motivated not only by 
self-interest, but also by infinite wellsprings of compassion and by desire for justice and 
goodness” (p. 3). 
 
Hope for Creation is one of many organizations that are pulling people together for 
collective action that counters the decisions we’ve made that value human beings over 
the rest of creation. They are helping us to see the links between the human community 
and the rest of creation. 
 
Repentance means to change course. It entails seeing more clearly the impact of our 
actions on others. It means replacing those harmful actions, however innocent, with 
actions that bless the communities of the earth. 
 
Nineveh’s story tells us that there is hope for all of us. Hope is one thing that brings us 
together. It’s why we advocate for healthier environmental practices. It’s why we learn 
about racism and the ways in which our privilege perpetuates the inequities that persist 
in the world. It’s why Jesus came among us, taught us, healed us, and offered up his life. 
Hope was for the whole city of Nineveh, even the animals. Hope is for all of us. Amen. 
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