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Jonah was fast asleep in the hold of the ship as the storm raged around him. How do you 
do that? Waves breaking across the deck, the ship tossing from side to side, the crew 
rushing about, tossing the cargo overboard. How do you sleep with all that must have 
going on about Jonah. I imagine water pouring into the hold or at least dripping through 
the cracks. How does he sleep with his body being tossed about as it must have been? 
 
And then I think: Jesus did this: slept in a boat while a storm raged about him. And his 
followers roused him from his sleep as the crew rushed to awaken Jonah. And when he’s 
finally tossed overboard, the storm ceases and the sea calms. 
 
Is that story about Jesus calming the sea modeled on Jonah’s? What’s a man faithfully 
preaching the good news of God’s presence got to do with a man who thinks he can flee 
from God’s presence? What’s a reluctant messenger got to do with Jesus of Nazareth, 
Emmanuel, God-with-us? 
 
There are other problems with Jonah too, besides sleeping on the job. He waits for the 
lot to fall on him before owning up to his responsibility for the storm. He’s not like others 
who were called by God. He didn’t argue that his speaking abilities weren’t up to the task 
as Moses did. He didn’t claim to be unworthy as Isaiah did. He didn’t plead youth as 
Jeremiah did. He didn’t say anything. He just walked away… down to the pier… hopped 
on a boat… to go as far away from the place God told him to go. 
 
When a group of people asked Jesus for a sign that he was sent by God, he offers up the 
sign of Jonah, three days in the belly of a fish. But that’s getting ahead of our story. Today, 
we have a journey, a nap in a storm, and the calming of the sea. 
 
The journey is in the wrong direction. Jonah is the quintessential negative example in 
scripture. He’s everything a prophet shouldn’t be. And when you put this story next to the 
one about Jesus on a stormy sea, the contrast becomes evident. Jesus is crossing the 
sea to get to the next group of people to whom he intends to deliver the message of God’s 
love. Jonah is going somewhere to avoid delivering the message. 
 
If we looked at these stories through the lens of our theme this year (Resting in Grace, 
Walking in Love), we’d have to say that Jesus’ “walk” is clearly motivated by love, while 
Jonah’s is all about avoidance. In fact, we can assume that Jonah has no love for the 
people of Nineveh.  Israel and the Assyrians had been enemies for some time. To Jonah 
they were the worst kind of sinners. The journey was as much a walk away from love as 
a flight from God. 
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The nap is a very serious case of denial. It says, “There’s no storm going on right now. 
It’s not my fault. When I wake up, I’ll be somewhere far away from God and God’s 
demands.   What it isn’t, is “resting in grace.” By contrast Jesus was resting, confident 
that God would see him through to the next place he had ministry to do. 
 
Jesus calms the sea by commanding the wind. Jonah, having gone so far astray, must 
offer up his life. That’s apparently what it takes to set things right. 
 
Jonah is supposed to be a funny story. You expect prophets to argue with God, but you 
don’t expect them to run away. You don’t expect them to be so naïve as to believe they 
can actually get away. As the story proceeds, there’ll be other challenges to our 
expectations. Most fish tales have a touch of humor and Jonah is no exception. But this 
humor has a bite to it. 
 
As we read the story, we say to ourselves: “Jonah’s not really a prophet.” Every time he 
does something not quite like a prophet, we repeat that and maybe chuckle a little. We 
might get through the whole story thinking this.  But at some point, we have to realize that 
Jonah really isn’t a prophet, that maybe Jonah is totally made up, and that what he really 
is, is a stand-in for the people of Israel. Israel is running away from God. Israel is failing 
in compassion for its enemies. Israel is asleep while the storm rages. 
 
When we look at this through the lens of the Jesus’ story, we realize that Jonah is us, that 
we are the ones with little faith, as Jesus says to his disciples after calming the waves. 
The smile begins to droop. We are the ones who imagine that we can hide from God. We 
are the ones fast asleep in the midst of the world’s turmoil. We are the ones with the price 
to pay to set matters right. Nineveh (and this world) awaits its prophet, but we are not 
there. 
 
I think it would be fair to say that a great deal of wickedness in this world has come to 
God’s attention; fair both to say that God continues to call the church to speak to it, and 
that we are reluctant to deliver any message. 
 
We could easily become paralyzed by this indictment, but that’s really not the thrust of 
the story. We could focus on the guilt, but grace stands at the center of the story. When 
Jonah flees, God sends a storm. When he sleeps, God sends the crew to rouse him. 
When he offers up his life, God sends a great big fish.  
 
I confess that this seems a strange kind of grace, but it’s grace nonetheless. No harm 
comes to anyone (other than the crew losing their cargo). The ship is saved. The crew 
become believers. And Jonah gets a different sort of rest in the fish, that turns him back 
to his calling. Resting in grace means counting on God to redirect our paths. Even in a 
wicked world, grace abounds! 
 
That’s the good news for Jonah, the reluctant messenger; and the good news for this 
reluctant messenger. But this is only the beginning of Jonah’s story and our story. Having 
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experienced grace, we turn back to the call. To whom is God sending us? What message 
is God giving us to speak? 
 
For centuries the church has struggled to speak a word of hope in the midst of the racism 
that permeates our society. The church has repeatedly turned away from this calling, has 
strayed quite far at times; but God keeps turning us back to love those who seem to be 
different from us, to advocate for fair treatment, and work for the abundant life that God 
desires for all. 
 
But maybe God is calling you to speak a different message to a different part of our world. 
Maybe God is calling you to speak a word of healing for the earth, a word of peace to 
those at war, a word of comfort to those who grieve. Maybe God has given you a message 
for the hungry, the poor, or the victims of violence. These are challenging things. A 
reluctance to speak to them is not surprising. A little straying from the path certainly 
occurs. But even though we are so much like Jonah, God’s grace is at work in us as well. 
We can rest in that as we learn to walk in love. Amen. 


