It’s not fair!  Jonah

“It’s not fair”- a phrase that all of us will have heard said many times and may even have found it entering our heads or coming out of our own mouths on occasions.  Whether or not those words are accompanied by a foot stamp will be down to individual preference, but I did have to smile the other day when at work in the hospital one of my Consultant Colleagues was heard and seen to be doing those things in our office corridor.  A story which I will leave there, to your imaginations for later today – but I did feel they were a little old to be having a toddler tantrum.

The things that are deemed “not fair” are numerous and may (or may not) depend on the person’s age, ranging from: the size of pudding received compared to another person you’re dining with, someone else being given the job you were going for, a place on a sports team, role in a school or community pantomime, the time you are allowed to stay up to at night.  Although in my case, it is more about the time I am allowed to go to bed at night! 

((I spent the start of this week in Cambridge at a preaching course – and we spoke about the many things in life that are not fair, but how we just don’t get to choose…….))

In our readings today we hear the cries of “it’s not fair” from Jonah and in our Gospel reading, from the workers in the vineyard who were indignant at those who joined late still being given the same grace.  But this morning I would like us to direct our gaze to Jonah. He is among my many favourites in the Bible especially as I can identify with running away from God’s call, but as I see him in today’s passage, I’m hoping that we don’t share too many similarities (although I fear that at times we may.)

Today we witness Jonah having an epic toddler tantrum and shouting out to God: “it’s not fair”
But what was Jonah so upset about.  He was upset about the hugeness of God’s grace and that it made him look stupid.
He had been sent by God to tell the Ninevites that they needed to change their ways – for if they didn’t they would receive God’s judgment.  At the start Jonah does not want to have to do this as he doesn’t think they’ll listen to him and they do (do they change or does God just forgive them???) and God forgives them.


But Jonah does not think the Ninevites deserved God’s forgiveness. Deep down Jonah does not want to be at peace with the Ninevites.  He didn’t like them and knew they were unable to change.  Even if they did manage to change their ways now, they will likely make the same mistakes again. Why does God have to be so lenient.  Surely, they would learn more if he had punished them rather than relenting, then they would have seen that God meant business.
 
(Words to there’s a wideness in God’s mercy)

It is so easy to see the wrongs of others without seeing ours (take the plank
out of our own eyes before) and often the similarities of the things we do. For Jonah himself had rebelled against God. God had shown great patience and mercy to Jonah.  He has spoken through Jonah and his mission to the Ninevites has been successful.  Jonah should be full of joy but instead he is sulking in his shaded place and waiting for God to come round to his way of thinking.  (and he can’t even hide his self-pity and anger when the plant giving him shade shrivels and dies.)

But as it says in Isaiah: “for My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,” declares the Lord”.  
God’s love and mercy is often beyond our comprehension.  It is not as limited as ours, as the words to the hymn “there’s a wideness in God’s mercy” describes: 
For the love of God is broader
than the measure of our mind;
and the heart of the eternal
is most wonderfully kind.

I think there are times in most of our lives where we have judged someone else…. Like Jonah we might feel that they are not really sorry, or aren’t really going to change their ways despite what they have promised. But the moment I start to do that I remind myself to take a breath, pause and think of my own life.  Of all the times I get things wrong.  Of the mistakes that I make over and over again, even though I promise myself and God that I won’t. I then remind myself of all the times I have known his love, mercy and forgiveness cradling and reassuring  me. 

I would urge you to do the same.  To think of all the things that God has done for us and to wish the same for others. 
It is also important for us to recognise who the Ninevites are in our lives.  Who are the people that we do not want to do to, or who we don’t want to see coming towards us.  We need to be aware of the rimes when we do not want true peace and are fearful of God’s mercy and forgiveness on others (who we think surely don’t deserve it)

Who are our Ninevites – who do we not want to go to, or, who do we not want to see coming towards us.
We need to be aware of the times when we do not want true peace – when the thought “it’s not fair” enters our consciousness.  
When we are fearful of God’s mercy and forgiveness on others who surely don’t deserve it!!

