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‘This comic figure is consistently wrong
footed. But we can learn from him’

‘But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry.’
Jonah 4:1
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ou know the scene: Wednesday
midday and MPs’ faces are
contorted in rage at the verbal
outrage perpetrated by the other
side, or laughing their heads off at the
idiocy of the words just spoken. Then
there’s a sudden change as ‘thoughts
and prayers’ are offered at Prime
Minister’s questions, after a report of
some dire calamity. Not everyone gets
the message in time – some are left
gurning the wrong faces and making the
wrong noises when all around them has
changed to reverent silence. Jonah is one
of those. He doesn’t read the situation
right and is badly caught out.
Jonah campaigns for a change in
heart on the part of the wicked citizens
of Nineveh and the Ninevites spoil
everything by repenting immediately
and turning to God. ‘When God saw
what they did, how they turned from
their evil ways, God changed his mind
about the calamity that he had said he
would bring upon them; and he did not
do it.’ (Jonah 3:10) Jonah is caught off
guard by God’s change of mind and his
reprieve for the city.

‘Like Jonah, we are
stroppy and prone
to tantrums’
Jonah might have celebrated and
given thanks to God for the way his
message is taken up; after all, his
prophetic mission is renowned as the
shortest and most successful in the
history of world mission. Instead, he
throws the most enormous temper
tantrum. He tells God: ‘And now, O Lord,
please take my life from me, for it is
better for me to die than to live.’
Pathetically, Jonah sits outside the
city in a homemade booth and watches
and waits, ‘to see what would become
of the city’ – presumably in the hope
that God has got some smiting left in
him. Another bad call. The city and its
people are indeed to be saved and Jonah
continues his railing against God. He
continues, defiantly, on this massive
losing streak with some play around
a giant bush, a worm, the sun and the
east wind.

It is difficult to read the story of
Jonah as history. For those who do, it
can only be a matter of regret that the
prophet did not have fitted to his head
dress a small waterproof camera to film
the inside of the great fish – a whale
shark, most likely – for what could
have been a show stopping sequence on
David Attenborough’s Blue Planet.
Jonah is an allegorical – as well as a
comic – figure and he stands for us. We
are poor at reading the signals around
us and ungrateful for the blessings
that come our way. We are stroppy and
prone – at all ages – to tantrums. Our
instinct, again and again, is to want
to mould the world – and the people
around us – to our shape.
In Jonah’s case, he wants to mould God
to his shape too, and he insists that – God
having once committed to the destruction
of Nineveh – the act is carried out. He
resents the God-fearing response of the
people of the city and wishes God to
ignore it as too little, too late.
Perhaps surprisingly, God’s concern
is not only for the people of the city
(all 120,000 of them) but also for the
animals who stood to perish in the mass
destruction. They are all to be saved.
It’s not clear whether Jonah learns his
lesson. He is wrong footed throughout
the four chapters of his Bible story.
But the verses allow us to learn from
him. If we have worked and prayed
for something, then we should not
throw it aside because we are more
comfortable in our state of despair. It
may be perfectly possible, even rational,
to see wrong and harm in every present
circumstance. But we add to that harm
if we cannot celebrate the surprises and
the positives, preferring to wallow in the
miseries. Jonah’s remarkable mission to
Nineveh is an encouragement to stay
watchful, observe the signals and, God
willing, to celebrate success.
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Chapter & verse – Peter Knowles (page 19)
Read Jonah 4, followed by Peter Knowles’ article.
1. ‘Chapter & verse’ opens with a description of a situation where politicians are ‘badly caught
out’. What recent examples can you think of – from media coverage, local news or your own
lives – that are similar?
2. After reading this chapter, what is your impression of Jonah?
3. God asks Jonah, in verse four of this Bible chapter: ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’ Are there
situations where it can be right for one to be angry?
4. In verses six to eight, Jonah continues what Peter calls ‘this massive losing streak’. What do
these verses add to the story’s message?
5. Peter’s fifth paragraph described Jonah as ‘an allegorical – as well as a comic – figure’
suggesting that ‘he stands for us.’ Do you agree? Are there other interpretations of Jonah?
6. How are you left at the abrupt ending of this biblical book? Were you surprised that it ends
with God’s concern for animals?
7. Peter’s article ends with some suggestions as to what we can learn from Jonah. Are there
other lessons?
8.Can you think of ways for society to ‘stay watchful, observe the signals and … celebrate
success’, as Peter suggests?

For further reflection: ‘… let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your
anger does not produce God’s righteousness.’ James 1:19-20
Prayer: Father of all, of our friends and our enemies, of our species and the rest of the world,
help us to see as you see and care as you care. Help us to hear your call. Give us the words
and the deeds to be your messengers. Amen

