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Many of us are familiar with the story of Jonah – it’s one of the stereotypical ‘Sunday School’ stories, after 
all. 
 
I wonder, in that great history of the great oral tradition, if I were to retell this story today how would I do 
it? What would I say? In this context of Creationtide, what do we need to hear? 
 
This is what I came up with: 
 
 
 
And the word of God came to Jonah and said “Get up, stand before the nations and call out against them, 
for their evil has risen before me. Tell them to waste less and care more, for the world is burning and all 
will perish”  
 
Now Jonah lived in a very privileged part of the world, which did not often experience the realities of 
Climate Change . He was used to a lifestyle of comfort and convenience. He knew that people would not 
want to listen to him, and speaking out would put him in danger. He did not want to be a prophet of 
doom. 
 
So Jonah got up to flee from God’s instruction - as far from civilisation as he could get, - and caught a ferry 
to a remote island. 
 
But while they were crossing the sea, God sent a great storm and the ferry tossed and turned and was in 
danger of sinking. The other passengers and staff were scared and they all cried out to the powers that 
they believed in in the hope that they would be saved.  
 
But Jonah had found a quiet spot and was sleeping. The captain found Jonah and woke him up, saying “Why 
are you asleep? Get up and call on your god! Didn’t you claim that yours is the true god? And aren’t you 
fleeing your duties? Perhaps it is on you that we’re in so much danger!” 
 
When they asked Jonah what they should do to appease his god, he offered to be thrown overboard. With 
much reluctance, they did so – and the storm stopped. 
 
God sent a gigantic fish to swallow Jonah, and he was trapped in its belly for three days and three nights. 
 
In the darkness of the fish, Jonah sang – he sang of all that had brought him to this place: of his reluctance 
to follow God’s direction; of his fear of speaking out; of his attachment to comfort and convenience; and of 
how he did not want to be a prophet of doom….  
 
He sang of his journey over land and sea, and of the terror of being thrown to the waves and swallowed by 
a fish. He sang of the darkness that had enveloped him, real and metaphorical – and he sang of repentance: 
he remembered God’s goodness and faithfulness, and how he should have trusted God’s way for him – 
how even now God was protecting him by sending the fish to save him from the waves.  
 
And God commanded the fish, and it spat Jonah out onto land. 
 
And the word of God came to Jonah a second time, saying “Get up, stand before the nations and proclaim 
the message I have given you.” 
 



Jonah obeyed the Lord and started his campaign – he spoke wherever he could: at rallies and protests, on 
social media, in interviews, and on TV. He joined others in speaking out, and was given opportunities to 
share his message with the world leaders: 
 
“Eleven more years and the world will burn! Climate change will be irreversible and there will be no 
salvation!” 
 
And the people believed! Changes were made and a fast was proclaimed – a fast from consumption and 
convenience, from plastics and carbon emissions, and from all the abundance to which they were so used.   
 
When God saw what they did, the changes they had made and how they turned from their destructive 
ways, he relented and worked with them to prevent the destruction that had been prophesied.  
 
But to Jonah, this did not seem fair. He had never wanted to be a prophet of doom, and now he was being 
called a false prophet for nothing he had predicted had come about. He cried out to God in anger, and the 
Lord replied “Is it right for you to be angry?” 
 
  
 
…. And that’s where we’ll stop because I have to admit that it’s hard to translate the next part of the story 
to something a bit more modern: the story of the bean plant and worm. It’s message is this: if Jonah was 
upset over the destruction of a single plant which God sent to shade him, and then the worm which ate it - 
in which he had no part of its creation – does Jonah have any right to be angry at God’s concern for the 
wellbeing of the thousands of lives in Ninevah that would have perished? 
 
 
But why is Jonah angry?  
 
I imagine a large part of his anger comes from a sense of wasted time – if God was going to forgive anyway 
(which Jonah angrily points out, he knew was going to happen because of how gracious and compassionate 
God is), what was the point of Jonah going through everything he did? Plus it makes him look bad – it 
makes him look like a false prophet because his prophecy of destruction didn’t come true!  
 
Another part of his anger comes from a sense of jealously – he is one of God’s ‘chosen people’ and the 
people of Ninevah are not. Why should HIS God care so much about these people who don’t worship 
Him?  
 
This attitude is, of course, easily identifiable with the ‘early workers’ complaining about the ‘late workers’ 
in Jesus’ Kingdom Parable from today’s Gospel. The theological struggle is this: how can God love those 
who have only known and served Him a short time (or not even at all) just as much as those who have 
been faithful from the beginning?  
 
Robert Alter describes this prophetic theme in Jonah as ‘radically universalist’ in contrast to the other 
prophets of Israel who work in an ‘emphatically national context.’ 1. Instead of preaching the exceptionalism 
of Israel as God’s chosen and preferred people, Jonah is sent among polytheist sailors, Assyrians, and 
nature itself – all who are depicted as being more closely aligned with the will of the Lord than Jonah 
himself.  Our prophet is no Moses, coming down the mountain to proclaim the very word of God to a 
disobedient people – no, in many ways it seems that Jonah’s co-characters teach him much more about the 
nature and will of God than he does to them (if not more). 
 
This message is very relevant for us today – it is a call for us to be self-sacrificial.  
 

 
1 Alter, Robert; The Hebrew Bible: Volume 2, Prophets (W.W.Norton & Company, Inc.: New York, 2019) 



The duty of the faithful is to radically share the liberation which we have received through Christ, even if 
doing so will mean earthly troubles.  
 
It is a call to be un-comfortable and put aside our convenience for the benefit of others: to make sacrifices 
in our own liberties in order for others to be liberated, especially if that society that we live in privileges us 
all the privileges. 
 
We are called to care for the refugees of conflict and climate change, especially because we live in 
comparative safety and comfort. 
 
We are called to wear facemasks and physically distance to protect those vulnerable to the virus, even if 
we ourselves are willing and able to take greater risks.  
 
We are called to reduce our waste and consumption to reduce the effects of climate change which are 
already causing devastation across our planet – especially because we are not yet seeing the worst of those 
immediate effects at home. 
 
This is a big task, but – as Jonah (eventually) led Ninevah to change, change will only happen if someone 
makes a start and invites others to join. 
 
In the words of The Lorax by Dr Seuss: UNLESS.  
 
(And I’m going to read that section of Dr Seuss’ story. To catch us up, we’re at the end of the story where 
the character the Once-ler has destroyed nature in the pursuit of his fortune –warned each step of the 
way by the mystical Lorax): 
 
 

Now all that was left beneath the bad-smelling sky was my big empty factory... the Lorax... and I. 

The Lorax said nothing. Just gave me a glance... just gave me a very sad, sad backward glance... 
as he lifted himself by the seat of his pants. And I'll never forget the grim look on his face when 
he hoisted himself and took leave of this place, through a hole in the smog, without leaving a 
trace. And all that the Lorax left here in this mess was a small pile of rocks, with one word... 

UNLESS.  

Whatever that meant, well, I just couldn't guess.  

That was long, long ago. But each day since that day I've sat here and worried and worried 
away. Through the years, while my buildings have fallen apart, I've worried about it with all of my 

heart.  

But now, says the Once-ler, Now that you're here, the word of the Lorax seems perfectly clear. 
UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It's not.2 

 

 
2 Dr. Seuss, The Lorax (Random House: New York, 1971 & 1999) 


