Opening Ourselves to Hope: Things Can Change
Jonah 3:1-5

This week I heard an interview with a Clemson University political science professor. He was talking about polling ahead of yesterday’s South Carolina primary. What struck me most was his comment that—in his thirty years of observing elections in that state—he’d never seen such nasty campaigning.

Even though here in Rhode Island we’re three months from our presidential primary, we’re already hearing negative comments from politicians and pundits: He’s dangerous. He’s out of touch. He wants America to fail. He doesn’t get it.

Those statements—and worse—are being lobbed from both ends of the political spectrum at the other—and, during this primary season, by members of the same political party at one another.

This desire to see others fail or be defeated extends beyond the realm of politics, doesn’t it? Think about some of the debates going on in the world today: Which dictator would we like to see overthrown or taken out by special forces? Which groups of people would we like to see monitored or even restricted because we feel they’re becoming more and more dangerous? Which companies would we like to see outmaneuvered so that other companies can succeed and allow their employees to keep their jobs?

Maybe this desire to see others fail or be defeated is part of our human nature. We can point to examples of it throughout history. And we can see it in the story of Jonah.

God comes to Jonah and asks him to go to Nineveh—where he’s to tell the people to repent. But the people in Nineveh—the capital city of the dreaded Assyrian empire—are on Jonah’s short list of those he wants to see go down in defeat.

Tell them to repent? Give them a chance to change? Maybe even succeed?

That idea doesn’t appeal to Jonah, so he gets on a boat going in the opposite direction. When a storm threatens to sink the boat, Jonah tells the captain to throw him overboard. He’d rather die than ask the captain to turn the ship around and head for Nineveh.
But Jonah doesn’t die—and he doesn’t manage to avoid going to Nineveh. Smelling like something the fish spit up, Jonah arrives in that despised city.

He hasn’t changed during his adventures on and in the sea. He still has no interest in helping the Ninevites change.

He walks only one-third of the way into the city and says only five words in Hebrew. They translate as more than five words in English—as we heard in this morning’s reading. But, in Hebrew, they are five words.
It’s as if Jonah is doing the least amount possible to get God off his back. Besides, the horrible Ninevites aren’t going to listen and change.

The problem is that they do. With those five words—uttered only a third of the way into the city—Jonah becomes the most successful prophet in Hebrew scripture. He turns an entire city to the ways of God.
But Jonah hates it. Through the rest of the story, Jonah wails and rails against God. And once again he asks to have his life ended.
Poor old Jonah. There doesn’t seem to be any hope for him. And he doesn’t see any hope for the world.
 Are there places in our lives or in our world that feel beyond hope? Places where we don’t believe change is possible—or perhaps even desirable?

I’m not sure T. J. Turner had much hope for Afghanistan when—as a member of our Air Force—he was deployed to Bagram Airfield.

The area around Bagram in northern Afghanistan is filled with extremes.  It’s both ruggedly beautiful and desperately poor. Its peacefulness and serenity are punctuated with unbelievable violence and the scars of decades of conflict. It’s an area where landmines coexist with children playing in the fields.

One day while driving with his unit back to the airfield, T. J. noticed the destruction left from Afghanistan’s seven-year conflict with the Soviets. He saw the damaged houses and the damaged bodies of people. And he saw despair written on the people’s faces.
It occurred to him that this is what hell is like—not a place that’s destroyed, but hope that’s destroyed. He saw that loss of hope in the faces he passed—except for the kids.
The kids still played, and their faces were alive—not deadened by despair. They were the hope amid the hell.

T. J.’s unit approached an old man and a boy, whom T. J. guessed was the man’s grandson. The old man heard the vehicles coming and pulled the child in close. His expression seemed hostile, but maybe it was just the snow and the cold.
As the vehicles slowed down to pass, T. J. held a bright blue teddy bear out the window. He remembers feeling bad that the bear was so bright—more of a girl’s teddy bear than a boy’s.
But the little boy didn’t care. He grabbed the bear and hugged it with both arms.
The old man looked right at T. J. and said, “Tashakkur”—thank you.

T. J. watched the pair until they disappeared around a bend. The child was still hugging his bear. And there was a look on the old man’s face. Maybe it was just a smile, but to T. J. it looked more like hope—hope that his grandson wouldn’t live in the same world he did. T. J. realized that was his hope, as well.

T. J. returned to the states after serving nine months in Afghanistan. He now volunteers for an NGO that aids civilian war victims, and he hopes to return to Afghanistan.

In reflection, he notes: “I hear lots of talk in our nation about the global war on terror, and my opinions evolve with that debate. However, we seem to miss the root cause. Hell is what causes terrorism. It’s about pure desperation, and feeling like there’s no way of recovering the hope of childhood. I’m not saying that we’ll be able to win this conflict with teddy bears alone, but when I deploy next I’m packing a bag full of them just in case.”

Handing out teddy bears. That may seem about as promising as muttering five words a third of the way into a city.
But maybe part of the problem is that we, along with Jonah, forget that it’s God who’s the author of hope. Time and again God offers a story of hope—one filled with the possibility of grace and mercy, of second chances and change. God longs for us to embrace that story—just as a small boy in Afghanistan embraced a bright blue teddy bear.

Maybe we also doubt whether we can make any real difference in a world that at times seems pretty hopeless. But perhaps the story of Jonah reminds us that we don’t have to be angels or saints for God to use us.

One writer points out that “Jonah was bigoted and hateful . . . and despite even that God was able to use him.” And the writer adds: “The book of Jonah brings me much comfort. Because I can be every bit a jerk as he was. And, even with that against me, God can still use me to do great things. God’s things.”

In just about a month—as we enter the season of Lent—we’ll have a special opportunity to do “God’s things.” You’ll be reading and hearing more about our Seeds of Hope program in the weeks to come. But this morning, let me share just a bit about it.

Our deacons have designated funds for us to use as a way to plant seeds of hope. Instead of writing checks to organizations or causes, we’ll give you the “seed” money. Each person in our congregation who’s interested will receive fifty dollars to plant a seed of hope.

We’ll kick off this program with gatherings on Ash Wednesday and the first Sunday in Lent to share ideas about using the “seed” money. Then it will be up to each person to decide how to plant his or her seed of hope.

We’ll provide opportunities for individuals to share about their experiences with our church family. Sharing will take place during our worship services, in small-group gatherings, and through our website, bulletin inserts, and newsletter.

I hope many of us will decide to participate in this Lenten program. To get us thinking about how we might plant seeds of hope, here are a few seeds that were planted by members of another congregation:

· A homemaker and an illustrator for Disney’s Beauty and the Beast pooled their money and bought art supplies to paint murals at a local shelter for abused children.
· A teacher donated his seed money to missionaries who teach parenting skills in Asia.
· A young Internet employment-agency executive e-mailed former classmates to ask for matching funds and wound up giving $8,000 to help cover medical expenses for a couple whose two daughters had a rare blood disorder.

· A software-company owner and his wife planted an artificial Christmas tree in memory of their young daughter and decorated it with cards requesting holiday gifts for three needy families. Some ninety donors matched the couple’s seed money with $8,000 worth of toys and grocery certificates.
· Another homemaker told friends at a party about her congregation’s program and left with $1,700. That sum helped an acquaintance of an acquaintance—a single mother of three who’d recently moved out of a homeless shelter—buy groceries and pay the rent. And the investment had a payoff that can’t be measured in dollars. The two women and their families became friends and family to one another.

· A Cub Scout leader grew his seed money by passing a cookie jar at pack meetings. He donated the money to a nearby Cub Scout pack whose members didn’t have money to buy uniforms.

If hearing about those experiences is exciting, imagine how it will feel to hear stories about our own experiences with planting seeds of hope. And imagine how God may help those seeds grow and, as a result, bring about change in our lives and our world. Amen.
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