What Epiphany Reveals: Forgiveness

Jonah 3:1-10


We’re in the period of the church year known as Epiphany. This season begins with the story of the three magi seeing a star that led them to Bethlehem. And it continues through the story of three disciples seeing their teacher transfigured on a mountain top.


In between are a variety of stories. Stories that tell about what the epiphany of God reveals. Stories that show how this epiphany triggers a radical shift in values and brings about a total reorientation of life.


One commentator describes the Epiphany season as concerning “nothing less than the disclosure of God’s power and purpose in the midst of our daily world. There is something inexpressible and irrational about this disclosure, for God’s coming is a disruptive incursion that is unwelcome and ill-fitting in what was our comfortably ordered world. Where our ‘reality’ is ‘invaded’ by the ‘really Real’ of God, all other reality must submit, yield, and be changed.”


Over five Sundays, we’ll explore some of the stories of Epiphany to see what they might reveal for us. We’ll also consider what it might mean to allow God’s reality—rather than our own assumptions and agendas—to define and guide us.


Today’s Epiphany story focuses on a familiar character: Jonah. But today’s story isn’t about Jonah’s famous run in with a big fish after the prophet ran from God’s call to go to Nineveh. In today’s story, we find Jonah receiving a second chance. God again calls him to go to Nineveh. And this time, Jonah goes.


He travels to the capital of Assyria, Israel’s deadly enemy. And when he arrives, he proclaims a simple sentence: “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”


Then—at least in my imagination—Jonah sits down and waits for the destruction to come. God has said the people of Nineveh will be punished, and Jonah’s ready to see them get what they deserve.


But there’s a twist in the story. Something Jonah never saw coming.


The people of Nineveh believed God.


The reading doesn’t say they believed Jonah or his message. It says they believed God. One scholar notes that the “verb believe here does not suggest any faith in Yahweh,” but that the people of Nineveh “accepted the threat as a true and valid one. They believed that Yahweh meant what was said.”


And because the people take the threat seriously, they take action. To show the God of Israel just how serious they are about changing, they begin the ancient ritual of declaring a fast and putting on sackcloth. And they do it in a big way. Everyone—from the smallest person to the largest and even all the animals—wears sackcloth and stops eating and drinking.


Jonah’s message never invited any response from the people. In fact, nothing in the story to this point has even remotely indicated that the people of Nineveh might be spared.


But the king of Nineveh asks one of the biggest questions possible: Who knows? “If we fast and wear sackcloth, if we cry to God, if we turn from the evil we’ve done and stop our violence—who knows? Maybe, just maybe, God’s mind will change. Maybe, just maybe, God’s anger will stop. And maybe, just maybe, we won’t be destroyed. After all, who knows?”


The king of Nineveh entertains, as one scholar puts it, “the daring theological option that human action can impinge on God and cause God to alter the terrible decree, that God has freedom to act in an alternative way. The king of the awesome Gentile city of Nineveh proposes that Yahweh is not a closed principle of fate, an uncaring tyrant, or an automaton, but a live subject who can and will engage in freedom as Yahweh’s partner in judgment repents and changes.”


And that’s what happens. God sees what the people of Nineveh are doing and how they’re changing. And God decides not to punish them. God doesn’t become a prisoner to what’s been announced or what’s expected. Instead, God chooses to respond with grace, giving these people the chance to live in a new way.


Good news, right? The kind of news any prophet would welcome and embrace. Well, not quite.


If we read a bit further in Jonah’s story, we find a different response to God’s forgiveness. Jonah stomps off. He’s furious.


And then he complains to God: “I knew this would happen. It’s why I never wanted to come here. I knew that you act out of grace and mercy and love and that you’re willing to let people off the hook. If this is the way things are, I’d rather be dead.”


How different Jonah’s response is from that of the king of Nineveh. While the king was willing to risk everything in hopes of a different future, Jonah wants nothing to change. He wants God to be static and predictable.


Perhaps that’s because Jonah doesn’t want to have to change. 
If God is gracious and merciful and loving . . . if God is capable of changing and forgiving . . . if God is willing to see people and the world in a new way—then what does that mean for Jonah and for us?


I recently read about an incident that happened during a flight from Johannesburg, South Africa, to London, England. A woman boarded the plane and made her way to her assigned seat in the coach section. There she discovered she would be seated next to a black man.


She double checked her seat assignment. Then she asked her potential seatmate, “I’m sorry, are you in the right seat?” He smiled and nodded yes.


She turned around to see if there were any other empty seats in the section. When she didn’t see any, she found a flight attendant.


“Excuse me,” the woman said. “As you can see, I’m sitting next to a person whose skin color is different from mine.”


“Yes, ma’am, I can see that.”


“Well,” the woman said, “this is simply unacceptable. Is there another available seat?”


The flight attendant looked at the woman strangely and said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s against our policy to move people unnecessarily.”


“You don’t understand,” said the woman. “This arrangement will not do. I have funds in my purse to arrange an alternative. Would you please go up to first class and see if there is an available seat? I simply cannot sit next to this person.”


The flight attendant shrugged her shoulders and walked up the aisle. A few minutes later she returned. She leaned over the woman, tapped the man seated next to her on the shoulder, and said, “I’m sorry, sir. I hate to do this, but I need to make a seating change. If you follow me, we have a place for you in first class.”


The woman on the airplane sounds a lot like Jonah. They both seem to have a fixed view of how things should be; of where they fit in and what they deserve; and of how other people should be valued and treated.


The problem is that God’s vision is different. God desires a different reality for our world. A reality in which each person has value, change is always possible, and forgiveness is available to anyone who wishes to begin again. And all of that is possible because God’s love is without limits.


In last week’s issue of Newsweek, a guest columnist raises a question about the limits of love—and of forgiveness.


“Shall we meet hate with hate?” writes Chris Buice. “That has been a recurring question throughout history and, recently, a personal one for me.”


Buice is minister of the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church in Knoxville, Tennessee. And as he explains in his column, on a Sunday morning last July, a man walked into the sanctuary of his church, took a shotgun out of a guitar case, and opened fire on a room of unarmed men, women, and children. Two people in the congregation were killed. Six others were injured. And the entire community was traumatized.


In a handwritten manifesto, the gunman declared his hatred for liberals. He believed they were soft on terror.


But Brice writes: “He was in for a surprise. Members of our congregation rushed forward and tackled the shooter. Others acted instantly to guide children to safety, call police and emergency assistance, care for the wounded, and counsel those in grief and shock.


“This misguided man may have picked our congregation because we call ourselves a liberal church. In our church, the word ‘liberal’ is meant to describe whom we include, not whom we exclude. The children in our congregation say these words in chapel services: ‘Ours is the church of the loving heart, open mind, and helping hands.’ Our understanding of liberalism speaks to a generosity of spirit that transcends partisan politics.”


Buice and his congregation continue to grapple with how they should respond to the attack. The minister has tried to advocate for what he considers a better way.


He’s told his congregation, “The man who attacked our church is in prison, but we do not have to remain prisoners of our own anger. Without denying the reality of our feelings in the present, we can be open to the possibility that one day we will be able to lay down our burden and say, in the words of the old African-American spiritual, ‘We are free at last.’”


Helping in that task is the love that’s flooded the congregation in the form of postcards, letters, banners, and artwork from across the nation and from many other countries. On the night after the attack, there was a gathering in the Presbyterian church next door to Buice’s church. There members of his congregation were hugged and held by their neighbors of all faiths and convictions—Protestants, Catholics, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, rationalists, and more.


For years, there’s been a sign at the entrance of the Tennessee Valley church that reads: EVERYONE WELCOME.


“And,” Buice writes, “we do mean everyone. All God’s children. The sign is still there.


“Members of my congregation have been hurt. But we have also been healed by the feeling that there is a love greater than our theological differences, a compassion that is not limited by the boundaries of any creed. I firmly believe, now more than ever, that love is stronger than death. Love is more powerful than hate.”


What a wonderful Epiphany revelation. Amen.
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