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In many ways, Jonah is fish story.  Everything about it is supersized, which gives it the flavor of a fun, if unrealistic, legend.  Jonah was a prophet who tried to flee from God by hopping on a boat and going to the far end of the earth.  A storm came and Jonah admitted that the storm was his fault, so he was thrown overboard.  But God provided a huge fish to save him, carrying him three days and nights in its belly before vomiting him back onto dry land.  With a second chance to preach to the evil city of Nineveh, Jonah preached, “Forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed!”  To his surprise, the people actually listened.  They repented of their evil and that everyone from the king to the cows got dressed in sackcloth and sat in ashes as a sign that they truly wanted to leave their evil behind them.  It’s a fish story, full of dramatic and unbelievable extremes.   
Jonah’s extreme anger follows this pattern.  He was so angry that he wanted God to take his life from him.  He was not the first prophet to ask God to take his life.  Elijah had said this, too.  After fleeing into the desert from the wicked King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, Elijah sat under a little tree and said, “It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors.”  And he fell asleep.  But during his sleep an angel came and fed Elijah and prepared him for a new journey.  Elijah’s desperation was similar to Jonah’s.  Jonah had just preached God’s message of repentance and faith to evil people in Nineveh, an enemy of Israel.  But unlike Elijah’s preaching, this time the people actually listened.  So why was Jonah angry?  From what we heard today in chapter 4, Jonah seemed angry that God had put him through all this.  “God, I knew the whole time that you would forgive them, so why I did have to get lost at sea, live in a whale, and then get vomited out to this terrible city?  Why me?  Why did you tell me to say that the city would be destroyed and now it won’t be!  Now I’m a false prophet!  I’ve had enough.  Now, O Lord, take away my life, for I am nobody.”  

It’s an extreme feeling of anger and desperation.  But this is perhaps what makes Jonah not just an unbelievable fish story, but a surprisingly real story.  I can relate to anger and confusion.  I wonder what it’s all about, all this trouble in the world.  I get angry about the things that happen to us.  I sometimes ask in desperation, “God, why me? Why this?”  Jonah’s anger, wherever it comes from, I find totally sympathetic.  I can relate to him, sitting there looking down on that wicked city and wondering what it all means.  Jonah was angry.  

And guess what: God can handle it.  God lets Jonah talk about it and say those terrible words, “I don’t know what good my life is anymore.”  And instead of telling Jonah something, God asks questions.  These questions invite the prophet to start thinking just a little beyond himself.  Is it right for you to be angry about what just happened?  Yes!  Okay.  Is it right for you to be angry about this little shade tree I gave you?  Yes, it is right!  It made me very happy and now it’s gone!  Okay, Jonah.  I see how happy that little bush made you.  Now should I not love and care for Nineveh, that great city, in which there are thousands people who don’t know their right hand from their left, and also many cows?

“And also many cows?”  That’s how this book of the Bible ends.  What happened next?  We can imagine that Jonah sat there thinking about those cows.  Eventually he got up and went back home.  When he got home, people asked, “Where you been?”  And he said, “Let me tell you.  I ran away from God and went to sea, I got thrown overboard and was as good as dead for three days.  But God saved me.  Then I went and preached God’s wrath to Nineveh like I was supposed to, but that didn’t work out the way I expected either.  Then, in desperation and anger and confusion, I had a big fight with God.  After all this, I still just wanted to pack it in.  And you know what God did?  God asked me about a scrawny little plant I had loved.  And God asked me about stupid people and cows.  And I thought, “If even cows can find their way back to God’s love, I guess God’s still got a place for an angry fool like me, too.  That’s the real last chapter of Jonah: he went home and told his friends about even his darkest, angriest and most foolish days.  And by telling this story to them, he himself repented one last time, teaching his friends about God’s great mercy and love, even to him.  
It’s interesting that the workers in Jesus’ parable were angry, too.  They felt that they hadn’t been treated fairly.  And the master does not really argue with them.  Like God talking with Jonah, the master just asks questions that teach us to start to see a little beyond ourselves.  “If I, the creator of all that is, have been gracious to you, can I also be gracious to others, and many cows?”  God’s grace is just that: a gift and a favor that is beyond our ideas of what is fair or unfair.  In the end, life is not fair: it’s better than fair!  From beginning to end, life is grace.  Sure, in our daily lives, we talk about fair work for fair pay; we keep tabs on things to help keep our lives in order.  But once we forget that our entire lives are a gift of grace from beginning to end, once we forget that, then we are the ones who are lost.  Then we are the ones who sit on the sidelines and complain that we have been treated unfairly.  Then we are the ones who despair of our very own selves, so beloved by God and others.  
Still, even then, God can handle it.  Is it right for you to be angry?  Yes!  Is it right for you to be angry about this or that part of life, which you did not create but have come to enjoy purely by grace?  Yes!  Okay, if you care so passionately about this thing – your job, your home, your loved ones, your happiness, then imagine how much the world’s creator, must care about all of it; even the shrub bushes, even the cows who belong to your enemies.  I love it and care for it all, says our God.
Dear friends, this whole thing – life, work, family, friends, business, pleasure, anger and happiness –is grace.  Sometimes we will be angry, confused, disappointed and hurt by what happens in life.  But then, too, remember God’s great love, even for our enemies, even for their cows.  It is all so beautiful. And we get to talk about it.  Amen

