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“Oh Jonah he lived in a whale. 
Oh Jonah he lived in a whale. 
He made his home in that fish’s abdomen. 
O Jonah he lived in a whale.” 
 
That song is from George Gershwin’s great opera, Porgy and Bess.  Sadly, when most Christians 
hear the name “Jonah,” the only thing they know is what Gershwin wrote  in his song. They 
know that Jonah got swallowed by a big fish. When it comes to the prophet Jonah, that’s about 
all we know. 
 
Fortunately, we get to hear a bit more about Jonah in today’s first reading. And, what we learn 
about Jonah may surprise us. 
 
In the Book of the Prophet Jonah, Jonah was called by God to preach a message of repentance. 
God called Jonah, and said to him, “Go to the great city of Nineveh, and tell them to repent. If 
you do, I will forgive their sins.” 
 
Nineveh was an enormously large city.  
 
And it was an enormously sinful city (I think it was in Nineveh that they first learned how to 
deflate footballs!). 
 
It was a city of excessive sin.  Perhaps Nineveh was like Las Vegas  and New Orleans at Mardi 
Gras, all rolled into one.  In other words -lots of sin!  
 
Oh, and there was one other problem. Nineveh was an enemy of Israel, and the people who lived 
in Nineveh were not part of the Chosen People.  They were foreigners. And they were sinners. 
 
That is where Jonah’s problem begins. Because God asked Jonah to go to Nineveh to preach 
repentance. God asked Jonah to go and tell them that their sins could lead to their destruction.  
 
If God had stopped there, Jonah would have been happy. Jonah would have been thrilled with 
the fact that God was going to rain fire and brimstone upon his enemy, these foreign sinners! 
 
But God’s message did not stop there. Because, through Jonah – the Jewish prophet - God 
intended to give the foreigners of Nineveh another chance.  



 
In other words, God wanted to forgive them. God wanted them to change their ways, so that they 
could live, and be renewed.  
 
And Jonah… could not stomach this. He wanted God’s mercy to be reserved for the Chosen 
people. Jonah did not want his enemies to be forgiven – he wanted them to die.  
 
So, when God told Jonah to go and preach repentance in Nineveh, guess what he did? Jonah tries 
to run away from God (which is never a good idea.) God said, “Go this way,” and Jonah went the 
other way. 
 
But, no matter how far Jonah runs, God finds him, and  brings him back to where he is supposed 
to be. 
 
And that is where the famous fish comes in. As he runs away from God, Jonah tries to sail away 
from Nineveh. He is tossed overboard, and swallowed by the fish. And, the fish spits Jonah 
safely onto the shore. Guess where? You’ve got it – right there on the shore near Nineveh!  
 
Eventually, God will always get you to where you’re supposed to be… 
 
Now all of that happens in the Book of Jonah BEFORE today’s first reading. But you need to 
know all of that to understand our reading today. In fact, for some reason, our Lectionary leaves 
out three important words. 
 
The first sentence says, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah, saying ‘set out for Nineveh.’” But 
what the Bible ACTUALLY says is “The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, 
“Set out for Nineveh…” 
 
A second time. AFTER Jonah tried to flee. After the shipwreck and the big fish, and the beach. A 
second time, AFTER Jonah learned (the hard way) that he should not run away from God simply 
because his plans are not the same as God’s plans. 
 
So, Jonah finally preaches in Nineveh. And the people repent! God forgives all of them. And 
Jonah can’t stand it. 
 
In fact, Jonah is so upset about God being merciful to his enemies, that he tries to run away from 
God again! 
 
This reluctant preacher had caused his enemies to change their ways.  But Jonah had difficulty 
understanding how God could love the very people that Jonah hated. 



 
It is a great story – entertaining and engaging. But if you take the story of Jonah seriously, you 
realize that God is asking us some serious questions through a prophet who wanted his enemies 
to suffer. 
 
For instance, one question God is asking is this: “what do you want for your enemies?” 
 
There are people who have hurt you, people you don’t like, perhaps people you hate. What do 
you want God to do for them, or to them?  
 
And, as you watch the news, as you hear about political enemies at home, or violent enemies 
abroad, what do you want God to do to them? 
 
Jonah wanted God to send fire and judgment on his enemies. But God’s answer caught Jonah by 
surprise – “I don’t want to destroy your enemies. I want to save them. I don’t want to hurt those 
who hurt you, I want to help them.  I want to change their lives… and I want you to help me in 
that process.” 
 
In other words, God said,  “I want you, Jonah, to help in the healing of your enemy. I want you, 
Jonah, to love the sinner. I want you, Jonah, to break down the walls which divide. They are all 
my children. And I love them. And I want you, Jonah, to love them.” 
 
No wonder Jonah fled! Will you flee too?  
 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus proclaims the core of his Gospel. “This is the time of fulfillment 
(today!). The kingdom of God is at hand (today!). Repent and believe the Good News (today!).” 
 
There is that word again. “Repent.” It’s what God wanted the people of Nineveh to do. It’s what 
God wants the followers of Jesus to do. It’s what God wants all of his children to do. Repent. 
Change. Turn away from our sin, and embrace God’s mercy. 
 
If you are ready to follow Christ, and embrace the repentance that he calls us to, be ready for 
some real changes. 
 
What would you do, today, if Christ said to you, “I want to you go to the ones who hurt you, and 
I want you to love them.” 
 
What would you do if Christ said, “I want you to go to your adversaries, and help to heal them. I 
want you to go to the ones who have caused you pain, and I want YOU to bring them the good 
news of forgiveness.” 



 
Would you go? Or would you flee?  
 
Our nation has much repenting to do. We have much repenting to do. We sit by, as the unborn 
are discarded in the abortion factories of Planned Parenthood. 
 
We sit by, as the poor struggle to make ends meet. We sit by, as immigrant children yearn for a 
home. 
 
We sit by, as women are abused by violent spouses, as money is worshipped, as faithfulness is 
denigrated. We sit by as the elderly get ignored, and violence is idolized. 
 
All of that will only change, if you and I are willing to change. There are 60 million Catholics in 
the USA. That means there are 60 million potential Jonah’s in the USA. 60 million people who 
can bring others to repentance by our willingness to let the mercy of Christ work through us. 
 
You were baptized to be a prophet! Don’t hide in the belly of a fish.  
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