The Sign of Jonah       Jonah 1  Matthew 12.38-41       1

In our NT reading the scribes and the Pharisees come to Jesus:

“Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you”

Curt reply: “An evil and adulterous generation asks for a sign, but no sign will be given except the sign of Jonah”

· referring to Jonah’s three days in the belly of the whale

· but it occurs twice in Matt, once in Luke and alluded to in Mark’s gospel – so it is quite important

But it is not that Jesus did not give signs – he gave many

· 12.22  healing of a man who was deaf and mute

· 12.9 man with a withered hand

· 9.20 heals a woman with a menstrual condition

· 9.18 restores a girl back to life

· 8.28 deals with a man with demons

· 8.23 stills a storm on the lake

There were plenty of signs - but you can only see what you look for

Today, the world is still full of sign – everyday

· but we do not see them

· ‘Oh, the world is full of bad news’ we moan

But those who demand signs (like these guys) will be given the sign of Jonah

· to go into the belly of the whale and be spit up in a new place three days later

· charming!

It seems that Jesus' best picture of how people and situations are radically changed (transformed) is this sign of Jonah

Yet, we have always tried to do it another way

· by self-improvement programmes

· by trying harder

· by being dramatic and spectacular people (and heroic leaders)

· by becoming impressive churches

· through wonderful works of service

· by being good

… and these are by no means all bad

Jesus’ teaching, though, is that we are (usually) only transformed by going inside the belly of the whale for a while

· to then end up in a new place

· we call this (in NT language) death and resurrection while you are still alive

It seems as if the soul is only formed in such wisdom as this

· as it by-passes our rational controlling minds

So we are transformed by dying and rising many times in our lives 
(take up you cross daily, says Jesus, and follow me)

· we are not changed despite suffering, and struggle and difficulty

· but through suffering and struggle and difficulty

· through the belly of the whale

But we will not volunteer (usually) to go to such places

· if we did not face disasters in life like the death of a spouse or friend 
  the loss of a job
  serious illness
  bankruptcy
  betrayal
  personal breakdown

· we would not go to the dark place

This is the great wisdom teaching of Jesus

· it teaches us to enter willingly, trustfully into the dark places of life

· because the questions of these dark places are good teachers for us
We are always looking for answers – but answers are a way out

Fixing something doesn’t usually radically transform it

Examples of meeting with the grief-stricken people recently
All we can do is to sit with them

· encourage them to sense and feel the pain, and stay with it

· give hope that one day the suffering will go away

We try and change events in order to avoid changing ourselves

It should, therefore, be our work (who believe and trust in the pattern of death and resurrection)to help people when they are being led into he darkness

· our job is to sit with them
 

tell them ‘this is not for ever’
 

this is not all there is, even though is seems like it is at the moment
  

there is light, and you will one day see it
  

don’t rush though it
· our job is not to take away the pain
 

or to tell them to ‘keep busy’

We cannot leap over our grief work, or despair work

· we have to feel it

· this means that suffering is a part of life

Historic cultures saw these times as seasons of incubation

Our culture sees them as time of great inconvenience disrupting our normal rush through life

· they want you to ‘get over it’  ‘to move on’

Old cultures (incl Bible) saw these as periods of necessary hibernation

Then it becomes sacred space in our lives

· yet this is the very space we have avoided

· when we avoid such darkness, we avoid tension, spiritual creativity and finally transformation

· we avoid God who works in the darkness

· where we are not in control – maybe this is whole point

Lord God
we prefer only to see you in the daylight
and not in the deep darkness of our lives.

Give us a great sense of trust that you are in all things
and that there is no place we can go outside of your presence.

Then, maybe, just maybe, we can trust the darkness of our lives
when we are taken into the belly of the whale 
(as will surely happen to us).

As it is then you can transform us
when we are no longer in control.

In the name of Jesus
who died
stayed for three days in the darkness
and rose again for us.

Amen.
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