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Texts appointed for the Twelfth Sunday of Pentecost Season, Year A, Proper 14
First Lesson:

Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God from the belly of the fish, saying, “I called to the LORD out of my distress, and he answered me; out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.  You cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me; all your waves and your billows passed over me.  Then I said, `I am driven away from your sight; how shall I look again upon your holy temple?’  The waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my head at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed upon me forever; yet you brought up my life from the Pit, O LORD my God.  As my life was ebbing away, I remembered the LORD; and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple.  Those who worship vain idols forsake their true loyalty.  But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Deliverance belongs to the LORD!”  Jonah 2:1-9

The Gospel: 

Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds.  And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them.  And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea.  But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, “It is a ghost!” And they cried out in fear.  But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”  Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”  He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus. But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”  Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  When they got into the boat, the wind ceased.  And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” Matthew 14:22-33

But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”  Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  When they got into the boat, the wind ceased.

     Dateline Atlanta, August 6th:  Billionaire Bernard Marcus opened his first Home Depot store in that city in 1978; but more recently he’s been busy with another big project, namely, building a $200 million aquarium that he hopes will be the biggest fish tank in the world.  As Bernie explains it, “I love big fish, O.K.?”

The Georgia Aquarium is scheduled to open in November. As one news report explained the details: “It will have five million gallons of water and more than 100,000 fish. It will have giant groupers, octopuses and two white beluga whales. The star attraction will be two whale sharks, the world’s biggest fish, which can exceed 40 feet in length.”

     The article continues, “Mr. Marcus had no particular fascination with marine life before this project, he said, but has since developed an acute awareness of the fragility of the oceans.  He’s bought firmly into the belief in the aquarium world that sea creatures on display inspire public commitment to conservation.  ‘I haven’t eaten a Chilean sea bass I guess for a year,’ he says, ‘because I know it’s endangered.’”

     “Last week, Mr. Marcus gave reporters their first peek inside the aquarium, ushering them through an entrance that led to the whale exhibit. … A white curtain blocking a window the size of a movie screen fell away, and there it was.  Bernard himself stood transfixed, his back to his audience. ‘Look at the size of him,’ said the man who builds the giant warehouse hardware stores. And then repeated himself in awe, ‘Look at the size of that guy.’”

     “Look at the size of that guy?” Thinking about the story behind the first scripture passage this morning about Jonah and the whale, I couldn’t help but wonder if those might not have been similar to the words uttered by the wayward prophet, moments before he became just another occasional snack in the marine life food chain in what was once – still is, and probably always will be – in fact, the largest aquarium in the world?

     It made me wonder even further, if – in these human endeavors to not only replicate, but exceed, the biggest and the best – we don’t often succumb to some fatal, delusional thinking that borders on sacrilege; that is, when it comes to who creates and controls what in the divine and natural order of things.

     We all know the story of Jonah and the whale.  The tall tale of a  man being swallowed by a giant fish, then surviving three days in the watery tomb, only to be regurgitated to go on with his life, is fantastic enough to almost forget or overlook the writer’s point behind the telling of the tale in the first place. 

     God had called a reluctant Jonah to preach an unwelcome message to the wayward people of Ninevah; who were, in fact, on an endangered species list themselves, reflective of Yahweh’s displeasure. The bigger tale was about how human creatures disregard and usurp the place of the divine; in a sense, believing we can control the chaos, and create and determine the outcome of the world around us. In a very real way, Jonah – instead of willingly delivering God’s message to the obstinate people of Ninevah – essentially becomes as one of them.  And look where it gets him: delivered straight into the bowels of utter chaos.
     In a very real way, Jonah – instead of willingly delivering God’s message to the obstinate people of Ninevah – essentially becomes as one of them.  And look where it gets him: delivered straight into the bowels of utter chaos.
     Even from within the belly of the whale, Jonah’s plea and prayer for deliverance is one of those last-ditch efforts to negotiate a deal; as if he’s really in any kind of position to think he’s got any bargaining power left.  I can only imagine his muffled cry, “Ok, Ok, you win.  If you get me out of this one, (and I know you can)” his flattery might go, “then I’m your boy.  I’ll go to Ninevah after all and complete the mission.”  

     So Yahweh’s biggest fish mercifully coughs up the poorest excuse for a prophet that ever lived, and sends him headed off to that place from which on his own he had fled.  What kind of a place is it?  If you were to read the whole book, it describes it as a place of “wickedness,” or waywardness; but that only describes the consequences of such a place.  

     Ninevah is a place that epitomizes the results of human conflict and controversy and chaos.  Think about it.  Think of all the Ninevah’s today; like Baghdad, for instance.  You can call its inhabitants and visitors wicked and wayward evildoers; but that only describes the self-perpetuating consequences of such a place of strife and deadly division.

     Now, if we were standing in Jonah’s soggy shoes, it’s understandable why such a place would not be at the top any sane person’s favorite places on earth to visit; but that, in fact, is where the divine message intends to insert itself.

… it’s understandable why such a place would not be at the top any sane person’s favorite places on earth to visit; but that, in fact, is where the divine message intends to insert itself.

     So, as the story continues beyond today’s assigned passage, no sooner had Jonah begun to dry out and no longer reek of fish than he must have begun muttering to himself the old familiar whine: “Why me?  Why me?  What’d I do?  It’s not my fault.  I didn’t do all those things like those sinners in Ninevah.” He doesn’t realize or admit that he, in essence, has done exactly what they’ve done.  And then he might have grumbled the classic clincher: “It’s just not fair.”
     Just consider how the tale unravels.  When he finally does deliver the Lord’s message, and the people of Ninevah change their wicked ways -- that is, their disobedience to the divine imperative in the midst of their wrangling ways, and instead receive the favor of the Lord -- Jonah is further peeved, and sulks over the repentant sinner’s good fortune!

     Now consider how one might aptly describe some other, similar characters; namely the disciples, as portrayed in the gospels.  Though chosen and called, they are often depicted as questioning or complaining, without understanding; while – in the gospel tale today -- they remain more buoyed by doubt, fear and faintheartedness than faith in the face of the gusts and sea spray and chaos that surrounds them.  

     In Jonah’s tale, he’d fled the Lord and been pursued by wind and waves; the other sailor’s lives had been spared only when they threw Jonah into the drink, and the storm ceased.  This time, in the gospel story, Jesus sends his disciples out to sea by themselves, only to be battered by wind and waves, rowing furiously and getting nowhere.  

     All the ancient and eternal mythic signs and symbols are to be found in this little story: the mystery and chaos of the water abyss, the divine breath or wind of the Spirit, and the tiny boat and it’s terrified occupants, bobbing like a cork on the surface of it all.  So we look deeper into the mystery, and beyond the simple plot that would appear at first glance to only be supernatural or miraculous.
     It is about this more profound miracle that Matthew describes with the ghostly apparition, who comes to them in their chaos and their terror, walking on the water.  It turns out to be their invitation and their salvation.  

So we look deeper into the mystery, and beyond the simple plot that would appear at first glance to only be supernatural or miraculous. It turns out to be their invitation and their salvation.
     “Come,” Jesus says simply to Peter, with invitation.  “Come to me, even with all your sinking doubts,” he might have elaborated. Then it’s their moment of salvation together, when Jesus gets into their little boat.  He enters into their chaos, and the storms cease.  As Matthew describes it, “And those in the boat worshiped him saying, “Truly you are the son of God.”  Which I understand to mean, “Truly you are the very presence of God in our midst and our mess.”

     Perhaps only half-heartedly, the reluctant and fearful disciples had pushed off from their former lives and entered both the readily apparent chaos and divine mystery.  To the gospel way of seeing things, they were now so far beyond the shores of what passes these days for human calculation and justification, complaint and reason; let alone stubbornness about what’s morally right, or fair.  

     A phrase comes to mind. All’s fair in love and war, is a well-known proverb and populist notion.  I take it to mean when it comes to strategies and power struggles of the human heart, mind and will, any means possible is deemed justified and fair in order to achieve victory.

     Next, I can’t help think of the bitter chaos and contentiousness of our global human conflicts, and the obstinate resolve of each warring party; each of whom feel justified in using any means possible to achieve victory.  And in doing so, it seems apparent to me we set sail for places far beyond the realm of right and wrong.  

    Better perhaps -- as the little gospel story of the sea storm and Peter actually trying his hand at walking on the waves seems to suggest -- might be to sail into the eye of the storm; even if it meant doing so with only a wavering faith.  “Lord, we’re sinking!”  we might readily acknowledge, in the presence of a different divine imperative; rather than the mess of our own making. 

Better perhaps … to sail into the eye of the storm; even if it meant doing so with only a wavering faith.  “Lord, we’re sinking!”  we might readily acknowledge, in the presence of a different divine imperative; rather than the mess of our own making.

     I was reminded of this again yesterday, after listening and reflecting on the various observances reported this week of the sixtieth anniversary of the devastating bomb we dropped on the Japanese city of Hiroshima, the ushering in of the atomic age of destruction and deterrence (fear), and the further quest for peace by any means possible.  Caught in the conflict of that war in the Pacific, the city of Hiroshima in 1945 was not only a strategic military target; it was a city that epitomized to their adversary the human chaos we longed to defeat.  

      Six decades have now passed, and still that old familiar proverb (“All’s fair in love and war”) has not resolved a debate that continues to this day.  Should we, or should we not, have dropped the Bomb?  And, in a very graphic and literal way, the storm still rages on in other cities halfway around the world.

     In the book, Shockwave: Countdown to Hiroshima, British author and BBC producer, Stephen Walker, focuses on the days in the lives of a few individuals, leading up to the morning of August 6, 1945.  The book begins with a story of two lovers who were citizens in Hiroshima; and who meet in a park in what was considered a beautiful city the night before the bomb was dropped.

     The author interviews this old man who is now in his eighties, and still visibly scarred by the effects of the atomic blast.  They are described sitting in a room in a little house in Hiroshima.  The old man begins to talk about the sheer engulfing chaos of that day, when the author interrupts him to ask what he’d been doing the night before.  The old man pauses, then he bursts into tears.  Fearing embarrassment or shame for the old man, the interviewer begins to retreat, but is stopped.

     “No, no,” the old man composes himself, “I want to tell you something I’ve never told anyone in my life since that day sixty years ago.  That night before the bomb fell was the happiest night of his life.” 

     The old man then proceeds to tell how he’d been with his lover, named Rako, whom he’d met three months before.  They’d fallen in love, but their families did not approve of the relationship, and there’d been bitter conflict.  So the young star-crossed lovers were stealing time that evening in a lovely public garden in Hiroshima.  He’d just received his call-up papers for the Army, which was essentially a death sentence.  Japan had all but lost the war by this time, but would never willingly surrender.  He knew he was going to die; just as two of his brothers before him had already been killed in action.  

     So he and Rako spent that last night lying underneath the stars, in that beautiful garden; and for the first time in that relationship they boldly held hands.  Then they got up and went to the entrance to the garden. He went one way, she went another.  The next morning the bomb was dropped; and he never found her again.

I read a story like that and think to myself, absolutely nothing’s fair in love and war.  Of what then is love and chaos made?  
     I read a story like that and think to myself, absolutely nothing’s fair in love and war.  Of what then is love and chaos made?  There is an obvious kind chaos we find in love, or war, or sometimes both. It’s shaped by human hands or hearts, with deliberate forethought, malice or desire, treachery or tenderness. 

     Then there is another kind of chaos, not of our own making; but which seems to be part of the natural order of all created things, and even part of what some believers reluctantly, reverently call a divine mystery.  It actually fortifies our faith, and even makes us willing to enter into the chaos and even try walking on water; something which presumably more rational folks might dismiss as too naïve a thing to do for what some would want to usurp and call the “real” world.

     But further, it is also this divine presence – made manifest to you and me in the heart of Jesus and mind of Christ – which comes to us on the winds and the waves.  It is no ghostly apparition, but the living, divine presence and imperative, which willingly gets into our little boat, stills the storms and challenges those fears and doubts we have to trust God; and not our own foolishness.

It actually fortifies our faith, and even makes us willing to enter into the chaos and even try walking on water; something which presumably more rational folks might dismiss as too naïve a thing to do for what some would want to usurp and call the “real” world.

… It is a living, divine presence and imperative, which willingly gets into our little boat, stills the storms and challenges those fears and doubts we have to trust God; and not our own foolishness.
     On this weekend’s anniversary observance, as we remember those old conflicts of love and war from a city called Hiroshima, we can acknowledge we’ve stepped back from the nuclear abyss.  Instead, we fight and lose an un-winnable war of attrition in Iraq by conventional means, because we know we dare not – let alone cannot – again choose the nuclear option.  There is a tragic, peculiar irony in this anniversary and this moment in the human story.  For, all the while, in the midst of this present human conflict, our greater anxiety now rises over the nuclear threat from the neighboring country, Iran ...

     So!  Bernie Marcus will build the biggest man-made aquarium to house two of the biggest fish God ever created, from the seas God created millions of years ago.  Bernie can’t help himself; he just loves big fish.  

     And like Jesus’ first followers, we are left in the little boat, bobbing on the stormy seas, to ask ourselves and each other if a gospel message that has nothing to do with what’s fair in love or war is more than miraculous; if instead it calls us into the midst of the chaos, to bring a message that could quell these raging storms.
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