The Reluctant Prophet

By William Lynes, MD

The prophet Jonah, son of Amittai, sat on the desert hillside with a hunched, twisted back, rocking rhythmically on his haunches and staring disgustedly at the massive city below.  His body was a tortured mess, the product of a fitful flight from God and three full days of digestion in the belly of a great fish.  His blistered skin peeled painfully, acid bleached a remarkable white, wrinkled as if in the water for years, lips colorless and scalded.  Rotted, dissolved teeth dotted a ghostly countenance highlighted with pupils colored an eerie, unnatural yellow.  Jonah pulled absently at his scraggly white beard, dead shards of which dislodged in his hand.  A prune like finger with a raised, rotted, nail traced a mindless pattern obsessively in the dried and dusty ground.  Back and forth he swayed in a monotonous rhythm, while wheezing an acidy cry and coughing up pieces of putrefied lung.
With difficulty, Jonah spoke between rattling gasps for air: “I am angry…I am mad…  I am furious…and if the truth be known, my God… your servant’s rage is with you!  I would spit with rejection, but my blistered mouth produces no spittle.  You called me to prophesy in Nineveh, but I knew your merciful heart and fled from you.  With awesome power you tossed a massive tempest and the burning belly of a fish in my path, and I realized you are stronger than I, oh Lord.  So I reluctantly delivered Your decree to that city of sin and wickedness, worse than even Sodom and Gomorrah, my hideous façade startling those blasphemous and depraved people into submission.  Against my better judgment I cried out:
 “Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  Jonah 3:4
“I told the people your message against my desire.  Now I sit bleached and blistered, hand to foot, crippled by excruciating pain, coughing and watching your redeeming work upon a whorish people that I detest.”
Below his desert perch sprawled the ancient city of Nineveh.  Now fully repentant after the prophet’s message, its population filled with wailing people, fasting and dressed in torn sackcloth, their faces covered with ashes from their hearth.  The metropolis was enormous, its breadth three days travel from one edge to the other.  A city of corrupt blackness and slimy sin, these citizens now praised God after the prophet’s haunting appearance and message of repentance.  Just days before, their king issued a decree stating their devotion to the one true God and instructing the people to turn from sin.  

“By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything.  Let them not feed or drink water, but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God.  Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands.  Who knows?  God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.”  Jonah 3:7-9

Remembering these events Jonah stood painfully, and slowly turned away from the city.  He spit a rotten tooth on the ground in defeated rage.  A parched tip of his tongue separated and stuck to his seared lips.  A rattling cough formed a grey wad of tissue, which he spit in his hand and rubbed on shabby, bleached clothes.  He looked up to heaven, and shook his head in utter disgust.

“Why Lord?  You are the God of Israel, the father of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  You have the power of the heavens, the wisdom of your stars, and goodness is your stock.  I have followed your ways since a boy and have kept all of your commandments.  When you called me for your task I ran from you, knowing you would spare these wicked and contemptuous people.  But your power overcame me, and so I spoke your prophesy with reluctance.  Now you have saved these worthless people, something I wish to reject.  Why sanctify a people full of lies and plunder, who worship the prostitute, graceful and full of deadly charm?”  

Gasping and wheezing with each breath, Jonah repeated the lament he cried out from the belly of the fish:  “I called out to you Lord, out of my distress.  Out of the belly of Sheol I cried and you heard my voice.  For 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; yet I shall again look upon your holy temple.’  The waters closed in over me to take my life; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped about 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.  When my life was fainting away, I remembered the Lord, and my prayer came to you.”

“Those who pay regard to vain idols, forsake their hope of steadfast love.  But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you: what I have vowed I will pay.  Salvation belongs to the Lord.”  Jonah 2:1-9
The sun overhead beat down oppressive and harsh, and the Lord raised a searing wind that magnified the heat.  Jonah covered his burnt, yellow eyes with the corner of his sleeve and gasped in unbearable agony.  “I know the God you are, and sure enough with the city’s repentance you have spared this violent people, guilty of gouging out eyes and beheading the most innocent.  I am angry…I am mortally angry!  Lord I cry out to you, furious for the mercy you have shown these loathsome people!  Take my life from me, for it is better to die than live.”

“And the Lord said, ‘Do you do well to be angry?’  ”  Jonah 4:4
Jonah tossed his hands to the sky in disgust and said not a thing.  He moved slowly to the rim rock above the city, sat with great pain, silent for many hours.  

“And the lord God appointed a plant.”  Jonah 4:6
Over the next day, the plant grew to cover Jonah’s burnt visage, but on the second day, God prepared a worm that attacked the plant causing it to die.  While with the plant, Jonah had a modicum of gladness, with its death his rage grew hysteric.  Then the Lord sent even more of the hot, blasting, wind and Jonah was faint.
Finally, with hardened reluctance, Jonah answered the Lord’s question:  “I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.”  Jonah 4:9   Jonah lay prostrate, desperate for peace, drained as if to die. 
And the Lord said, “You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, which came into being in a night and perished in a night.  And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?”  Jonah 4:10-11   The prophet heard the Lord, understood the origin of God’s mercy, but not His awesome love.  
Jonah closed his eyes in complete collapse.  A coughing paroxysm overcame him.  He rolled to his back in agony, stood with great difficulty, and unsteadily looked to heaven.  Anger engulfed his haggard visage, a cracked grimace appearing upon a bleached countenance.  He tore cruelly at the dead plant, fashioned it into a crude staff, and hobbled painfully away from Nineveh, never to be heard of again.  

Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him (Christ) saying”Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you.”  But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.  For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.  The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here.”  Matthew 12:38-41

#
Prophets, while inspired by God, are only men, full of sin and tragic flaws.  The same was true of Jonah, for while he understood the Lord’s supremacy as creator, he did not comprehend God’s infinite love.

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  John 3:16 
All scripture taken from the English Standard Version of the Holy Bible.
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