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The Psalmist pours out his praise to God, culminating in the celebration of God’s graciousness, 
mercy and compassion. God is great and awesome and worthy of praise. We can get that truth 
purely from looking all around us at the smallness and bigness of the creation. But the Psalmist 
goes deeper, not just full of wonderment at the world around him, but also concerned about the 
nature of the One who brings it all into being. His experience, and the experience and history of the 
people to which he belongs, is that God is ultimately merciful, gracious and compassionate. More 
recent Trinitarian theology has emphasized the three-ness of God that leads to the unity of God. 
Love exists between the three persons of the Trinity, so much so that they are as One, and indeed 
go looking from all eternity for those with whom they may share that loving union. In this respect I’ve 
gotten a lot from the writings of Richard Rohr, and in particular his book, ‘The Divine Dance’ which 
is anything but dull theology: it is art in words. Here, he explores the Trinity and contends that if you 
don’t get the Trinity you don’t really get God. He says somewhat poetically:  
 

“One: One alone is not by nature, Love, or Laugh, or Sing. One alone may be Prime Mover, 
Unknowable, Indivisible. All – and if Everything is All and All is One, One is alone, self-
centred. Not love. Not Laugh. Not Sing.  
 
Two: Ying /Yang. Dark / Light. Male / Female. Contending dualism. Affirming Evil / Good. And 
striving toward Balance. At best, Face-to-Face, but never Community.  
 
Three: Face-to-Face-to-Face. Community. Ambiguity. Mystery. Love for the Other and for the 
Other’s love. Within. Other-Centred. Self-giving. Loving. Singing. Laughter.  
 
And then a fourth is created – Ever-loved and loving.”  
 

He goes on “Whatever is going on in God is a flow, a radical relatedness, a perfect communion 
between three – a circle dance of love.” It is okay to say that this is a mystery, and by saying so this 
doesn’t mean we don’t understand God. Rather, it is more accurate to say that we are endlessly 
understanding God. 
 
Jonah, the prophet knows this to be true about God: “I knew that you are a gracious and 
compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending 
calamity.” However, this revelation doesn’t lead Jonah to Psalmist-like praise, but rather to this 
testimony, “Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” Why is this his reaction 
and not praise? The sad truth is that Jonah is a bigot, a racist, a narrow minded fundamentalist. He 
is quite happy with the thought that God might do a bit of smiting the Ninevites off the planet. They 
are ‘them’. They are not ‘us’ and he’s culturally programmed to hate them. However, in his heart he 
just knows that this isn’t going to be the case. God has this tendency of being merciful – people 
don’t get what they deserve. He is gracious – people get favour bestowed upon them that they 
haven’t merited. And He is compassionate – He keeps remembering His covenantal, unshakeable 
love for them. 
 



Jonah’s prophetic ministry gets a result and he’s not happy. He behaves like a grumpy teenager 
with all the drama that can involve. The basic message of Jonah is ‘it isn’t fair’ but God replies by 
pointing out the irony that Jonah is more concerned about the plant dying than the great city of 
Nineveh being saved.  
 
You may have heard of Iraq and of the city of Mosul. Two and a half thousand years ago it was 
Assyria, the city was called Nineveh, and it was big by ancient standards. Jonah did not believe the 
Ninevites were worth saving and is reluctant to preach to them because deep down he knows God 
is going to save them. Perhaps, he was worried about self-image – if I go and preach judgment and 
then God relents and forgives them, then what will that say about me? I’ll look foolish. But God 
continues to work on Jonah. That leaves us with an interesting question: Is the book of Jonah as 
much about the change that needs to take place in Jonah as much as it is about the work of God in 
Nineveh? 
 
Interestingly, the book of Jonah appeared in the post-exilic period of Jewish history when they had 
returned from Babylon. The strongest voices were from leaders like Ezra (let’s get back to the Word 
of God and be obedient to it) and Nehemiah (let’s get walls built so that we can keep others out and 
defend ourselves). Into that mix of fear and keeping separate we get the voice of two further biblical 
voices. The Book of Ruth with its story of God being at work in, showing grace to, working his 
purposes out, through the life of a despised foreigner. Then the book of Jonah, the story of a 
reluctant bigoted prophet who does not want to be involved in reaching out beyond his own religious 
ghetto to find that God might actually be interested in and at work in ‘them’, those who aren’t one of 
‘us’.  
 
The people of the post exilic period and the disciples of Jesus of today, need to be reminded of the 
great heart of compassion of God for all of his world and its people, who he keeps on drawing with 
loving kindness. 
 
Once again, the challenge of God comes to us. Who are the ‘them’ and ‘us’ in our lives? Who do 
we feel uncomfortable being around? Or make assumptions about?  
 
Where do we need the grace of God to be at work in us, changing us, and turning our hearts to be 
like his, filled with compassion for a broken world with so many broken people, facing so many heart 
breaking realities? 
 
God of the poor, friend of the weak, 
Give us compassion we pray: 
Melt our cold hearts, let tears fall like rain; 
Come, change our love 
From a spark to a flame. 
 
Amen. 


