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Whatever it Takes! 

 
 
 
We have a rule at our house, if it’s a weekend during the school year, at least 
thirty minutes minimum of reading in addition to time playing outside is 
necessary before a screen (be it an iPad, iPhone, or Chrome Book) is turned on 
in the house, which doesn’t happen before noon.   
 
Recently, one member of our house lost a Friday night movie privilege, 
frustration from this spilled into Saturday morning and the routine reading 
pattern, which was reportedly done – it was a rather short 30 minutes (as in this 
particular reader hadn’t been up and moving an entire 30 minutes).  When the 
Chrome Book was requested, I gave the minimum 30-minute reading reminder.   
 
Still steaming from a missed movie, the irritated reader “stomp, stomps” off to 
return shortly after, with a rather raised voice declaring, “Fine … what do you 
want … huh! … you want me to read … why don’t you AR test me with this 1000-
page Edgar Allan Poe book!!  Because that’s how I feel right now about how 
much you want me to read.” 
 
Nothing like a little sarcasm from an 8-year-old on a rainy Saturday morning!  
Good grief! 
 
I got the message though. Typically, this guy loves reading; later it made me 
chuckle when I heard him ask dad, “Have you read all the Edgar Allan Poe 
book?”  Upon digging deeper, there wasn’t much to read that hadn’t already 
been re-read; that was the real problem.  Pile on the previous night’s movie 
frustration … this was beyond acceptable to this particular 8-year-old and this 
message had break through. 
 
Apparently, a little sarcasm about a 1000-page book he’d seen on his dad’s 
bookshelf did the trick in the moment. 
 
While I’m confident sarcasm is not a literary genre, there is often plenty of 
sarcasm to be found in the genres of satire, which employs over the top humor, 
irony and wit, and farce when an extra dose of humor, slapstick humor, is 
required.   
 
And there are plenty of all of these characteristics to go around in Jonah’s 
familiar story, the prophet tasked to deliver a message of repentance to the 
very people who destroyed his country.  Jonah, trying to avoid God’s task, 



jumps aboard a boat.  Storms follow and begin to wreak havoc.  Eventually to 
calm the seas, Jonah is tossed overboard and ends up in the belly of a big fish.  
When he does deliver the LORD’S message of repentance all it takes is one 
verse.  The next thing we know, the Ninevites, big and small, and all their animals 
are wearing sackcloth and repenting and crying mightily to God. 
 
Humor, little slack stick comedy – a prophet in the belly of the big fish, animals in 
sackcloth attire, what a cacophony of crying to god – man, child, and mooing 
beast.   
 
The humor of these satirical and farcical genres is clear! 
 
And if the humor isn’t enough of God’s message of repetence to break through, 
perhaps the irony of Jonah’s situation will break through to the listener.    
 
The listener would have known Jonah’s situation.   
 
Jonah’s prophetic career was based entirely upon prophesying 
national greatness for his unrepentant country, a country with loads of 
sinful patterns -  abuse, injustice, idolatry.  It was a country that had 
fallen into ruins and Jonah set about prophesying would become great 
again.  As a prophet, Jonah was an unconditional Israelite nationalist. 
 
And here we have Jonah, perhaps in God’s own sense of humor, who 
was asked to prophesy to repentance to Nineveh.  
 
Whatever it takes, right?! 
 
Nineveh, a major city, in a wicked, bloodthirsty, power seeking empire 
that had brought a savage and cruel end to the Kingdom of Israel – 
Jonah’s home.  You’d think Jonah would welcome this opportunity, but 
he runs away because as he says, “That is why I fled to Tarshish at the 
beginning for I knew you were a gracious and merciful God, slow to 
anger.”  Jonah knew God would be much more gracious and merciful 
toward the Ninevites than he wanted God to be.  I love the sense of 
irony that Jonah cannot avoid, so much so that he ends up in the belly 
of a big fish for three days and nights and then is spewed out to safety 
at God’s command!!   
 
So off Jonah goes, preaching one day instead of three days as commanded, 
and low and behold the Ninevites repent on a dime in a BIG way, many 



might find comical.  Signs of repentance included: their king sitting in a 
pile of ashes, a decree declaring no human or animal to taste 
anything, and even their animals donning sackcloth!! 
 
Maybe if they repent in a BIG way, their king thinks – God will show 
mercy?!  And “Jonah’s” God does show mercy, the promised calamity 
is called off!!  Irony abounds! 
 
The prophet’s traditional method of communication was minimally successful, 
maybe this mode of communication will break through!   
 
Maybe this will get the point across …  God cannot be exclusively owned or 
claimed, a desire that plagues our country in our own day and time in the form 
of Christian nationalism.  God’s love and mercy is universal, spanning to both the 
Israelites and the Ninevites; even Jonah’s previous prophetic message is 
disavowed. 
 
And maybe here in our day the same message will break through -- that 
tribalism and ownership don’t work.  That we’ve got to get out of the most basic 
human response of fight, flight or freeze … it’s outlived its usefulness, we’ve 
evolved beyond it, but somehow we haven’t quite evolved through it.   
 
And this is where I find the Ninevites, the epitome of a bloodthirsty, warlike 
people in the bible offer hope.  In their comic, over the top expression of desire 
to repent, they offer the missing link --- the process of repentance.  Endeavoring 
to 1) recognize the wrongdoing 2) begin to recognize just how deeply 
embedded these beliefs and behaviors associated with their wrongdoing 
actually are 3) and in seeing this reality, seeking a collective path forward. 
 
This is the piece, repentance --- in all of its comic glory of animals in sackcloth 
and a king sitting in a pile of ashes --- that can be so easily glossed over on the 
journey to thinking we’ve evolved beyond those very basic fight, flight or freeze 
attributes – that tribal wiring.  Jonah’s story of the Ninevites repentance makes it 
nearly impossible to miss this necessity (although we don’t hear the specific 
details).   
 
Yet again, whatever it takes to break through, this is the larger story our sacred 
scriptures reveal.  And how far does it seem God is willing to go to break 
through?  As a Christian, all I need to recall is the arrival of a wee babe in a 
manger with a guiding star above --- which in of itself, at the time of Jesus’ lowly 
birth would likely have been viewed as another over the top method for an all-



powerful, omnipotent God to break through --- and yet that’s just what 
happened. 
 


