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*title slide 
Did you hear about the restaurant on the moon? There’s great food, 
but no atmosphere. 
What do you call a fake noodle? An impasta. 
How many apples grow on a tree? All of them. 
What did the grape do when he got stepped on? He let out a little wine. 
 
We call these corny, one-liners, “dad jokes.” I’ve always been a fan of 
“dad jokes” because usually they are puns and, you may have noticed, I 
really love words.  
*I remember when I first read Mark Twain’s pun, “Denial isn’t just a 
river in Egypt,” when I was a kid and I thought it was brilliant. I listened 
for people to say really outrageous things like, “I’m sure all the students 
are excited that school is starting, so I could respond with, “He must 
have said it in Egypt because he is in “da Nile.” It just never gets old.  
 
As I studied the story of Jonah this week, Mark Twain’s words came to 
mind and maybe you can relate. You see, like Jonah, there have been 
times in my life when my response to hard or scary things has been 
denial. Jonah’s story reminds me that this coping strategy is not new, 
nor is it particularly effective.  
 
*Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Go 
at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their 
wickedness has come up before me.” 3 But Jonah set out to flee to 
Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He went down to Joppa and 
found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went on board, 
to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord. 



4 But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a mighty 
storm came upon the sea that the ship threatened to break up. 5 Then 
the mariners were afraid, and each cried to his god. They threw the 
cargo that was in the ship into the sea, to lighten it for them. Jonah, 
meanwhile, had gone down into the hold of the ship and had lain down, 
and was fast asleep. 6 The captain came and said to him, “What are you 
doing sound asleep? Get up, call on your god! Perhaps the god will 
spare us a thought so that we do not perish.” 
7 The sailors[a] said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, so that we 
may know on whose account this calamity has come upon us.” So they 
cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah. 8 Then they said to him, “Tell us why 
this calamity has come upon us. What is your occupation? Where do 
you come from? What is your country? And of what people are 
you?” 9 “I am a Hebrew,” he replied. “I worship the Lord, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10 Then the men were 
even more afraid, and said to him, “What is this that you have done!” 
For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, 
because he had told them so. 
11 Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may 
quiet down for us?” For the sea was growing more and more 
tempestuous. 12 He said to them, “Pick me up and throw me into the 
sea; then the sea will quiet down for you; for I know it is because of me 
that this great storm has come upon you.” 13 Nevertheless the men 
rowed hard to bring the ship back to land, but they could not, for the 
sea grew more and more stormy against them. 14 Then they cried out to 
the Lord, “Please, O Lord, we pray, do not let us perish on account of 
this man’s life. Do not make us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O Lord, 
have done as it pleased you.” 15 So they picked Jonah up and threw him 
into the sea; and the sea ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men feared 
the Lord even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made 
vows. 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jonah+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-22539a


We are going to leave Jonah there in the sea this week…to think about 
what he has done. In the meantime, what might we think about this 
story? The story of Jonah is unlike the stories of the other eleven minor 
prophets in that, rather than relating prophecies or forewarnings given 
by a prophet, it tells a story about the prophet. This genre of this story 
has been debated by scholars over the years, with no widespread 
agreement, other than the story is not a historical account. Scholars 
suggest it is best classified as a folk tale, parable, or myth. So, we will 
treat this story as such, recognizing that while the story does not 
contain historical fact, it does contain truth that we can learn from even 
today. 
 
In this first part of the story, we listen in as God calls Jonah and Jonah 
responds by denying that call. The story doesn’t tell us this directly, but 
the original audience would have known, the idea of Jonah, an Israelite, 
going to Nineveh in Assyria, would have been very unappealing. The 
Assyrians were the enemy. This partially explains his actions. If we think 
about it, Jonah is not alone, within the biblical narrative, in his 
reluctance to do what God has called him to do. When God called 
Moses to speak to Pharaoh about releasing the Israelites from slavery, 
he argued. Elijah, like Jonah, was asked to go to a foreign land. He was 
afraid and fled from his call. Likewise, Jeremiah resisted his call to 
prophesy to “the nations.” Jonah was certainly in good company, but 
he took resistance to a whole new level. Jonah’s flight to Tarshish, 
“from the presence of God,” wasn’t about thinking he could outrun God 
or go where God was not. He fled not to escape God, but to reject the 
divine call altogether.  
 
With that in mind, I draw your attention back to where we left Jonah in 
the story as I ask the question, “So, how did that work out for ya?” It 
occurs to me, there wouldn’t be much for us to learn if we couldn’t 
relate to Jonah a little bit. The truth is, we all run from that which we 
ought to do at times. I occasionally read a blog written by Rabbi Brian, 



who describes himself as “a modern-day rabbi with John Lennon’s 
inclusivity and a Blues Brothers mission.” In his post titled, “Level Up. A 
Modern telling of the story of Jonah and the Whale,” he wrote about 
his friend, Melissa. 
 
When my friend Melissa was 16 years old, she was having a very hard 
time. 
It isn’t easy for anyone to be 16 years old. Her particular burden had 
gotten heavier when she came out as gay to her not-very-accepting 
family. She drank. She smoked cigarettes and pot. And she used to cut 
herself. 
Because of a tremor in her hands, she went to the doctor – always a 
frightening prospect as she was worried that her cut marks would be 
discovered. The doctor said Melissa had to stop drinking caffeine 
immediately or risk the tremor becoming permanent. 
Caffeine was the least of her problematic behaviors. 
Her mom dropped her off at home after the doctor visit, and Melissa 
called me about needing to give up coffee. I listened with an open heart. 
Then I joked that it was as if the universe had decided that it was time 
for her to level up. 
She immediately role played with me. (Being that she is into theatre, 
she just went with it, making our conversation an improvisation game.) 
 
“Hey, Universe, no, not now, I’m not ready to level up, I don’t want to 
level up, I’m having a hard- enough time, come on now!” 
“Next level: no caffeine.” 
“Nooo! Nooo! I’m not ready.” 
“… no caffeine, and you are still gay. And your parents still haven’t come 
around to that.” 
“Come on, Universe!” 
“…no caffeine, still gay, still living at home, and the level starts now.” 
“Noooo!” 
“New level has commenced. Your move.” 



“Maybe I’ll make myself one last cuppa coffee.” 
 
Of course, it’s easy for us to listen to Melissa’s story and know what she 
ought to do. She ought to not only give up caffeine, but give up all of 
the other self-destructive behaviors. It’s easy to look in from the 
outside and see what other people ought to do. 
 
*But, when the universe or God or your Spidey Sense tells you it’s time 
to level up, how do you react? 
I know what I do. I make an excuse about why it isn’t the right time. I 
set a goal, far enough into the future that it doesn’t have to affect my 
life right now, but yet, I can tell myself that in setting the goal I am 
working on it.  
Or, all of a sudden, I pretend like I can’t trust my gut. You know the 
feeling. My gut is telling me I should do this or that, but maybe that 
feeling that has kept me alive up until this point is all of a sudden 
completely wrong because the thing I ought to do is way too hard, way 
too risky, way too scary.  
 
Jonah’s story asks us to consider that not only does running away from 
the things we don’t want to do impact ourselves, but it impacts the 
world around us. In the story, Jonah hops the boat and settles in for a 
nap. While he’s napping, all hell breaks loose. The crew and captain of 
the ship pray to every god they can think of, frantically trying to get the 
ship back to shore, while Jonah sleeps. They finally wake him up so he 
can pray to his God. That’s when they find out that Jonah’s God is trying 
to get his attention. They have no choice but to throw him overboard 
and Jonah knows it.  
 
Our choices, which include making the choice to not make a choice, 
affect the people who love us the most. They affect people we’ve never 
met. They affect this planet. Life is short, friends, and we have stuff to 
do. My challenge for all of us, while Jonah hangs out in the water, is to 



consider in what ways we are being called to level up. And then let’s do 
it. Level up. Amen.  
 


