THEME 12: THE WORD AND MERCY KNOW NO BOUNDARIES
TEXT:

Jonah 1-4 

(for the community meeting: Jon 4:1-11)

BIBLICAL KEY
The Book of Jonah is a real jewel both of literature and of theology. It consists of barely four chapters, written in a captivating style with a rather naive savor. Few biblical accounts are as popular as this work, yet it is replete with interpretative difficulties of all sorts which, as we will see in what follows, are important to know. It is, then, and apparently simple book, but complex in its biblical riches.

Since this is the last unit of the year --and thus somewhat of a recapitulation-- we are allowed to expand a little.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Problematic of the age in which the book was composed
The language used points to a precise time of redaction: the age of Ezra and Nehemiah. Some grammatical elements seem to confirm this. The use of the short form of the first person pronoun, 'ani  instead of the more formal 'anokhi;  the relative pronoun she  instead of asher  (cf. 1:7,12, 4:10). Moreover, the book abounds in Aramaisms, much more so than in the other prophets. This argument is quite important, since the style of a writing reveals its identity and time, but to prove it one would have to point our a number of technical details that we only mention here, without being able to develop it at any length (cf. verbal aspects 1:6, 2:1, 4:6,7,8,11). The abundance of these precise lexicographic aspects points to the date of composition. As a terminus a quo,  it must be placed around the year 586 BC, and as a terminus ad quem,  it must be placed before the Hellenistic period, since no Greek influence appears in it.

In this epoch of great reformers (Ezra, Nehemiah) after the return from exile, the Jewish community tended to turn in upon itself, defending its particularism, taking refuge in the privileges of its election, avoiding foreigners and looking down on them (cf. section 3.2 below for greater detail). The Book of Ruth, which reflects the same problematic (a woman of Moab, a pagan and accursed nation, becomes through faith an ancestor of King David), must have been drafted somewhat earlier. Both works are meant to be a reaction against an exaggerated nationalism. Thus, the composition of Jonah must be allotted to the  time-slot running from the 5th to somewhat before the 2nd century BC, because at that time it was already introduced into the Hebrew canon and formed part of the Twelve lesser prophets, where it appears in fifth place, after Hosea, Joel, Amos and Obadiah.

1.2. Author: Jonah is not an historical personage.
The book hints at a solution to the question of authorship and offers a proper name. The author would supposedly be the prophet of the same name, Jonah, son of Amittai (2 Kgs 14:25), who was active in the time of King Jeroboam in the 8th century. Most ancient commentators held that he was indeed the man in question. Nevertheless, a whole series of reasons shows that such an attribution is untenable.

As distinct from other prophets, Jonah never appears as the author of the work. It speaks of him, but in a rather distant manner, in the third person. It is most unlikely that he would have made such an ironic critique of his own activity: someone who imagined that he could escape from the task of prophesying and dared to reproach God himself for His conduct.

For the author, Nineveh is but a distant memory (Now Nineveh was an enormously large city" (3:3), and the brushtrokes with which the work portrays it are in flagrant contradiction with archeological data.  Nineveh takes on colossal dimensions, since "it took three days to go through it" (3:3). These traits can only be part of a hyperbolic description spread in popular legends. The figure of 120,000 children ---persons who do not yet know their right hand from their left" (4:11), implies a population of at least a million, which leads us to consider that such a huge agglomeration of people could hardly have existed in antiquity. The book speaks of the "King of Nineveh," whereas all the other books of the Bible and cuneiform inscriptions as well always speak of the "King of Asshur." Moreover, Nineveh was never converted. A fact of such dimensions would have found a strong echo in the history of the Bible and in that of other religions, and would have been recorded and in some way magnified. Yet the city remained a rebel until its destruction, which occurred in 612 BC.

It is impossible, then, to maintain the historicity of the central figure, because of the huge series of discrepancies that appear in the work. We must say that the author is anonymous and used the pseudonym of the earlier, real prophet, in order to win acceptance of his work.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The book is not an allegory, but rather a parable.
The quite extraordinary character of the unlikely avatars that Jonah lived through made it possible for many commentators, ranging from St. Gregory Nazianzen to Theophylact in antiquity, up to the present, to opt for an allegorical interpretation of the work. An allegory (from the Greek allos [other] + agoreuein [speak in the agora]), aims at establishing a perfect 
correspondence between each one of the elements in an imaginative narrative and reality.  In this sort of interpretation, Jonah (which means "dove" in Hebrew) would be a representation of Israel, the people of God, invested with a prophetic mission. Indeed, in other biblical writings the dove is identified with the people of God (Hos 7:11, 11:11; Song 2:14, 4:1), so that Jonah would be a sort of mythical "Columbus" (L. columba = dove) who crosses the seas bringing salvation to other lands. Nineveh would represent the pagan world, which, though ignorant and sinful, is the object of God's predilection. Even the same personage takes on diverse characterizations. Jonah, rebelling against his mission, would mean Israel, which refused its missionary role among pagan nations. Hence, he was swallowed by a cetacean --an image of the Babylonian Exile-- much like what we read in another prophet, "The king of Babylon has consumed me...swallowed me...filled his belly with my delights, and cast me out" (Jer 51:34). The representation and the represented can also exchange roles. The people are freed from exile as Jonah was (cf. Jer 51:44). Even after the Exile, Israel was invested with the same mission; Jonah was charge a second time to go to Nineveh. Jonah out of sorts stands for the people, who obstinately resisted God's will to offer pardon to the pagans...

One must grant that this or that isolated narrative element may lend itself to an allegorical interpretation; but if one accepted that interpretation for the whole book, it would lose vitality and freshness; it would become a contrived outline, to be cunningly resolved by an ideological set of keys. This is especially when one  tries to find a hidden meaning in other elements of the story (the sailors, the ricinus plant or gourd, the beasts...). The allegorists often went to the most arbitrary lengths, converting the lovely little book into a most elaborate and highly forced game of conceits.

Therefore, we side with the majority of current authors, who consider this work to be a parable: the imaginative narrative corresponds, as a whole, to a theological reality. Its teaching (as we will see at greater length in the theological section) is deduced from the work as a whole, and not from each of its  details, interpreted in an unconnected and metaphorical way.

The greatness of God's revelation does not have to be restricted to historical accounts; it is also manifested in poetic fragments and in fiction. The Book of Jonah is a parable or wisdom narrative, in which the Word of God still truly speaks to us today.

2.2. Literary structure
2.2.1. A unitary work
At present, the most authoritative commentators side with the fundamental coherence of the overall work, bearing a unified redactional stamp. This does not, however, solve some of the difficulties inherent in the text.

The most important of these is the psalm that appears in the book (2:3-10):

It seems that the situation it describes does not square with the real plight of Jonah. The author of the psalm says, "You brought up my life from the pit" (2:7), which is by no means the case of Jonah, a drowning man swallowed by a whale. Nor does it reflect Jonah's state of soul, since the man in the psalm is both thankful and obedient, and has left his gloominess and rebelliousness far behind him.

The literary style is different. Some characteristic words of the author are missing: the verb "to go down," the substantive "evil," the adjective "great." Even the fish has changes its grammatical gender. There are no Aramaisms, in contrast with the rest of the work. Here we find undoubted echoes of several psalms of thanksgiving (among the most important, cited in the order in which they appear in the Book of Jonah: 120:1, 130:1, 42:1, 32:6, 69:2-3, 30:4, 16:10, 22:6, 3:9). It reflects a cultic language --proper of the Temple-- which is customary in psalms of thanksgiving for deliverance from some danger.

This is obviously a later insertion, but it has been incorporated by a commentator, also showing by way of irony (a destructive beast changed into a divine vehicle) that God is still steering the course of human beings (and of prophets) despite their efforts to the contrary.

Different accounts:

God repeats the same order to Jonah twice: "Arise, go to Nineveh" (1:2, 3:2). According to some, this repetition shows the existence of two independent fragments, one referring to Jonah's plight on the sea,  the other referring to his preaching on terra firma in Nineveh. Other authors propose not two, but three distinct accounts (the unwilling prophet, the conversion of Nineveh and the Jewish particularist facing God). Having gone this far, we will simply say that there is a great freedom of opinions: each commentator divides the book according to highly subjective criteria.

Different names for God:
In the first three chapters, the use of the sacred tetragram, YHWH, appears on the lips of Hebrews, or at least on the lips of pagans who are about to be converted (cf. 1:14). However, in chapter four we find, without any apparent reason to justify them, these different names: Yahweh (vv. 2,3,4,10), Yahweh-Elohim (v.6) and Elohim (vv. 7.8.9). In keeping with this different use of the word God, some authors have opted to divide this little work into Yahwist and Elohist strata, as in the case of Genesis. It seems more fitting to attribute this variation to the attentive correction of a copyist, who wanted to avoid repeating the same words. They, too --we might reasonable conjecture-- knew as well as we, the enriching use of synonyms.

These apparent contradictions do not rule out the fundamental unity of the account, as a careful reading will abundantly bear out. But we should add that we are not dealing here with a flat work, without relief. Rather, each one of the parts that make it up keep complementing each other dynamically and building its interest and intrigue, until they make this enchanting book as fully alive as any literary work written for the enjoyment of the reader and the deep instruction of the believer.

2.2.2. The interplay of characters
The mastery of the author is unmistakably shown in his description of secondary characters.

The sailors:

They are described with a series of very positive traits, among which some distinctive ones stand out (read the brief fragment, 1:5-16). They are extremely religious men. When the tempest breaks out, each of them --in a large ship built to cross the Mediterranean, with a crew of different racial extraction-- calls upon his god. Working in solidarity, they struggle to jettison anything that might lighten the ship. In striking contrast, Jonah sets himself apart from them and falls into a deep sleep. The sailors are seekers of the truth. The captain awakens the prophet so that he, too, may call upon the Lord. In  order that God may prevent anyone from perishing, the sailors cast lots to find out who is guilty of calling down this misfortune on them. They respect life. Although Jonah asks them to cast him into the sea, they do not want him to die; rather, they set to rowing more briskly. They are converted to God, whom they invoke, toward the end of the passage, by the sacred name of Yahweh, and ask Him not to hold them accountable for the death of Jonah. The account ends by telling us that they feared Yahweh and, like model Israelites, offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.

The Ninevites:

Nineveh, "the great city," historically hostile toward the Jewish people, was converted. Nineveh even became a thrilling example of conversion -- a conversion which spread quickly to all its inhabitants. The author stresses this expressly by mentioning three polar groups of converts: "from the greatest to the least" (3:5), "man or beast," "herd or flock" (3:7). All, then, do penance and repent of their evil conduct. Here, God is spoken of, not Yahweh, the God of Israel. This is an ethical conversion, which means abandoning all vices and social injustices. Such a sincere conversions leads God to relent. The dialectic play on personages is worked our deliberately. Nineveh, a great city whose destruction had been foretold, is converted and saved. But Jerusalem, also a great city, has remained cut off and been made a wasteland, because it has not repented at the call of the prophets (cf. Jer 22:7-9). The king of Nineveh and his nobles are converted (Jon 3:7), whereas Jehoiachin and his ministers persist in their impenitence, and hence all, both men and beasts, would be carried off into captivity (cf. Jer 36:27-31). The contrast between the chosen people and these pagan people could not be more brutal, but for the even greater contrast between this lost people who were converted and Jonah, who could not be converted and reconciled to the loving design of God.

The animals:
Even the animals --whom the author seems to like-- do penance (3:7, 4:11). This is a detail that shows, in a flourish of his naive style, the totality of conversion, from which no one is excluded. The animals in this book (like Elijah's raven or Balaam's ass), are instruments in God's hands and serve the cause of the prophets. Even the great fish (contrary to all likelihood) does not finish Jonah off, but serves as a protective refuge and an effective vehicle of divine providence.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
Why has this little book, so rich in suggestions, been used only as an entertainment and even as a weapon  against the people of God? How much time has been wasted on trying to determine the species of the great fish (was it a baleen whale, a sperm whale, or even a vessel called "The Great Fish"?)! How many banal discussions (some of which are recalled, not without humor, by St. Augustine) have been squandered on identifying that mysterious ricine plant (was it a gourd or what have you?)! Still worse, the enemies of religion, taking advantage of fundamentalist interpretations of this book, have branded it as full of material inconsistencies and contradictions (how could a man be swallowed by a whale and remain alive after three days?), in order to ridicule the faith. In contrast, a correct interpretation, which takes into account the literary genre of the work and its theological level, demonstrates the mysterious heights of mercy and universality that the OT could reach, through the humble vehicle of this little book.

3.1. Making way for the universal mercy of God.
The celebrated formula, "God, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and rich in loving-kindness," was already well known in the Bible, and Jonah himself shows that he already knew it (4:2). Indeed, this formula, one of the high points of OT revelation, was quite renowned. It was originally and in a privileged way applied to God's relationship with Israel (Ezk 34:6, Ps 103:8, Neh 9:17, Joel 2:3); but now --and this is surprising and novel-- it is delocalized and universalized. And more strikingly yet, it is shown to a pagan people who, according to many pages of the OT, deserve to be exterminated. And this was indelibly engraved on the biblical mentality. We need only read a few biblical texts to reveal the charges against Nineveh: they have been a nightmare for the people of God (cf. Is 10:5-15, Zeph 2:13-15 and especially the terrible invectives of Nahum 2-3, 17). According to these passages, Nineveh represents the very paradigm of every idolatrous and tyrannical state. The theological message of the Book of Jonah is not only the universal openness to salvation, but openness even to a people that has been sinful and violent toward the Jewish people.

God loves this people (not as oppressors: this would mean a justification of violence), and loves them with limitless mercy (nobody or nothing can remain outside the universal mercy of God); and this merciful love allows the oppressor to escape from its wickedness and sin. This is the absolute novelty and scandal of the book, which are hard to overcome both then and now. God loves sinners, even those who had acted systematically against the people of God. Hence, the Book of Jonah quite deliberately adds a further divine title to the classic formula: "You relent from doing harm" (4:2). This is a theology of God's forgiveness, making it possible even for the Ninevites to repent and be converted. In keeping  with the command of the prophet (3:2-4) and of the pagan king (3:7), that each person should "turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands" (3:8), all of them in fact were converted from their evil behavior, and God, too, in keeping with his word, "relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it" (3:10). This is the universal mercy of God's love, who waits for a response. This divine waiting acts as a goad to help human beings set aside their sin and be converted. Thus, both relenting and repenting go hand in hand and need one another. But the all-merciful love of God goes first, making it possible for an oppressive people or a sinful individual to exit from death and enter through conversion into life.

3.2. A denunciation of apartheid  and xenophobia
The message of the Book of Jonah has to be understood in the milieu in which it arose, a milieu marked by an exclusive nationalism carried to the nth degree and by intolerance toward anyone or anything foreign. In 538 BC, Cyrus authorized the Jewish exiles to return to their homeland. A slow restoration of the people began, Judaism began to be consolidated in it most basic aspects: veneration of the Law, the rebuilding of the Temple, an awareness of being God's only chosen people. On returning to its homeland, this newborn community adopted a radical nationalism. In order to protect the purity of its faith from all foreign contamination, it stressed intransigence and rigorism. From the times of Ezra (restorer of the Law) and Nehemiah (restorer of the Temple), Judaism defined itself in terms of opposition to other peoples, and kept insisting on its national privileges in a show of hatred toward anything foreign.

The last two chapters of the Book of Ezra (9-10) prescribe the repudiation of mixed marriages. They represent an attempt to justify the abandonment of wives and children on presumably theological bases. What we see here is a religiosity that is overly protective, almost stifling, confining the people to extreme isolationism. The Jewish people closed their borders with the outside world, and turned in on their own national pride.

The Book of Nehemiah continued and even reduced these borders. It tried to base the expulsion of foreigners on the precepts of the Law (13:1-3). The people, obsessed by the notion of religious purity, defended their worship to the utmost. All foreigners were to be expelled, not only from the precincts of the Temple or from the city limits of Jerusalem, but beyond all national boundaries. The Israelites separated themselves  from all foreigners: from the Ammonites, Moabites and from all who were not Jewish. This intolerant exclusiveness came about not only in response to the way that Israelites had been treated in times past, but also to a danger that threatened them: the suspicion that the introduction of foreign elements might attack the integrity of faith and the unity of the people. But this cautionary fear of a possible threat degenerated into a hatred for foreigners, who kept alienating the community of Israel from its noble beginnings and from the conduct demanded by God. In the times we are speaking of (Ezra-Nehemiah), collaborating with foreigners was synonymous with idolatry. Someone who knew the circumstances quite well summed up this belligerent spirit. The Roman historian Tacitus (Histories, V,5) accused the Jewish people of having an "adversus omes alios hostiles odium,"  that is, of showing a hostile hatred towards all who were not Jews. This intolerance set in radically. It was against this xenophobic tendency that the Book of Jonah reacted forcefully.

In the person of Jonah --who was irritated because a gourd that he had not planted or nourished had withered (4:5-11) and reproached God for being so forgiving and merciful-- the author, deliberately overlooking the long history of divine kindness, the book aims at denouncing the completely unjustified behavior of those recalcitrant Jews and other who systematically rebelled against the mercy of God on behalf of all foreigners living in ignorance and sin. The last verses of the Book of Jonah, as a sort of wisdom adage, present the essence of its message of universal openness: "And Yahweh said, 'Are you so deeply grieved about the gourd?...And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as well>" (4:10-11).

3.3. The prophet, too, needs to be converted
Throughout the book we observe the uninterrupted process of the prophet's conversion. To illustrate this behavior and come to see the true face of the prophet, we have to follow closely the unfolding stages in this God-Jonah relationship that the book itself offers us.

At the beginning we are told most solemnly --as at the beginning of the accounts of the great prophets: "The word of the Lord came to..." (1:1). One expects a positive response on the part of the prophet; but this one does not obey, and wants to put land and sea between him and God -- or, as the text tells us twice, to flee "far from Yahweh" (1:3). He embarks in the opposite direction, headed for Tarshish, well known at that time as Tartessos. Instead of heading east toward Nineveh --as he had been expressly ordered-- he heads toward the far west, in keeping with his whim.  But the call of God is irresistible. Could Jonah get away so easily from the Lord's presence and not be faithful to the charge he had received to prophesy? Now the trajectory of God's search and pursuit of his rebel prophet begins. The latter, already on the open sea, goes down into the hold of the ship and hides himself among the cargo. But God unleashes a great wind and a great tempest arises. Jonah is deaf to the cries of the sailors and the danger of the storm; lacking any interest in it all, he falls into a deep sleep. But even in his tempest-tossed dream, God seeks him our ("If I settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there...your right hand will hold me fast" Ps 139:9-10). The sailors look despairingly to Jonah to invoke his God with them. He confesses is faith in God, creator of heaven and earth, whom he is fleeing. How is it possible to flee from God the Creator by sea, since He has created the sea? As the tempest worsens, the prophet confesses that it is his fault, and asks the crew to cast him into the sea. Jonah is asking for his own death. The temptation to die often accompanies the office of prophet (cf. Elijah, in 1 Kgs 19:4). It would be better to die than to go on preaching. The sailors at length lay hold of Jonah and cast him into the sea, and its fury finally abates (2:15).

Thus ends the first chapter, but God keeps sending His emissaries to fish out this unwilling man. Jonah will be a prophet by accident (one might well recall Dustin Hoffman's film of a hero by accident to help one understand better, in terms of today's world, the singular plight of this odd prophet). God, who commands the sea and all that dwell in it, sends a gigantic fish to swallow the prophet, who remains in its belly for three days and three nights (2:1-2). This marine animal, who represents sheol, which gobbles men up in death, should by all rights have been Jonah's grave. But as he nears the doors of death, he invokes God for the first time in the deeply-felt pleas of several psalms and entrusts himself to His providence. And the great fish, in keeping with Yahweh's orders, spews Jonah forth on dry land. God himself has brought the reluctant prophet on the wings of the wind, the waves of the sea and the belly of the whale, to the very place where He wanted him to be at the outset. The ways of God are incomprehensible and tortuous for man, but they are fulfilled to the letter.

In the third chapter, the Lord sends him the order to proclaim the message that He entrusts to him. This time Jonah preaches, and the Ninevites believe in God (v.5), hold a fast, and men and beasts alike put on sackcloth (vv. 5-9). The enormous success that has been achieved ought to have greatly impressed the prophet, who by no means expected it. God heeds these signs of penance and pardons them, for "both man and beast you save, O Lord" (Ps 36:7). The people are converted, but the  prophet has still not been converted. He has carried out his preaching mission orally, but his heart still has not changed. Jonah leaves the city and builds a hut from which to view what would happen to the city (4:5). He anxiously awaits the fatal outcome, but the destruction of Nineveh does not take place. Jonah wants a God of vengeance to do justice to Nineveh, the great and oppressive city, but the evil he longs for does not befall it. God contradicts the prophets narrow desires, in order to carry our his providential design of salvation. Jonah can not stand this, since it mocks the word he preached and belies his firmest convictions. Hence, once again he longs to die. A strong wind (like the wind of the tempest) shakes the prophet, and sets him raving. Jonah can understand absolutely nothing. His own prophetic warning was not carried out and his Jewish hopes lay broken. Why, then, should he go on living. He prays for death: "I would rather die than live" (4:8). Until, at last, comes the final and great revelation from God (4:9-11).

This Book of Jonah, full of so many unexpected avatars, aims at showing, toward the end of wisdom narratives, some great lessons regarding the prophetic vocation that are valid for all times. They are fundamentally the following: That it is useless to seek to flee from the presence of God; that God needs missionary availability and itinerancy --going to other lands beyond the prophets own horizons-- even though he may often respond with falls and desertions; that the call of God is irresistible; that He calls why He wishes, whom He wishes and as He wishes; and that the mission of the prophet is something that he never grasps completely, since life itself demands that he keep being converted to the mystery of the Word of God and to His designs (often unsuspected and meaningless to the prophet) for salvation. For in the long run this means adjusting the always too narrow human heart to the heart of God, who is infinitely loving and universally merciful. The prophet is a man whose heart must be enlarged.

We are not told whether Jonah learned this lesson from God. We can say that the book itself ends with a divine declaration, not stated literarily in an apodictic form, but in the form of a question (4:11). The whole work leads up to this question. It should be noted that God's question-invitation remains open, and that every man or woman who fells called by God to be a prophet and reads this book, must answer it with his or her own life.


STUDY HELP

THE PRESENCE OF JONAH IN THE TEXTS OF THE NEW TESTAMENT
"Some of the scribes and Pharisees then spoke up, saying, 'Teacher, we want to see you work some signs.' He answered: 'An evil and adulterous nation seeks a sign. No sign will be given it but that of the prophet Jonah. Just as Jonah spent three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son of Man spend three days and three nights in the bowels of the earth. At the judgment, the citizens of Nineveh will rise with the present generation and be the ones to condemn it. At the preaching of Jonah they reformed their lives; but you have a greater than Jonah here'" (Mt 12:38-41).

"While the crowds pressed around him he began to speak to them in these words: 'This is an evil age. It seeks a sign. But no sign will be given it except the sign of Jonah. Just as Jonah was a sign for the Ninevites, so will the Son of Man be a sign for the present age. The queen of the South will rise at the judgment along with the men of this generation, and she will condemn them. She came from the farthest corner of the world to listen to the wisdom of Solomon, but you have a greater than Solomon here. At the judgment, the citizens of Nineveh will rise along with the present generation, and they will condemn it. For at the preaching of Jonah they reformed, but you have a greater than Jonah here'" (Lk 11:29-32).

Both accounts are an explicit proof of the presence of the Book of Jonah in the NT. Both unanimously agree in stating that the role of Jesus is very much higher than that of Solomon or Jonah. Both of the latter share this, that through their word, they converted pagans (Jonah, the Ninevites; Solomon, the Queen of Sheba). Jesus points out that the docility of the pagans in contrast with the blindness of this generation of rebellious Jews --who are thus more culpable-- since they refuse to believe in his preaching and his presence, though he has more authority than both of the OT figures. Jesus is not speaking only for the present moment --of his confrontation with the Pharisees who refuse to believe-- but he also refers to the future. Hence he has recourse to the sign of Jonah (see Matthew's version). Just as Jonah remained buried for three days and three nights, after which God freed him to preach to the pagans (Jonah 2:1. Christian literature and art, especially that of the catacombs, often alludes to Jonah as a resurrection figure), so Jesus, through His paschal mystery, will be invested with all power, as the glorified Son of Man, and will open the gospel to all nations (Mt 28:16-19). And the nations will not only be converted to the gospel, but will accuse this generation (who they will judge!).  Thus, the word of Jesus takes on strong overtones of urgency and severity. With deep pathos, he is sounding an alarm, calling his people to conversion, to be converted as soon as possible, especially when all these men and women have all the means necessary in their grasp )read Mt 8:11-12; Lk 13:28-39).


CLARETIAN KEY

PROPHETIC SIGN
The 1973 General Chapter Document on Religious Life tells us: "The Claretian must be a visible sign, 'an outstanding sign'  (PC 1)... The reference here is to a prophetic sign.  The religious is God's man; he is a prophet through the eloquence of his own life, which relates immediately and totally to God. The prophetism of the religious life is a passage through the world to enrich it and give it its truest and deepest meaning by disclosing the radically provisory nature of all that man knows in his earthly life. A lack of adjustment with the dynamics of consecration leads to a weakening of the religious life in its most specific and serious aspect, ending by reducing it to its purely human dimensions, as experience attests" (2 RL 15).

The last General Chapter also insists on this theme with reference to our apostolic positions: "In each institution it is necessary to stress the gospel values most proper of our charism. The New Evangelization needs institutions that are truly a "sign" (SW 18). Besides "institutions," we could also add communities.
This "being a sign" has countless translations and demands that are repeatedly spelled out in our documents: lifestyle, location of our communities, availability for mission, openness and solidarity with the poor, quality of our communities as places of encounter with God, etc. (cf. CC, Dir; Chapter Documents). Claret was a sign of the Kingdom. An attentive reading of his life will alert us to this dimension.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Universal Mercy. There are many different languages, different religions, different cultures. And in all of them, when we get to know and love them in depth, the offer a new approach to humanization and --why not admit it?-- to the Kingdom. Issuing from the mouth of a whale and landing on the seashores of new cultures is not just an act of the will; rather, it is a mission from God: "Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you" (Jon 3:1). Whether its is Nineveh, Buenos Aires, Vienna, Osaka, Cochabamba, Barcelona, Los Angeles, Bangalore, Mombasa, SaE Paulo, Frankfurt, Malabo, -- Arise and go and proclaim. This supposes a new way of speaking, a new thrust. The temptation is to flee from the cultural riches, the well-set identity, the insecurity of being a minority, and to take refuge in one's own maintenance ministry, in an agreeable cultural climate, in psycho-sociological and economic superiority. But the universal mercy of God is a foot that is stuck in the door, preventing us from slamming it against the threat of what is foreign to us.

2. Prophets in the big city. You have to be generous in order to preach to a poor and humiliated people, but how do propose to announce the message in the "city of the oppressors"? Above all, who do you go about it in the big city? We're not thinking here about how many days it will take to cross it, but rather about the difficulties involved in evangelizing an urban milieu, above all when it has taken the road of indifference, agnosticism and even, at times, of out and out oppression. The cities of the world are a challenge to our standpoints. In fact, the sense of failure is widespread in many of our experiences. And yet the call continues to go forth, because "the wickedness of the citizens of Nineveh has come up before the Lord." How does the reading of Jonah enlighten us?

3. Leave your house. Is it on account of xenophobia or nationalism? The experience of all zones of the world bespeaks to forces: one that is leading to unity, the European Union, the Union of American States, the United Nations..., and another that is leading to increasing nationalism, racial conflicts and closed local sensibilities. Religion itself can even back extreme and even threatening postures. Universalism vs. particularism. The result? An unstoppable xenophobia, aimed at those who are considered inferior, at those who threaten our security and our abundance. Doesn't it seem that this Book of Jonah is saying something to us who believe in a God "whose mercy knows no boundaries"?

4. Love is not without humor.  "Do you want to flee from God? Then fell to God." The phrase is Saint Augustine's, and we might re-create it by saying, "Why run away from a scarecrow, when he is the very one to show us where the food is?" Some may flee for lack of love, but they certainly do so for lack of humor. When we preach on suffering, misfortune and sacrifice, our eloquence goes straight to the heart of our listeners, but how unpersuasive we are when it comes to speaking of happiness and joy! Humor almost always springs from a constant disproportion between the smallness of human beings and the immensity of the unknown and the unfathomable. Isn't this the story of Jonah? We smile at it, because at the end of it we see God looking with ironic tenderness on all the problems of poor Jonah who, because of his lack of humor, suffers his failure, while God enjoys His triumph.


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Do we want to flee? Where can we go? It's useless for us to plead our inability, our occupations and even our disagreement. We can't flee from the presence of the Lord. We always flee to some place, and God is everywhere. In his navet, Jonah thought that God's range didn't reach as far as Tarshish. Wherever we may be, if we are fleeing from anyone, it isn't from God. We have to stop and ask: "Lord, what do you want of me?" And even if we're not fleeing, we should ask the Lord. We may even discover that we're in right place after all. A French priest, after picking up a live child from among a pile of corpses in Rwanda and viewing the magnitude of the tragedy, asked on camera: "But where are the bishops and priests of this, the most Catholic country in Africa?"

2. Arise, get up. Number 48 of our Constitutions, which speaks of our having a sense of alertness, availability and catholicity, sets before us the prior problem of overcoming local particularisms: family, nation, language, culture, idiosyncrasies... This is by no manner of means a minor matter. God needs us to be available and ready for itinerancy because, even in the best of cases, the task before us always exceeds our forces, and the cultural baggage we drag along with us can be altogether too heavy. How do we feel questioned by the experience that the Book of Jonah narrates to us? Indeed, what is our own degree of availability for missionary itinerancy?

3. The final questions. We have reached the end of this second year of our WORD-MISSION journey. Perhaps this would be a good time to ask ourselves, both personally and in community, the following questions: What has the reading of the prophets meant to me? What has this journey that we have made together through these Books of the Bible meant for our community?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or sing.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Jon 4:1-11.

3. Dialogue on Theme 12 in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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