
NO, NO, NO 
The Remembrance of the Prophet Jonah 

My daughter Nora is beginning to talk, and perhaps her favorite new word is “no.” Can we change your diaper? No. Will 

you eat your green beans? No. Ironically, both of our kids had a favorite book which was key in teaching them to say No. 

It is called Jonah and the Big Fish, the same Jonah whose feast day we celebrate this weekend, the same Jonah whose 

name I bear as Fr. Hovnan. Our kid’s board book begins with a close up of Jonah’s defiant face and the words “No, no, 

no, I don’t want to go to Nineveh.” As you may recall, that one little word, “no” gets Jonah in a lot of trouble with God.  

Remember that God has a mission for Jonah to go to Nineveh-people he didn’t care much for-to challenge them to 

repent, which they wouldn’t much care to hear. Jonah responds in a way many of us can identify with. He says “no, no, 

no” and he runs away…jumping a ship to Tarshish on the coast of Spain, far, far away. 

When we are young, our heavenly father-much like our parents-shield us from taking the full brunt of our poor 

decisions, but as we get older, the training wheels have to come off.  As God’s children grow up, we face real real 

consequences in saying no to God’s way and doing it our way instead.  Though we are unlikely to be cast in the sea, 

nearly drown, and swallowed by a fish before being spit back up; sometimes it might feel that way. For those who can 

read along this story and go beyond the literal, we can certainly identify times in our lives where we have hit the 

bottom, are totally stuck in our bad decisions, bad attitude and negative feelings.  Where we know deep down that 

there is a better way for us in our relationships with God, with those we love, but we just can’t get there by our own will, 

so instead we choose to fight or flight. 

But just when we are at our lowest, swallowed by dread, insecurity and doubt, that is when our God of mercy and 

second chances can surprise us; for what is impossible for man is always possible for God.  Jonah is delivered from the 

depths of his sorrow and pain, and as the story says "the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time," he is given a 

second chance.  So the first thing we learn from Jonah, is this: That if you are among those who are hard at hearing 

when it comes to obeying God’s words of direction and blessing in your life, if you at times feel like you are absolutely 

stuck in the depths of your worst self, then the God of the book of Jonah is the God for you. 

But Jonah’s story doesn’t stop with God’s amazing grace. It is also dependent on Jonah, on us, trying and trying again to 

be receptive to God’s grace. Our relationship with God, like all relationships, take much trial and error to build up and 

too often our impatience gets in the way.  When our son Narek was little and stacking up building blocks into a tower, 

inevitably he would put a block off-center and half the stack would tumble down. His reaction, however, made it worse; 

he would then destroy the rest of the tower out of vengeful frustration! Jonah is like this, we all are like this. God’s 

words to Jonah and each of us when we stumble in our sin is “Its ok; you are loved, just try again.” It does no good for us 

to throw tantrums or have pity-parties when we feel abandoned by God and life isn’t going our way.  As we mature, we 

gain patience with ourselves and trust in God, that things will turn out for good even when things seem to be falling 

down around us. 

And in this way, the combination of God’s mercy and prayerful persistence come together for Jonah. With his second 

chance (more likely his twenty second) he is successful in his mission to turn the Ninevites to God, miraculously these 

known enemies of the one true God became his friends. Even more amazingly, the one to do the job was one of God’s 

least impressive prophets; runaway Jonah, second chance Jonah who does what neither he nor anyone else thought was 

possible.  So who knows, then, what God might do through his children, me and you, if God accomplished this with 

Jonah. My prayer today is that we come to know ever more deeply the God who made us and knows us by name, who 

does not give up on us, just as He didn’t give up on Jonah. And may we have the patience and humility to take God up on 

His second and third chances, in order to become all that God might have us be, now and always; amen. 


