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Have you noticed that there are some people who have an easier time speaking their mind than others of us?  It seems to me to largely be a genetic thing.  You don’t have to raise your hands, but how many of you have had kids who were born to talk?  They’ll talk even if there’s no one around to listen to them.  It seems to cause them pain to have an unexpressed thought.  No one has to encourage them to speak their mind.
Then there are those of us who are much more comfortable keeping our thoughts to ourselves.  We’ve even learned to have entire conversations with people without ever having to actually say anything out loud.  We figure we know you well enough to know what you’re going to say, so we just have the whole conversation in our heads, without ever having to bother you with our words.

Oddly enough, these two extremes as often as not end up marrying each other.  In a way, that just makes sense.  Think how frustrating it must be when both spouses are talkers and neither one is a listener.  You’re just sitting there thinking, “Would he just finish so I can get my words out!”  But the hardest combination, it seems to me, is to have two non-talkers together.  I was at Carl’s eating lunch and reading a book one day, and in the booth next to me were a husband and wife.  I was there for 45 minutes, and in that time those two never said a single word to each other.  There seemed to be no tension between them; they seemed to be perfectly happy to be with each other.  They were an older couple, so it could be that they’ve already said everything to each other that needs to be said.  But even though I can be pretty quiet myself, that struck me as a hard way to live in relationship with another person.
Here’s something we’ve all learned about relationships – you can’t have one unless you communicate.  In 1974 John Powell wrote a bestselling book called “The Secret of Staying in Love.”  When I first read the book I wasn’t old enough to have ever been in love, so I felt like I was somehow cheating to be reading a book about the secret of staying in love, but I thought it was something I would need to learn sooner or later so why not sooner.  It turns out that the secret of staying in love isn’t all that much of a secret – the secret of staying in love is communication.  If you want to stay in love, you need to talk, to share, to communicate.
But John Powell had another point that was new to me, a very helpful thought that I still struggle to put into practice.  I’m an idea person.  I like to talk about ideas, about beliefs, about convictions.  I don’t like to talk about feelings.  In my mind feelings aren’t all that important in part because feelings can change so quickly, depending on how much sleep I got and what I ate and how my favorite sports team did last night.  But John Powell taught me that the secret of staying in love is not to share my ideas but to share my feelings.  Here’s how he puts it:

My ideas, convictions, values and persuasions are really not original with me.  I have got them from reading, by inhaling traditions, by listening to and imitating others, by the inevitable osmosis of human contagion … My feelings are like my fingerprints, the color of my eyes, and the sound of my voice: unique to me and unrepeatable in anyone else.  To know me you must know my feelings … It is true that my values, beliefs and goals are more important than my feelings, but only when I tell you how I feel about my values, beliefs and goals will you be able to perceive my uniqueness. (pp. 76-78)
And maybe that’s why God likes it so much when we tell him our feelings.  Maybe that’s why God is so willing to let us express our anger at him and our frustration with him, just as Jonah did.  Here’s one of the things we learn about God from the Book of Jonah, that God values our relationship with him more than he values our agreement with him.  The worst thing we can do is not to get angry at God; the worst thing we can do is to ignore God.  The secret of staying in love, with your partner or with our God, is to communicate, to share not just your ideas and your beliefs, but to share how you feel about those ideas and beliefs.  

Speak Your Mind – God Will Gladly Hear You Out
Let’s read Jonah 4, the final chapter in this short Old Testament book, and see how the story ends:
Read Jonah 4:1-11
Now it’s pretty easy to come down hard on Jonah.  We don’t see him at his best.  He comes across as quite the whiner, as a petulant grouch.  But clearly God values this grouch; clearly God treasures his relationship with this grouch.  After all, God doesn’t need Jonah anymore.  Jonah has already finished the job God gave him to do.  God told Jonah to travel from his home in Israel to the great city of Nineveh, which happened to be the capital city of Israel’s worst enemy, the Assyrians.  Jonah didn’t want to do what God wanted him to do, so Jonah went rogue.  Instead of heading east to Nineveh, Jonah got in a boat and headed west towards Tarshish.  
And if you’ve been with us in this series, you remember why Jonah went rogue.  The Assyrians were a particularly evil people.  They were the worst kind of terrorists.  They took great pleasure in torturing their victims and in engraving images of that torture on their city walls.  They were violent and merciless.  So Jonah had two good reasons not to do what God told him to do – he was rightfully afraid that the Assyrians might take him captive and torture him, just as they had his countrymen, and he didn’t think it right to give them the chance to be forgiven for their crimes.  In his mind justice required that they suffer for their sins just as their victims had suffered.  

So Jonah went rogue.  And God said, “Jonah, I’m going to give you another chance to do the right thing.”  So God sent a storm, and Jonah ended up at the bottom of the ocean, where God had prepared a great fish to rescue Jonah.  Three days later, the fish vomits Jonah out onto dry land.  Jonah realizes that there’s no getting out of this, so he makes the trip to Nineveh and does what God told him to do – he warns the Assyrians that God is going to punish them.  If you were here last week, you’ll remember that Jonah was pretty half-hearted about his preaching assignment.  In Hebrew, Jonah’s entire sermon was five words, eight words in English: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.”  But in the turn of the century, the Assyrians take the warning to heart.  They repent of their sin, and God in his grace has compassion on them and forgives them.
And when Jonah sees that God has had mercy on these wicked, vile, heartless people, it ticks him off.  So Jonah does something that both surprises us and impresses us – Jonah speaks his mind.  Jonah tells God off.  Now this surprises me for this reason – Jonah is very aware of what God can do to him.  He knows from recent experience, from very dramatic experience, that there’s no way to get away from God.  He knows that God can end his life at any moment.  And yet Jonah, who is greatly displeased and very angry, still, quite surprisingly, speaks his mind.
But here’s why I think that’s impressive.  Jonah apparently has such a strong relationship with God that he knows it’s OK for him to speak his mind.  Somehow he’s learned that when he speaks his mind, God will gladly hear him out.  Listen to what Jonah has learned about his 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.” (Jonah 4:2)  In this context Jonah is saying this as a complaint about God.  It makes him angry that God is a gracious and compassionate God, because that means God will forgive the Ninevites when they repent.  But in addition to being a complaint, it’s also a statement of faith.  Jonah knows that it’s OK for him to speak his mind because God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.  
That description of God, by the way, is one used a number of times in the Old Testament.  See if Joel 2:13 doesn’t sound familiar: “Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity.”  Seven times the Old Testament prophets describe God in those terms.  And because that is God’s character, because he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, we can confidently speak our mind and know that God will gladly hear us out.  
The Hebrew word for “compassionate” is quite an interesting word.  Its primary meaning is “to be soft like a womb.”  The picture is that of a small child curling up in his mother’s lap for safety and comfort.  In our culture we sometimes talk about needing a “soft place to fall.”  We all need that kind of a place, that kind of a person, a person who we can fall back on when times are tough.  And God says, “That’s who I am.  I am your soft place to fall.  I’m your soft place to fall even when you’re mad at me, even when you disagree with me.  You can pour out all your anger and your frustration at me, and you can still know that I will be your soft place to fall.”

Parents, it is important for you to let your kids know that you will always be their soft place to fall.  That doesn’t mean they can treat you poorly and expect you to let them walk all over you.  There still needs to be respect between a child and a parent.  But your kids need to know that they can be honest with you, even painfully honest with you, and that you will still love them and accept them.  They need to know that they can disagree with you, even about things that are important to you, and that you will still welcome them home with open arms.  Jonah would never have talked to God like he does in Jonah 4 if he didn’t know that God would gladly hear him out.  It is, as John Powell put it, the secret of staying in love.

And if you think I’m reaching here to make this point about the secret of staying in love, think about this – why do we need Jonah 4?  All the action in this story is over.  We’ve had Jonah running away, the big storm, the sailors throwing him overboard, Jonah being swallowed and then vomited out by a great fish, Jonah’s trip to Nineveh and his delivery of God’s warning, the repentance of the Assyrians and God’s forgiveness of the Assyrians’ wickedness.  The story is over.  We don’t need Jonah 4 to know what happens in this story.  Jonah 4 isn’t about the story; Jonah 4 is about Jonah’s relationship with God.  In Jonah 4 we see Jonah and God talking it out.  Jonah is angry with God and tells him so.  And what does God do?  Does God say, “Go to your corner, you little brat!”  No – God engages Jonah.  He hangs in there with him.  The 120,000 people of Nineveh – they’ve been rescued.  Now God gives his full attention to this whiny, bratty prophet.  Of course, that’s not how God sees him.  We see Jonah as a brat; God sees him as the child he desperately loves, a child he will never give up on.
So let me ask you this – have you ever had it out with God?  Have you ever trusted God’s heart enough to tell him about some of those things that really bother you?  God wants you to know that it’s OK to talk to him about anything.  You can tell God that you have doubts, that you aren’t always sure you believe everything people tell you is true about him.  You can tell God about your temptations; he’s not going to be shocked if you let him in on your dark side.  You can tell God that you don’t like some of the things he’s done in your life.  You can tell God that things don’t make sense.  What matters is that you talk to him, that you tell him your thoughts and your feelings, whatever they are.  Speak your mind, and God will gladly hear you out.
Give God Time – God Will Graciously Set You Straight
And once you’ve spoken your mind, give God time.  Give God time, and God will graciously set you straight.  Now I am not promising that God will give you a full, complete and exhaustive explanation.  I’m not suggesting that God is going to answer all your questions.  Frankly, that is never going to happen, and you wouldn’t want it to, because if it did, then God wouldn’t be God.  

Here’s what I mean.  The Bible tells us that God is infinite.  There are no limits to his power, and no limits to his knowledge.  We are finite.  We have limits.  It is not possible for us to be everywhere at the same time, and it’s not possible for us to know everything there is to know.  And the thing is this – we’re always going to be finite beings, even in heaven, even in our resurrected bodies.  We will never have the power or knowledge of God.  He will always be the Creator, and we will always be his creation.  So here’s the thing – there are always going to be certain things that will be beyond our understanding, things that only God can understand because only God is infinite.  In other words, because God is infinite in his knowledge and we aren’t and never will be, God can never give us a full, complete and exhaustive explanation to all our questions.

But that doesn’t mean God can’t give us any answers.  God may not be able to tell us everything we’d like to know, but he can and does tell us everything we need to know.  And that’s really what we want, isn’t it?  Let’s say you get a new smart phone.  You’ve never had a smart phone before, so there’s a bit of a learning curve.  Now what is it that you want to know?  Do you want to have someone teach you about every last bit of technology in the smart phone?  Do you want a complete explanation of all the hardware and all the software?  Frankly, if you tried to teach me all that, I would get mad at you.  I would be mad because I strongly suspect that I wouldn’t understand the words coming out of your mouth, and I would be mad because all I really want to know is how to make a phone call.  I don’t need to know all the proprietary information you can’t tell me anyway; I just need to know enough to make a call and check the stock market and the basketball scores.

So that’s what God does with Jonah; he gives Jonah what Jonah can handle.  After Jonah speaks his mind, Jonah gives God time to respond, and God does.  In verse 4 we read, “But the Lord replied, ‘Have you any right to be angry?’”  And then, after asking Jonah that rhetorical question, God gives Jonah an object lesson.  Jonah heads east of the city, makes himself a shelter and waits to see what would happen to the city.  I’m not quite sure what Jonah is waiting for.  He already knows the city repented, and he already knows God has forgiven the Assyrians.  Maybe he still thinks God is going to come around to his way of thinking and destroy the city of Nineveh.  

Which brings us to a very interesting point, one we can’t actually get just from the Book of Jonah.  Jonah lived about the year 750 B.C.  Jonah went to Nineveh, warned the people to repent, they did, and God spared them.  But do you know what happened after that?  The generation that came along after this went back to the old, wicked ways of their forefathers.  So God sent another prophet along by the name of Nahum in about the year 615 B.C. who predicted the fall of the great city of Nineveh; you can find Nahum in your Bible just two books after Jonah.  And this time, Nineveh didn’t repent, and in the year 612 B.C. Nineveh was destroyed by the Babylonians and the Medes.  

So here’s what I think is the interesting point – in a way, Jonah was right.  Jonah was worried that if God forgave these people, sooner or later they would do more really bad things.  And that’s what happened.  It didn’t happen right away.  It didn’t happen in Jonah’s lifetime.  But it happened.  So now we want to ask God the same question Jonah asked – “God, what are you thinking?  Why didn’t you put an end to this civilization before they did even more damage?  Why did you let those people off?”

 Back to God’s object lesson – here it is in brief.  God provides a vine that grows up over Jonah, apparently with miraculous speed, and shades him, making Jonah happy.  The next day God sends a worm that kills the vine, and then sends the Santa Ana winds to make Jonah uncomfortably hot, so hot that Jonah wishes he was dead.  God then continues his dialogue with Jonah and asks, “Do you have a right to be angry over the vine?”  Jonah says, “I do; I am angry enough to die.”  And then God gives Jonah his explanation.  It’s not a full, complete and exhaustive explanation, but it’s what Jonah needs to know.  God says, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and it died overnight. But Nineveh has more than 120,000 people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well.  Should I not be concerned about that great city?” (Jonah 4:10-11)  
So what’s God’s explanation?  It’s this – I am the Creator, and I care about everything and everyone I’ve made.  When I was growing up I remember my Mom telling me from time to time when I questioned my parents or complained about them, “You’ll understand when you have kids of your own.”  That always made me mad when she said it.  It usually sounded like a cop-out to me, like she really didn’t have a good explanation so she just wanted me to go away and stop bothering her.  But then we had kids of our own, and a lot of things made sense that didn’t make sense before.  And that’s a little like what God is telling Jonah.  God says to Jonah, “I am the Creator of the Ninevites.  You’re just going to have to trust that I love them more than you can understand, and that I’m going to do all I can to save them.”
The Hebrew word that is translated “concerned” in that last verse is another richly descriptive word.  It literally means “to take action with tears flowing down the cheeks.”  The implication is that God cares so much about these people that it breaks his heart.  And every parent here knows how that feels.  When it comes to our kids, our hearts are very fragile.  My oldest brother Jim has lived a hard life, mostly of his own making.  He lives about 5 miles from my 90 year old Mom back in Minnesota, but he never calls her or visits her.  And every time I talk to my Mom, which is at least twice a week, Mom will ask me, “Have you heard anything from Jim?  How is he doing?  Is he healthy?  Does he still have a job?”  And I will tell Mom what I know, and I can hear her voice catch as she tells me how she prays for Jim many times every day and how she wishes so much that she could do more to help him, that she could take care of him somehow.  Jim is her son, and she is concerned for him; it is a love that has tears flowing down the cheeks.
If you want to see God’s concern for his people, a concern that takes action with tears flowing down the cheeks, take a look at this passage in Luke.  Jesus is coming into Jerusalem; it is days before the people of that city arrest him, beat him and crucify him.  Here’s the text: “As Jesus approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said: ‘If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace – but now it is hidden from your eyes.’” (Luke 19:41-42)  And in Matthew Jesus says this: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.” (Matthew 23:37)  With tears flowing down his cheeks, Jesus gives his life for a rebellious, wicked people, because he loves them with all his heart and he will do anything and everything to save them from their sin.
We all have questions we’d like to ask God.  There are all sorts of things we don’t understand.  Some day we will understand more than we do now, but we will never understand everything about the ways of God.  But here’s something we can know with great certainty – God cares.  God cares about the terrorist, and the terrorist’s family and the terrorist’s cattle.  God cares about all 308,745,348 people counted in the 2010 census.  God cares about your friend who has cancer and your uncle who lost his job and your daughter whose husband left her.  And God cares about you.  He cares about you when you go rogue.  He cares about you when you yell at him and get angry with him.  He cares about you when you question him and when you doubt him.  With tears flowing down his cheeks, he cares.  So talk to him.  Tell him what’s on your mind, tell him the things you wonder about, tell him where it hurts.  But know this – no matter how hard life might be, God will always be your soft place to fall.  The Father cares about you.
PAGE  
4

