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01/24/2021
Community is paradoxical.  We need community to support and encourage us; and community can exclude people.  When the Hebrews leave Egypt, they develop a distinct communal identity.  They link their identity – like every other society of every time – with a particular human understanding of God.  All who accept their understanding of God are included in their community.  They exclude everyone else.  Those included – it is accepted – receive God’s blessings; those excluded deserve harsh judgment and condemnation.  God – they believe – encourages the Hebrews to war against those excluded, kill them, and steal the land.  (This way of acting continues today!)
As this community grows and develops, they assume a name, Israel (one who wrestles with God).  They become warlike to protect this communal identity, and to steal land from outsiders.  They justify their violent actions by believing that God directs them.

The story of Jonah is both tragic and redemptive.  It is a story written with the hope that the Israelites will come to see how narrow they have become in their perspective, regarding God, themselves and others.  It is a story written in an effort to show that God's mercy includes each person, not just members of their exclusive community.  
We don’t know for sure when Jesus separates from John the Baptist.  The Gospels hint at the separation when they tell us that, after John baptizes Jesus, the Spirit drives him into the desert.  Jesus – after painfully struggling with a cultural and religious perspective of God - embraces the shift in direction.  His message – though inclusive of John’s message – eclipses the exclusive moral teaching and baptism of John, and includes everyone.  The community that develops for Jesus creates has no boundaries and excludes no one.  All are united and equal.
We taste this difference in Jesus’ opening statement.  John proclaims that God will (sometime in the future) reward those included in his exclusive community, and will judge and condemn those excluded from his community.  Jesus announces that God (who is mercy, compassion, and nonjudgment) dwells with and accepts everyone – without judgment – now!
The writer of the story of Jonah approaches the message of Jesus.  The prophet, the storyteller says, reflects the attitude of many members of any community.  The character, Jonah, truly believes that excluded members from his community – the people of Nineveh and sinners – deserve to die.  When – in the story – God disagrees, Jonah pouts and wants to die.

Unveiling the ways in which we too are exclusive, can be painful.  We tend to resist seeing.  Yet, by excluding others, we prevent ourselves from knowing the fullness of God’s indiscriminate love.  Jesus invites us to live in the paradox of receiving the support of a boundary-less community.  An impossible task that God makes possible by removing the veil that prevents us from knowing that nothing separates us from God and each other.  We all share the same components of the universe.
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