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Jonah 3:1-10                     “Old Dog/New Tricks”                                  R.P.C. 
Mark 1:14-20                Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor                 February 23, 2014 
 
    Maybe you too thought that if somebody in the Bible is called to be a prophet – 
a spokesperson for God – that person is ALWAYS thrilled to receive that call. We 
might assume that such individuals would be eager to be used for God’s divine 
purposes – I mean, what a way to get to tell people off! 
    But not so much … more often than not, those called were more than resistant 
to God’s challenge, usually making excuses and digging in their heels while being 
dragged by God into service. Moses immediately complained that he was not a 
good public speaker, so God arranged for Aaron to be his ‘press secretary.’ 
Jeremiah protested, saying he was too young. Isaiah tried to side step the call by 
playing the “humility card” – ‘I’m a man of unclean lips’, but that didn’t get him 
very far…. 
    And now in that same tradition, we read of Jonah today – perhaps the most 
reluctant prophet of all. He was told by God to go to Nineveh, that despised city 
whose inhabitants had caused so much suffering for the people of Israel. There in 
Nineveh Jonah was to proclaim God’s message of doom – right in the middle of 
enemy territory! 
    Naturally Jonah tried to “respectfully decline” – actually he high-tailed it in the 
opposite direction, demonstrating to God by his actions that he would rather die 
than go to Nineveh. But after some not-so-gentle persuading involving some time 
in “solitary confinement” in the belly of a large fish, Jonah finally does God’s 
bidding; he preaches doom to the people of Nineveh, but delivers his message 
with no zeal whatsoever. 
    Maybe you think the worst thing that can happen to a preacher or a prophet 
like Jonah is to be ignored – not to be listened to or taken seriously.  As a 
preacher I know what it is not to have folks listen when I preach. I rate my 
sermons by a “NOD SCALE” – based on how many in the congregation close their 
eyes and doze off while I preach – Oh yea, I see you…  Now the scale has a built in 
‘margin of error,’ because a number of you always close your eyes, or at least get 
that glazed look in your eyes while I’m talking…. In a previous church, Mr. 
Chandler got his best nap of the week during my sermons; he snored so loudly 
that family members had to elbow him in the ribs. So I’ve learned that people 
dozing or daydreaming during my sermons comes with the territory of preaching. 
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    But I’ll tell you something that can be even more disturbing than being ignored 
… it is BEING HEARD! Even though I work on my sermons in an attempt to make 
them intelligible, there is something unsettling in realizing that they may actually 
be understood. There is a kind of comfort in seeing people snooze, knowing that 
my words don’t make all that much difference – at least not to them. Because to 
be really heard and understood means that I must be that much more responsible 
for what I say! 
    We preachers are known for urging people to “DO this,” or “DON’T do that.” 
But rarely do those types of sermons evoke much of a response.  But what if I was 
to preach a sermon on … let’s say, “being called to Christian service as a 
missionary”? And let’s also say, that very afternoon one of you called me to tell 
me, that as a result of that sermon, you decided to sell all you have and go be a 
missionary in Outer Mongolia - that would frighten me to no end!  I would 
wonder what I had said to promote such a radical response. Did I overstate my 
case?  So now do you see that I mean when I say that if there is one thing worse 
than having a sermon ignored, it is having it heard, and having a radical response 
to it. 
    The ‘radical response’ is precisely Jonah’s secondary problem in our text for 
today. Let’s put a contemporary twist on this ancient account concerning Jonah…. 
Let’s say a Presbyterian ruling elder, living in Peoria, Illinois gets “a call from God” 
to go and preach the gospel to the Muslims in Kabul, Afghanistan. At first, she 
refuses, saying that no self-respecting female Presbyterian elder would be caught 
dead in a place like Kabul among such radical Muslims. But God keeps on 
prodding the poor woman, never giving her a minute’s peace, until she 
relinquishes. She finally says, “All right, I’ll go if it will make you happy and keep 
you quiet; but I’m telling you right now, God, I’ve heard and read about those 
people, and the whole trip is going to be a waste of time, and maybe a waste of 
my life….” 
    So she arrives on Kabul, and on a busy street corner, preaches a short sermon 
on repentance, but delivers it with a bad attitude as she warns everyone about 
God’s coming judgment. Figuring she has already overstayed her welcome, she 
plans to have her bodyguards whisk her away to catch a flight to Peoria before 
they capture her. But to her shock and consternation, the crowds press around 
her asking her to preach some more…. Instead of preparing the ‘tar and feathers,’ 
they tell her they heard her words of good news and want to change their ways; 
they want to become Christians and be baptized. And there are reports that the 
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Taliban leaders, who have been watching from the edge of the crowd, are now 
even turning in their weapons…. 
    Wow! How do you think Jonah felt when something that radical happened?  
Would be ‘surprise’ be a good word?  Would ‘shock’ be a better word? 
    You see, in this account of Jonah we are confronted with the often exasperating 
expansiveness of God’s power and grace. That’s the initial problem Jonah had 
with God’s call to go and save Ninevah – that city of despised and hated people. 
It’s the same problem Peter initially had with believing the Gentiles were to be 
regarded as clean and acceptable before God. It is the problem we too can have 
with the whole notion that “God shows no partiality” and no one is hopeless and 
cannot be changed. It is the problem we have with the reality of God’s boundless 
power and love and grace. 
    One of the ways we distance ourselves from other people is by reassuring 
ourselves that people never change:  Once a thief, always a thief; once a Taliban 
Muslim, always a terrorist Muslim. It is so easy to simply “write them off” as not 
worth the effort in establishing a relationship. 
    And just when we have the world’s people settled, categorized and pigeon-
holed in our minds, God brings about change – dramatic, amazing change! The 
Berlin wall came crashing down; relations have been normalized with Vietnam. 
The Christian church is growing in Africa, China, and now in Cuba….. There are 
more Presbyterians in South Korea than the United States… The Olympic Games 
have been hosted in Russia, who graciously welcomed the whole rest of the 
world. 
    We SAY we want change. We claim that we believe in the power of God to 
“make all things new” – even new in us. But do we really believe that? How do we 
feel – really feel - when dramatic change occurs? Though we grumble and 
complain about people and the present state of affairs, there is something within 
that gets comfortable with ‘the good old status quo.’ Everybody has and knows 
their place in the scheme of things; everything fits; we know what to expect: We 
know nobody ever really gets cured of alcoholism; we know that some people are 
just born with certain social defects: a racist will always be a racist; a sexist will 
always be a sexist. Hey, “you can’t teach an old dog, new tricks!” 
   I overheard the conversion of a professional counselor talking to a hospital 
chaplain one day. The counselor told the chaplain that he learned in his 
counseling practice that “people almost never change.” “Change - real change of 
the core personality - is rare,” he said. “Counseling modifies behavior, but so 
often people easily fall back into their worst habits.” 
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    Now maybe I only heard the worst part of that conversation. Or maybe the 
counselor had just come from an unproductive session, or was struggling with his 
lack of responsibility in promoting real change; but I found those comments 
depressing, and hopefully erroneous. For you see, I believe this text we shared 
today that tells us God can and does empower change – real change, dramatic 
change – total transformation! 
    Christian writer, Keith Miller, tells of a time of personal crisis when he 
committed his life to God in a profound way and discovered the connection 
between joy and the life of faith. “Something came into my life that day,” he 
writes, “something which never left.” “There wasn’t any ringing of bells or 
flashing lights, or visions; but it was a deep intuitive realization of what God wants 
from a person, which I had never known before. And the peace that came with 
this understanding was not an experience in itself, but was rather the cessation of 
the conflict of a lifetime…. I knew at the core of my soul that I had made personal 
contact with the very Meaning of Life (and it transformed me.)” 
    Change – dramatic change is always a possibility. That’s the lesson Jonah 
learned at Ninevah, and that’s the message that Jesus shared at the very 
beginning of his ministry: “the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand – 
repent (change) and believe in the gospel.” When that Good News breaks in 
among us there can be no “business as usual,” no “status quo,”  – rather dramatic 
change becomes not just a reality, but a necessity. 
    Tom Long, writing in Shepherds and Bathrobes says: “Whenever we return to 
the faith we have been given, to the gospel we have often heard, to the stories 
we have been told again, we find there is not retreat, but renewal.” “Whenever 
we discover that all God has done in our common yesterdays is pointing us anew 
to the Christ who comes to this day, to forgive our sins and to make possible a 
tomorrow of faith and joy, (then) we have repented.” 
    So can change happen? Can even we change? Apparently God believes we can, 
and God’s conviction is so strong that he sent his Son to show us the way. Jesus 
believes we can change, and he expects us to change. He challenges us to do so 
right at the beginning of his ministry, and proclaims that such “turning around” is 
the initial step in the journey of faith. Jonah changed – he repented and after 
God’s persistence, he did preach at Nineveh. And even the people of Nineveh 
changed – by the power of God’s word alone they repented. 
    German pastor Helmut Theiliche has a photograph prominently displayed near 
his desk. It is a snapshot of a Nativity Pageant.  The picture is of a motley crew of 
men wearing white robes, holding candles in their hands.  Another group of men 
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are kneeling before them with a feigned look of terror on their faces. It is clear 
that the scene is supposed to be angels visiting the shepherds to announce the 
birth of Jesus. 
    Theiliche will tell you that this photo was taken in a prison and the men in the 
scene were all convicted criminals – they were thugs and even murders. But 
through the work of a chaplain and a Bible study, they had been transformed, 
radically changed by Christ. Theiliche keeps that picture before him as a kind of 
parable – as a visible reminder of the power of God to overcome human sin and 
transform lives. 
    Is that kind of change really possible? Is the kingdom of God possible?  Is there 
really a power let loose in the world which is able to work and do more than we 
can ask or think? It takes faith to believe that, you know – but then that is what 
faith is all about…. Faith is the willingness to be surprised – to be shocked by the 
intrusion of God’s power to change. 
    Jonah THOUGHT he had faith; he thought he knew exactly what God would do 
and what God would not do, where God would work and where God would not 
work – how people always responded, and how they would not respond. He 
thought he knew who God would love, and who God wouldn’t stoop to love…. But 
Jonah got surprised – he got a shock from God when he finally answered the call 
and actually did God’s bidding. 
    It kind of makes us wonder, doesn’t it? Where are the areas where we have 
made a final decision – drawn a final conclusion? Who are the people we have 
given up on – closed the door on – turned away from – because we have lost faith 
that they will ever change? Do we rationalize not answering God’s call, and 
instead keep telling ourselves that “you can’t teach old dogs, new tricks?” 
    Do we keep telling ourselves that God is not really able to work and create 
something new – even in us? Maybe it is easier if repentance – if a radical change 
were not a possibility. But then, wouldn’t life be dull? And wouldn’t that be 
contrary to the loving, healing and creative energy of God? 
    God is in the surprise business. God can and does change things – and that 
includes people. God through Christ can even change the likes of us.  If you heard 
what I just said, give me an “Amen!”  Wow! You really did hear me! That doesn’t 
feel so bad……  
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