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This is a three-point sermon.  Current rules of homiletics say I'm not supposed to let you know that, but to stick to the allotted time I'm going to break a few rules.  Actually, this is a sermon with one basic point‑-I think‑-but to get to it we have to work our way through three questions.


First question: Who's asking for a sign?  Matthew says the Pharisees and Sadducees, but then he would, wouldn't he?  He was so intent on making some Jews look bad that he almost ruined his point.  He makes it easy for us to think a sign from heaven is something only a first-century Jew would crave.  But would any of us really mind a little direct support from upstairs?  Those of you writing X-815 papers, don't you sometimes wish a voice from heaven would speak up and silence all your critics?


Of course we don't seriously expect things like that to happen anymore.  If you started hearing voices you'd probably think your sanity was going.  But there are plenty of current stand-ins for heavenly voices.  Practically any standard, principle or process will do, as long as it's something that can't be swayed by our wishful thinking.  Some people appeal to a scientific method that no scientist ever really put into practice.  Others tell us that if we could just get in touch with our natural feelings, without any of that intellectual baggage weighing them down, we'd finally discover our true selves.  Some economists tell us that if we'd only pursue our own selfish interests and stop worrying about how that affects other people, then an invisible hand would take over and make this the best of all possible worlds for everybody.  My favorite example comes from a Harvard philosopher who quips that these days what professional philosophers secretly long for is an argument so powerful it would set up reverberations in your brain; if you rejected its conclusion, you'd die.
  He was only half-joking.  And of course there are still people who think appealing to the Bible would get us off the hook.  Just last month I heard about a seminary professor explaining to a church group the various ways that scholars go about interpreting the Bible.  Afterward somebody came up to him and said, "You can go ahead and interpret the Bible, if you want to, but I think I'll just accept what it says."  All these things are stand-ins for a sign from heaven.  If I haven't mentioned the particular one you're hankering after, then just trust me: you've got one, and you need to learn to recognize it for what it is.


Next question: What's wrong with asking for a sign from heaven?  We're told it's a bad idea (to put it mildly), but why?  The answer is that we aren't in heaven.  We're creatures who don't know anything about our world without shaping it at least a little bit.  These days that's a trendy thing to say in some circles, but some rabbis figured it out centuries ago.  There's a story in the Talmud about a rabbi who couldn't convince his colleagues that his interpretation was right, so finally in frustration he said "let it be proved from Heaven!"  And then a heavenly voice did speak, and it told everybody else to stop disagreeing with him.  But another rabbi, remembering a verse from Deuteronomy (30:12), ruled the voice out of order, saying, in effect, "This dispute isn't going on in Heaven, so butt out."  And the story concludes with God laughing over the whole thing and saying, "My children have defeated me!"
  It's pointless to ask for a sign from heaven, because we're not the sort of beings that could hear it.  And besides, maybe heaven isn't quite what we think it is.


Final question: If we can't have a sign from heaven, then what are we left with?  The sign of Jonah, says Jesus.  And then he walks off before we can ask what that's supposed to mean.  I used to think I knew.  Matthew first mentions the sign of Jonah back in Chapter 12, and there he has Jesus go on to say, "Just as Jonah was in the sea monster's belly for three days and three nights, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the bowels of the earth" (Matthew 12:40).  (It sounds like a good chorus for a long and boring opera.)  From early on the church has taken this to mean that the sign of Jonah was Jesus' resurrection, which is what I thought it meant too.  But that's already a bit odd, because the comparison seems to have more to do with burial than resurrection.  And when you read a little further you find Matthew changing his mind.  In the very next verse the sign isn't where Jonah spent his weekend; it's his preaching to the people of Nineveh.  According to Luke, that's all the sign is‑-Jonah's preaching, nothing else.


Now these days, even in seminaries, you can't just assume that people know their Bibles.  Maybe somebody here thinks Jonah must have been some preacher, a guy who really had a way with words.  Well, you tell me; here's the full text of his sermon:  "In forty days Nineveh will be overthrown" (Jonah 3:4).  Seven words.  If you tried that in Ron Allen's course, what grade do you think you'd get?  All the people of Nineveh heard were seven lackluster, ill-tempered words from a half-digested foreigner.  And he might not have said even that much if he hadn't eventually learned the hard way that his obligation to speak was finally inescapable.


His prediction didn't even come true, because the people of Nineveh believed him, of all things, every last one of them, and their lives were turned around.  In a way, that's harder to imagine than the sea-monster episode.  You wonder what it was about the message that got to them, but we're never told why they believed.  Maybe, though, it was for the same reason that Jonah finally couldn't keep quiet.  Maybe, as they heard this unlikeli​est of preachers, they found their own lives inescapably claimed by the same all-embracing love that sustained him, try though he really did to cover it up.


Those of us today who celebrate God's good news in Jesus Christ are on much the same footing.  We're here because, while putting up with the often petty concerns of the community of faith, we've still somehow found our lives claimed by a love we can't escape.  We're never quite sure why that happens, but it does happen.  That we can't deny.  And that, surely, is the sign of Jonah for our time as well as his‑-the claim of a love that manages to hold on to us even when we do our best to toss it aside.  All the explana​tions we come up with for this, all the borrowing from Whitehead or Wittgen​stein or Jung or whoever your favorite sage happens to be‑-all these efforts depend on a claim we can never really grasp, but which for that very reason is able to hold on to us.  This is the only sign we finally get, and the only one we finally need.  Thanks be to God.
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