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May God the Father, + Son, and Holy Spirit grant you grace, mercy and peace.  Amen.
The citizens of Nineveh had a one-track mind.  This city’s collective mind was determined to build a great city and make it prosperous.  And so they did.
Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian Empire in the eighth century B.C.  Its population rivaled that of Babylon.  There was a beautiful palace with intricate carvings.  Eighteen canals fed fresh water to its residents.  Fifty feet high walls surrounded the city for protection from enemies.  Fifteen gates were guarded for entry into this magnificent city.  And located along the Tigris River, we can just imagine the economic prosperity of this river city.
Nineveh had a one-track mind to build the biggest and best city in the Assyrian Empire.

Now that’s not unusual for a city to strive to be prosperous and raise the standard of living for its residents.  At last week’s Hixson Chamber of Commerce lunch, I heard a presentation from the Executive Director of Chattanooga’s River City Company, Kim White, who told us about the work of her company which helps economic growth and development in our fair city. 

Chattanooga has cleaned up over the years, revitalized the community, made downtown family friendly, and our city is on the move nationally.  Visitors from all over the country make Chattanooga a place to visit.  Could there be anything wrong in making a city better for its residents?
But even though prosperity reigned in this ancient capital city of Nineveh, there was something wrong, something amiss.  The story of Jonah reminds us that the people of Nineveh were also mindless when it came to the true God. 
Yes, citizens of Nineveh worshipped their pantheon of gods with Ashur, Ishtar, and Nisroch leading the way.  These were gods of war, sexuality, and agriculture respectively.  But the worship of these false gods was no help to the spirituality or morality of the citizens of this ancient city.  
In fact, mindless of Jonah’s God, the true God of Israel, Nineveh’s mind fell into the gutter where evil and violence ruled the day.  God told Jonah, And should I be not concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?

Now if that is not an indictment from God, I don’t know what is.  It sound like all humans and animals in Nineveh were living in moral chaos.  Yes, people could build.  Yes, they could amass wealth.  Yes, they could let the good times roll.  Yes, they could toot their own horns, trust in their own pride, and rely on their own reason and strength. But that could only take them so far because in the end human nature is corrupt, sinful, and would much rather have its own way rather than God’s.

Even the King of Nineveh admitted there was evil and violence in the city.  Truly the minds of the people of Nineveh were in the gutter.  And God sent Jonah to call them to repent or else face calamity in forty days.
What’s the lesson for us?  Here are a few reminders.
First of all, God can change His mind.  God looks deeply in the hearts of people.  God yearns for all people to turn from evil and turn to Him.  Yes, God can judge. Yes, God can punish.  But all the more God desires to give us His mercy and loving kindness to all who turn to Him in true repentance.

The people of Nineveh believed Jonah’s message.  They repented; they fasted; and they put on sackcloth, a true gesture of sorrow for sin.  And God searched their hearts, saw their actions, and God changed His mind.  No calamity for the people of Nineveh.
Isn’t it the same for us?  We who were lost in sin and deserve nothing but separation from God now have the richness of God’s love and forgiveness.  We trust in the God Who sent His only Son to suffer, die, and rise for us so that repentance is possible since the Holy Spirit comes to us each day with this gift.
God can change His mind about us and did so through His only Son to give us the peace and hope which can only come from above.

Second, we learn that God does not give up on cities – even the ones overrun with greed, evil and violence.  Don’t we read articles in the newspaper about the most violent cities in our country?  Aren’t we shocked when we hear of kidnappings and gang related murders in the not so nice parts of town?  Don’t we just shake our heads in disgust when we read about another city official on the take and indicted for political corruption?
Nineveh may have been that way and God didn’t give up on that city with moral chaos, excessive pride, and spiritual bankruptcy.  

Back in 1965 Harvard Professor, Harvey Cox, wrote a blockbuster best-selling book called Secular City.  Cox wrote that God is not only present in the religious areas of life, but God can also be present in the secular realms of life.  Therefore, we as Christians don’t need to flee this contemporary world.  We don’t need to flee cities or places where there is crime or corruption.  

God can work through His people to make His presence known, to let justice prevail, to bring health and healing in the midst of what is degrading and broken.  After all, the incarnation of God was in the midst of secular world – tiny Bethlehem where the poor, the travelers, the despised shepherds lived and worked.  God does not give up on cities even when they are filled with poverty and crime.
Finally, when the people heard the message of the prophet, Jonah, their minds changed.  No longer did they set their minds on human things, but on divine things.  They thought of God and a new relationship with Him.
Do we remember the story of Jesus and His disciples at Caesarea Philippi?  Jesus shocked His disciples with His prediction that the Son of Man would suffer, be rejected, be killed and rise from the dead in three days.  Peter rebuked Jesus for saying such outrageous things.  But Jesus would not let Peter get away with mindless thinking.  Jesus told to this bold disciple, Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things, but on human things.
Where is our mind this day?  Mindless of God’s presence in our lives?  Minds in the gutter focused on plotting to get own way no matter what?  Or are our minds focused on the divine things – God’s will for our life, our church, and our community?

St. Paul reminds us in Romans since Christ has made us right before God as a free gift we live by the Spirit. And with this Spirit in our lives we are transformed as a gift by the renewing of our minds so that we may discern the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect (Romans 12).

Isn’t this setting our minds on what is divine?

God changed His mind and the people of Nineveh were saved.  God changed His mind and did not condemn us for our sinful nature, but saved us through His only Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  And now with transformed minds given by the Holy Spirit, we are mindful of what the Lord God is telling us to faithfully follow in His way.
Thanks be to God!

Amen.
