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“The	one	convinced	against	their	will	holds	the	same	opinion	still.”	
	

I	still	recall	this	wisdom	dispensed	to	me	as	a	young	man	by	a	family	
elder.		It	was	more	poetic	in	its	original	German	but	it	is	poetic	enough	in	
its	English	incarnation.	
	

“The	one	convinced	against	their	will	holds	the	same	opinion	still.”	
	

I	might	have	titled	this	sermon	“Changing	One’s	Mind”	instead	of	
“Changing	Your	Mind.”		My	job	is	not	to	change	anyone’s	mind.		It	is	to	
proclaim	the	good	news	as	I	best	understand	it.			Yet	Jonah’s	story	is	about	
changing	one’s	mind.		Jonah	changed	his	mind.		The	king	of	Ninevah	called	
on	the	people	to	change	their	mind.		God	changed	God’s	mind.			In	light	of	
this	story	of	Jonah,	and	of	the	recent	Presidential	election,	the	January	6th	
assault	on	the	Capital,	and	President	Joseph	Biden’s	call	for	unity,	it	seems	
appropriate	to	ask	the	question,	“What	does	it	take	to	change	our	mind?”		

	

Let’s	begin	with	Jonah’s	story.		Chapter	3,	today’s	reading,	assumes	
that	the	reader	knows	what	comes	before.			Here’s	a	brief	overview:	

	

God	chose	Jonah	to	go	to	Ninevah	and	call	that	people	to	repentance.		
That’s	tough	enough	for	most	of	us,	but	that’s	what	God	does.		God	chooses	
us,	sometimes	for	tough	jobs	and	sometimes	to	challenge	our	ideas.		In	
Jonah’s	case,	it	was	both.		Ninevah	was	the	capital	of	Assyria.		Assyria,	
today	parts	of	Iraq	and	Syria,	was	the	sworn	enemy	of	Israel.		Assyria	
besieged	the	northern	kingdom	of	Israel	in	the	eighth	century	BC,	
ultimately	conquering	it	in	722	B.C.,	deporting	many	of	the	leaders	and	
making	it	a	vassal	state	of	Assyria.		(As	an	aside,	the	Jews	that	remained	in	
Israel	and	intermarried	with	the	Assyrian	conquerors	created	the	
Samaritans,	ethnic	and	political	hybrids	detested	by	devout	Jews,	but	
praised	by	Jesus	to	challenge	the	prejudices	of	his	day.)	

	

So	Jonah	is	commanded	by	God	to	call	the	enemies	of	Israel	to	
repentance.		We	can	conjecture	all	the	reasons	Jonah	ran	from	this	task,	
but	it’s	clear	from	a	full	reading	of	the	book	that	one	reason	was	that	he	



didn’t	want	the	Assyrians	to	repent.	(See	4:1-2)		He	knew	that	God	is	
“merciful,	slow	to	anger	and	abounding	in	steadfast	love,	and	ready	to	relent	
from	punishing.”	(4:2)		Knowing	this,	he	flees	from	God	by	boarding	a	ship	
heading	in	the	opposite	direction.			

	

God	would	have	none	of	it	and,	in	the	story,	brings	a	great	storm,	
endangers	the	ship	and	the	sailors	on	it.		They	were	not	Jews	nor,	it	would	
seem,	believers	in	the	Hebrew	god.		Yet	when	they	hear	Jonah’s	story	and	
realized	that	he	is	the	cause	of	their	distress,	these	so-called	non-believers	
still	keep	him	on	board	the	ship	and	row	against	the	wind.		Finally,	he	tells	
them	to	throw	him	into	the	sea	to	save	their	lives.		They	do,	the	sea	calms,	
and	the	sailors	“feared	the	Lord	even	more;	and	they	offered	a	sacrifice	to	
the	Lord,	and	made	vows.”	(1:16).	

	

For	God’s	part,	God	sends	a	big	fish	–	not	a	whale,	according	to	the	
Biblical	account	–	to	swallow	Jonah	rather	than	let	him	drown.		Slow	to	
anger	and	abounding	in	steadfast	love,	indeed.		It	seems	God’s	choice	of	the	
reluctant	prophet	was	not	altogether	misguided:	Chapter	2	is	Jonah’s	
reflection	from	three	days	in	the	belly	of	the	great	fish,	and	much	of	that	
reflection	are	verses	from	the	Psalms	(18:6,	120:1,	88:3-12,	42:7).		Instead	
of	a	lament	or	a	cry	for	help,	it	is	thanksgiving	for	being	saved.	

	

So,	as	is	often	the	case,	Jonah	is	saved	for	a	purpose,	and	that	brings	
us	to	today’s	reading.		“The	word	of	the	Lord	came	to	Jonah	a	second	time	
saying	‘Get	up,	go	to	Ninevah,	that	great	city,	and	proclaim	to	them	the	
message	that	I	tell	you.”	(3:1).		And	Jonah	changes	his	mind	and	goes.		I	
guess	that’s	how	it	is	when	you	spend	three	days	in	the	belly	of	a	fish	and	
have	a	chance	to	think	about	the	God	you	say	you	follow	who	asks	you	to	
do	a	job	and	you	say	“no.”		You	change	your	mind.	

	

A	city	three	days	walk	across	would	be	about	60	miles,	if	my	daily	
three-mile	walk	in	60	minutes	is	a	decent	measure.		Archeological	
excavations	show	a	city	more	likely	three	miles	long	and	1.5	miles	wide.		
It’s	a	fish	story,	right?		And	it’s	the	message	of	the	story,	not	the	size	of	the	
city,	that’s	of	primary	import.			

	

And	what	is	that	message?		That	God	decries	wickedness.		That	God	
calls	God’s	people	to	speak	up	and	act	up,	especially	to	repent	–	metanoia	-	



to	turn	away	from	brokenness	and	toward	wholeness,	to	turn	away	from	
self-absorption	and	toward	the	God	of	life	and	love.	

	

So	Jonah	delivers	that	message,	a	sound	bite	if	ever	there	was	one.		
“Forty	days	more,	and	Ninevah	shall	be	overthrown.”		What	kind	of	
conversion	program	is	that?		Apparently,	in	the	hands	of	a	mighty	and	
gracious	and	slow-to-anger	God,	a	powerful	one.		“And	the	people	of	
Ninevah	believed	God;	they	proclaimed	a	fast,	and	everyone,	great	and	small,	
put	on	sackcloth.”	

	

Now	note	what	the	story	tells	us	next:	“When	the	news	reached	the	
king	of	Ninevah,	he	arose	from	his	throne,	removed	his	robe,	covered	himself	
with	sackcloth,	and	sat	in	ashes.”		(3:6)			What	that	tells	us	is	that	the	people	
led.		The	people	heard	the	message,	saw	the	danger,	and	led.		But	the	king	
heeded	the	warning.		As	a	leader	he	didn’t	ignore	the	danger	or	the	
people’s	need.		He	did	what	kings	do:	made	a	decree	that	“All	shall	turn	
from	their	evil	ways	and	from	the	violence	that	is	in	their	hands.”	(3:8b)		
“Who	knows?”	wondered	the	king.		“God	may	relent	and	change	his	mind;	he	
may	turn	from	his	fierce	anger,	so	that	we	do	not	perish.”		(3:9)			And	that	is	
how	today’s	story	ends:	“God	changed	his	mind	about	the	calamity	that	he	
said	he	would	bring	upon	them;	and	he	did	not	do	it.”	(3:10b)	

	

Jonah	changed	his	mind.		The	people	and	the	king	changed	their	
mind.		God	changed	God’s	mind.	

	

What	about	us?		Are	we,	as	Christians	and	followers	of	this	great	God,	
and	citizens	of	this	great	nation,	prepared	to	change	our	mind	in	this	
moment	of	national	danger?		Or	will	we	harden	our	hearts	to	one	another	
and	run	away,	like	Jonah,	from	the	message	that	God	entrusts	to	us?	

	

Before	I	say	what	I	believe	that	message	is	that	God	entrusts	to	us,	let	
me	say	a	few	things	about	America,	and	politics,	and	me.	

	

Let	me	start	with	me.		It’ll	be	brief.		But	I	say	it	so	that	those	who	are	
inclined	to	discredit	the	message	by	discrediting	the	messenger	might	
pause	for	just	a	moment.		I	started	political	life	as	a	Republican.		I	am	one	
of	three	people	who	will	now	admit	to	voting	for	Richard	Nixon	in	1972.		I	
have	subsequently	been	a	member	of	the	Liberal	Party	in	New	York,	an	
unaffiliated	voter,	and	a	Democrat.		When	President	Trump	was	elected	in	



2016,	I	spoke	from	the	pulpit	I	then	occupied	to	say	that,	although	I	did	not	
vote	for	President	Trump,	I	opposed	those	who	said	he’s	“Not	My	
President;”	that,	in	fact,	he	was	elected	by	our	laws	and	was	our	President	
and	deserved	our	support;	and	that	the	President’s	success	would	be	the	
nation’s	success.		We	owe	the	same	sentiment	to	President	Biden.	

	

Politics.		Some	say	they	don’t	belong	in	the	pulpit.		Advocacy	of	one	
party?		Certainly	not.		But	politics	is	about	the	art	of	living	together	in	
community.			Anyone	around	the	church	for	any	length	of	time	knows	
there	are	politics	in	the	church.		They	need	to	be	addressed	from	this	
pulpit;	so	do	the	politics	that	lead	to	the	common	good.		Indeed,	we	have	
seen	some	Christians	presume	to	speak	for	all	of	us	in	the	recent	election	
cycle,	a	presumption	that	makes	easy	headlines	and	homogenizes	the	
diversity	of	Christian	views,	which	stifles,	rather	than	encourages,	
dialogue.		There	are	some	who	belong	to	a	different	party	than	I	who	I	
know	as	committed	Christians	and	people	of	great	integrity	and	value.	

	

Politics,	to	use	an	old	bromide,	is	“the	art	of	compromise.”		Politics	
used	well,	especially	in	a	diverse	society,	means	that	no	one	will	get	
everything	they	want.		That	is	reserved	for	dictatorships	and	demagogues,	
which	Americans	rejected	at	our	nation’s	founding.			In	the	same	way,	life	
together	in	the	Church	is	precisely	the	art	of	compromise.		That	means	
everyone	will	be	heard	for	who	they	are,		the	dialogue	should	be	rich	and	
together	we	change	and	become	more	perfected	by	the	love	of	Jesus.	

	

I	would	submit,	in	light	of	the	recent	assault	on	the	U.S.	Capitol,	that	
the	politics	of	this	moment	are	not	the	politics	of	party.		The	parties	of	the	
moment	are	not	Republican	or	Democrat,	they	are	the	party	of	democracy	
or	the	party	of	the	mob.		Will	we,	Republicans	and	Democrats	and	
unaffiliated,	change	our	mind	from	whatever	animosity	we	hold	for	one	
another	and	come	together	to	support	the	institutions	of	democracy,	or	
will	we	join	in	spirit	with	those	who	assaulted	the	Capital	and	seek	the	
destruction	of	the	thing	they	profess	to	cherish?	

	

America.  The late 19th century British writer Gilbert K. Chesterton 
wrote, “America is a nation with the soul of a church.”  A half-century before, 
in 1834, two British ministers, Andrew Reed and James Matheson, visited 
sister churches in the United States to promote peace and friendship.  In writing 



about their travels they observed. “America will be great if America is good.  If 
not, her greatness will vanish away like a morning cloud.” (Reed, Andrew and James 
Matheson.   A Narrative of the Visit to the American Churches: By the Deputation from the Congregation Union of 
England and Wales   (Vol. II). Harper & Brothers, 1835.) 

	

So	back	to	Jonah,	and	the	message	that	I	believe	God	entrusts	to	us,	
his	followers,	today.	

	

First,	what	Jonah	said	was	that	Ninevah	would	be	overthrown	in	forty	
days.		He	didn’t	even	need	to	say	why,	apparently.		The	Ninevites	knew.		So	
do	we.		If	we	want	our	democracy	to	thrive,	we	must	work	at	it.		Like	
Jonah,	we	are	to	go	to	those	we	believe	are	our	enemies.		The	Biblical	
messaging	around	enemies	and	those	who	are	“different”	is,	in	fact,	
conflicted	based	on	the	historical	context	of	any	particular	passage.		What	
some	of	the	Psalms,	and	Ezra	and	Nehemiah,	say	-	for	example	-	is	different	
from	Isaiah	and	Jeremiah	and	Hosea.		For	the	Christian,	the	message	of	
Jesus	is	the	final	arbiter	and	unmistakable:	“Love	your	enemies	and	pray	for	
those	who	despitefully	use	you.”			I	think	we	have	come	to	the	point,	
encouraged	by	the	way	we	use	social	media,	to	think	that	those	who	
disagree	with	us	are	our	enemies.		That	is	a	mistake	that	only	makes	
dialogue	more	difficult	and	thwarts	our	mandate	from	Jesus	to	love.		If	you	
are	on	social	media,	do	not	denigrate	the	integrity	of	those	who	disagree.	

	

Second,	we	are	to	call	for	repentance.		This	repentance	is	for	
ourselves	and	others.		If	we	are	disappointed	in	the	results	of	the	
Presidential	election,	will	we	turn	from	our	sadness,	or	anger,	or	apathy	to	
work	and	pray	for	the	success	of	the	Biden	administration?		Or	will	we	
continue	to	question	its	legitimacy,	a	legitimacy	that	has	been	certified	by	
50	state	legislatures	and	supported	by	over	60	court	decisions	repudiating	
the	claim	of	voter	fraud?				

	

If	we	are	pleased	with	the	results	of	this	election,	will	we	reach	to	
those	who	are	not	pleased	to	hear	their	concerns,	their	pains,	their	
disagreements;	or	will	we	say	or	act	from	some	sentiment	that	expresses	
itself	as	“You	won	in	2016,	now	it’s	our	turn”?		Party	politics	have	their	
place,	but	once	the	party	in	power	is	in	power,	they	become	responsible	to	
lead	for	all	the	people.		Leading	for	all	means	listening	to	all,	including	
those	with	whom	we	disagree.	



Third,	listening	to	all	does	not	mean	agreeing	with	all.		I	said	last	
week,	as	I	have	said	for	my	adult	lifetime,	“People	of	goodwill	will	disagree.”		
This	is	true	in	church,	in	government	and	society.		Further,	“the	one	[that]	
holds	the	same	opinion	still”	needs	to	be	able	to	support	that	opinion	with	
facts.		Unlike	Jonah,	most	of	us	do	not	have	a	direct	line	to	God.		Therefore,	
our	views	–	especially	those	couched	in	spiritual	and	religious	terms	–	
must	be	tempered	with	humility	and	a	willingness	to	be	truthful.	

	

For	example,	in	writing	a	sermon,	I	check	my	facts.		I	would	loved	to	
have	repeated	a	quote	about	America	attributed	to	Alexis	de	Tocqueville,	
the	Frenchman	who	wrote	his	exhaustive	1835	study	Democracy	in	
America.		The	quote	is	“America	is	good	because	America	is	great.		If	
America	ceases	to	be	good,	America	will	cease	to	be	great.”		Wonderful	
quote,	isn’t	it?		Rings	true,	right?		Presidents	Eisenhower	and	Clinton	used	
it.		But	though	attributed	to	him,	de	Tocqueville	did	not	write	or	say	this,	in	
Democracy	in	America	or	anywhere	else.	

	

What	Jonah	said	was	that	Ninevah	would	be	overthrown	in	forty	
days.		He	didn’t	even	need	to	say	why,	apparently.		The	Ninevites	knew.		So	
do	we.		If	we	want	our	democracy	to	thrive,	we	must	work	at	it.		If	we	want	
our	faith	to	shine,	we	must	work	at	it.		And	working	at	it	means	being	
loving,	not	being	apathetic	or	cynical.		Working	at	it	means	prayer,	
especially	for	those	with	whom	we	disagree.		Working	at	it	means	prayer,	
for	our	own	hardness	of	heart.		Working	at	it	means	being	responsible	for	
our	own	actions	and	attitudes.		Working	at	it	means	being	honorable	and	
speaking	honorably.		Working	at	it	means	promoting	civil	discourse,	not	
uncivil	violence.		Recalling	the	Rev.	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	we	must	live	
together	as	brothers	and	sisters,	or	perish	as	fools.	

	

“The	one	convinced	against	their	will	holds	the	same	opinion	still.”	
	

My	hope	for	this	message	is	that	our	“will,”	our	yearning,	will	be	open	
to	one	another	and	hearts	softened.			I	hope	that,	in	this	church	and	among	
our	viewership	for	which	I	share	responsibility,	it	will	get	us	to	think	about	
our	nation,	its	well	being,	and	to	take	those	actions	that	will	benefit	the	
nation	we	love.		And	“we	the	people”	will	take	new	responsibility	for	our	
own	actions.		Because	the	Ninevites	knew	what	they	needed	to	do.		And	so	
do	we.		Amen.	


