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As long as the light was there, it was hard to leave.  That’s how the family of 1

an inmate felt when they came for a prison visit. They couldn’t actually see their 

loved from outside a twelve-story jail. But the detention center was lined with 

narrow windows allowing inmates to look out and send messages to people below 

with flashlights, angled mirrors, or flickering lights in their cells. 

Over the past several years a street in front of the prison has become a 

destination site for family gatherings, including pop-up displays of homemade 

banners and posters. People will literally stand for hours; faithfully watching for a 

light, waving and blowing kisses when they see a sign. One mother looking up at a 

light in her son’s cell said she was there because, “I want him to know I love him.” 

And as long as the light was there, it was hard to leave.

It’s a powerful image for Epiphany — this season of the Church Year when 

God’s light in Christ appears in our world. Today at our Annual Meeting we’ll look 

back on another year of worship & fellowship, service & formation here at St. C’s. 

And as we gather we’re also invited to be watching for God’s light. We’re invited 

to be watching for the light of Christ —right here— with the same faithfulness as 

those families gathered outside a prison watching for signs from their loved ones. 

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/31/nyregion/metropolitan-detention-center-brooklyn-jail-signs.html1
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It’s a faithfulness so beautifully expressed in today’s Psalm:  “For God alone my 

soul in silence waits; truly, my hope is in him,” (Psa. 62:6).

If Epiphany is about recognizing God’s light in Christ, then it’s fair to ask: 

what kind of signs are we actually looking for? If we’re faithfully watching for the 

light of Christ then what signs or signals matter most?

Well, we’re in luck. Because if we’re asking about signs, there’s no better 

story than Jonah. You could pull out your Bible and read the whole book this 

afternoon. It’s short, just 4 chapters. You can almost read the entire thing during a 

commercial break of the Pats game. It’s that short. And it’s funny, because Jonah is 

a story about everyone who recognizes God’s signs, except Jonah. 

At the beginning God tells Jonah, “Get up! Go to Nineveh” (1.2) — and 

Jonah goes the opposite direction. God’s wants to send Jonah as a sign of light to 

“the great enemy of his people,”  and Jonah wants nothing to do with it. So he sails 2

the opposite direction until God causes a storm. The sailors know the storm is a 

divine signal. They wake up Jonah to see what God he’s “following” (hint, hint: 

Jonah’s not “following” his God…). And right there in the middle of a sea storm 

Jonah tells them his God made the waters — which seems like a pretty obvious 

 Keller, Counterfeit Gods, 134.2
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sign, right?! He says, “Throw me into the sea.” That’ll fix it. And he’s right. The 

storm stops and Jonah gets swallowed by a great… big… fish.

Inside the belly of that fish; the deepest, darkest place he could possibly go, 

Jonah finally does something right. He prays. He finally confesses that “Salvation 

comes from the Lord,” (Jonah 3.9) — because now that his neck is on the line he’s 

willing to confess God’s mercy for anyone, including himself. After a few days the 

fish spits up Jonah, and get this: even the fish knows how to recognize God’s signs 

because it spits up Jonah right where he’s supposed to be in Nineveh. I said it was 

funny, right?

After that, we hear today’s reading: “The Word of the Lord came to Jonah a 

second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the 

message that I tell you,’” (3.1). He does it. And it works, because “God changed 

his mind,” about destroying the great city Nineveh (3.10). 

At the end of ch. 3 we smile, sit back and just hope for a happy ending, 

right? Wrong. Because the very next line reads, “This was very displeasing to 

Jonah, and he became angry,” (4.1). You see, “God has overwhelmed Jonah with 

grace and kindness”  and Jonah still wants nothing to do with it. He just feels sorry 3

 Rutledge, “Nineveh ‘R’ Us,” in And God Spoke to Abraham, 405.3
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for himself, so he leaves the great city Nineveh to pout in the desert. When his 

personal shade tree dies out in the desert Jonah tells God, “you might as well kill 

me too.” God says, “Really, Jonah?” And the book ends with a piercing question. 

God says, “You cared about a shade tree you had nothing to do with? Why 

shouldn’t I care about an entire city that’s lost it’s way? Why shouldn’t I rescue 

them by inviting you to become a sign of light?” (4.10-11). 

You see, the point of the story is that God’s people are supposed to be 

watching for God’s light and then sharing God’s love. We’re supposed to be 

watching for light and sharing love. Jonah wasn’t watching for God’s light or 

sharing God’s love. He was simply saving his own skin. So this funny story about a 

bumbling prophet actually ends with a sharp question. The question is this:  

shouldn’t God care about every part of creation — especially the parts that have 

lost their way? That’s how Jonah ends; with a question.

And if we have that question ringing in our ears when we turn to the 

Gospels, we’ll recognize the same question at the heart of our Gospels — shouldn’t 

God care about all creation? Because the Gospels invite us to see that God is 

calling every part of creation to new life when Jesus appears, “saying, ‘The time is 

fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good 
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news” (Mk. 1.14-15). 

Jesus and Jonah are both offered as signs of God’s light. But when we hear 

them next to each other it sounds like “Jonah wants people to suffer for their sins, 

but Jesus apparently wants them to change and hear ‘good news’.”  It sounds like, 4

“Jesus wants the love of God to [reach] everyone, even [our] enemies.”  5

So what does it mean for us? Whatever trials or turmoil are happening in our 

world — from political debates or natural disasters, to economic crashes or 

military campaigns — we Christians always begin by looking to Jesus for God’s 

light. We begin by looking to Jesus, because Jesus is our great hope and our great 

love. In the midst of any trauma or struggle we’re convinced that Jesus isn’t simply 

refining the systems of our world. “What Jesus is beginning is the transformation 

of this world.”  So we look to Jesus for God’s light. And then we share God’s love 6

so that we become signs of God’s light too. 

Over the past year we’ve seen some beautiful signs of God’s light at our 

church; from new ministries and relationships, to new opportunities in formation, 

service and fellowship. The reports that you’ll hear today at our Annual Meeting 

 Williams, Lectionary Reflections: Year B, 125.4

 Witherington III, The Indelible Image, vol. 1, 165–166.5

 Placher, Mark, 35.6
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are all expressions of God’s light at our church. We’re invited to celebrate those 

signs, and then we’re also invited to share God’s love. We’re invited to share God’s 

love in a world that so often seems filled with darkness. 

You see, our faith never promises that we’ll conquer darkness with our own 

strength. It promises that God’s love will never be extinguished. It promises that 

the light of Christ will shine in any darkness, and the darkness will not overcome it 

(Jn. 1:5). That’s why we spend our lives faithfully watching for the light of Jesus 

and then offering ourselves as signs of God’s love. And this year, if we continue 

seeking God’s light and sharing God’s love, we may even begin attracting others 

who can’t actually see Jesus but they can say this much:  As long as God’s light is 

here, it’s really hard to leave. Amen.


