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Jonah 2:1-9; Romans 10:5-15
In its beginning, “every significant advance in the development of Northminster Church occurred much earlier than even the most forward-looking people anticipated and unfolded at a speed that inspired amazement.”  I wrote those words, now well over ten years ago, after listening to stories of the establishment of this church.  Over a period of several weeks, I interviewed a variety of individuals who were integrally involved in nurturing the fellowship, shaping the structure and attending to the logistics of the formation of this fellowship.  At that time, in most instances, the eyes of those interviewed sparkled with a sense of wonder.  The lines on their faces reflected the pressures and the pace, the mystery and the joy, of a pilgrimage to which they felt as compelled as committed.  “We didn’t take control,” Dibble Pate told me, “Something took control of us.”  God was in whatever was happening.  D. H. Clark confessed, “If I ever doubted the hand of God being involved in something, it would have gone out the window here.”  Divine nudges, pushes, and outright shoves prompted every major step in the progression of the congregation!  The winds of God were blowing across the turf of a community and into the hearts of a peculiar people in Monroe, Louisiana.
Where is that wind today; and in what direction is it blowing?  To what destination are the nudges and pushes of God directing us now?
To speak of the “winds of God” is to reference movements of the Spirit of God.  The imagery and the truth involved here are as old as the first ray of light that separated the day and night during the first spasm of creation and as new as the wind brushing our faces or stirring our hearts this morning. The first line in the first creation story in Genesis tells us that “a wind from God (according to another translation of this text—a mighty wind) swept over the face of the waters.” Keep in mind that the wind of God is synonymous with the Spirit of God.  The thinking, feeling, animated life of humankind was the result of God breathing into individuals, the wind of God filling the highest members of creation with dignity, volition, and worth as well as with breath.  The ancient prophet Ezekiel was an eyewitness to a weird episode on a military battlefield that signaled peace and hope for all people.  The winds of God blew across a valley of vile war and brought life to people killed in the battles there. God said to the dry bones, “I will put my spirit in you and you shall live.”  Where the winds of God blow, hope is in the air.  Later, on the festival day of Pentecost in ancient Jerusalem, following the death and resurrection of Jesus, the “rush of a violent wind”—the wind of God—swept through a crowd of diverse people and suddenly, touched by the dancing gusts of the Spirit of God, diversity gave way to unity and unintelligible speech was transformed into communication powerful enough to facilitate communion and energize community.   
What was is what is!  The winds of God that blow today can create a new world, form community, birth a church, transform chaos into meaning, sweep away hostilities and usher in peace.  Great God, we best always know when and where the winds of God are blowing.  Within these winds reside intention and inspiration, purpose and push, energy and drive related to the advancement of God’s will.  
Which way are the winds of God blowing today?  And, what are we doing—riding the winds or fighting the winds?  
Several weeks ago, while studying lectionary texts for the month of August, I began to see in these scriptures unfurled flags briskly flapping in the wind, marked-up maps that had to be held firmly in hand lest they be blown away, and gauges that documented the sensation of strong gusts of wind whistling around contemporary communities.  The winds of God continue to move the people of God, I thought.  But in what direction and for what purpose?  Reading and rereading these biblical texts brought recognition of the substance of the divine push, the direction in which God moves people, and evidence of where we will end up if we allow the winds of God to take us where God wants us to be in our lives.    
So, over the next four weeks, we will be checking the wind gauges and paying close attention to the unfurled flags to have a look at the force and the direction of the winds of God that are blowing in our world and in our time even as they blew in other times and other worlds.  
Hold on to your hats, then, and open your minds and hearts, please, as we take a deep corporate breath and ponder the first two biblical texts that speak to us of the powerful push of God’s Spirit and the desire and will in God’s winds.
What is at stake here is immediately apparent.  God desires the people of God to move in faith into ever-widening circles of involvement with a compassion that recognizes no geographical boundaries.  Even a quick reading of the two passages for today—one from Jonah and one from Romans—confirms a divine impulse that can be found throughout the scriptures.  Relentlessly God pushes the people of God from a preoccupation with nationalism to an enthusiastic embrace of universalism.  Indeed, from the first stirring of the divine wind in the primal deep of creation, the Spirit of God has been nudging, urging, and gently shoving the people of God across the boundaries—political and economic boundaries, racial and geographical boundaries—that divide the whole of a creation that never was meant to be divided.     
Within the Bible, God’s push toward universalism first comes into clear focus in the sometimes humorous and sometimes sad story of a would-be prophet named Jonah.  This obscure man likely from Galilee heard in the winds that swept across his arid land the voice of the Holy One telling him to go to Nineveh and help the people there face their need for change and redemption.  No sooner had Jonah heard the divine commission to go to Nineveh, however, than he headed for Tarshish—a city that lay in the opposite direction.  We can almost hear the derogatory prophet repeating God’s command with steel-like sarcasm—“Nineveh?”
Not a single person this prophet knew cared anything at all about Nineveh—a city “on the other side of the world” filled with foreigners, for goodness sake, heathen the destruction of whom would not so much as raise an eyebrow of the prophet and his friends.  Though Jonah was a man of religion, he saw no place for his religion in the region of Nineveh. 
Most of us know something about the discomfort, fears, and prejudices that fueled Jonah’s journey away from Nineveh, and, thus, away from God; though I must say, “Good luck” on getting away from God.  The run-away prophet would learn rather quickly that he could put distance between himself and Nineveh, but getting away from God was a whole other matter. 
Compassionate holiness pursued Jonah’s every step and strengthened the strokes of his frantic swimming after he was tossed into the deep by sailors convinced that the prophet’s guilt was the cause of the storm that was about to sink their ship.  While Jonah was flailing away in the churning waters, fearing for his life, God showed up to offer him a place of safety—in the belly of a big fish.  As you can imagine, life in a fish belly was not much to brag about, but it was better than drowning.
Strange things make us come to our senses, especially when the winds of God seem to be increasing to gale force.  Lo and behold, in the innards of the fish that swallowed him, Jonah started to pray.  I suppose we could ask, “What else does one do in that situation?”  But, at least, the prophet was back in touch with God.
            When the fish in the sea got as tired of Jonah as had the sailors in the storm-tossed boat, the fish expelled the prophet with a force that landed him on a shore.  Whatever relief the prophet must have felt standing on dry ground, stretching, and trying to get the scent of a fish off him was short-lived.   That voice spoke again—the voice in the wind—saying, “Go to Nineveh, Jonah.”  Can’t you see the prophet’s dismay?  But, by now, after spending time in the stomach of a fish, a trip to Nineveh had more appeal to Jonah.  So, he headed to the place on the other side of the earth.  Once there, Jonah preached passionately to the people of Nineveh regarding the destruction of their city because of its wickedness.  Then the prophet fell into a deep depression because the people of Nineveh repented.  Jonah learned what all of the people of God must learn—that God cared as much about the people of Nineveh as about the residents of his hometown.  The prophet knew without a doubt that divine compassion, mercy, and redemption were for all people.  He had fought that truth vigorously, but, now, it was time to accept that truth.
            Centuries later, Paul of Tarsus wrestled with the same reality. Though Paul did not object to the universality to which the winds of God were propelling the people of God he did worry about it a bit.  Well aware of the universalism in the gospel proclaimed by Jesus, Paul was trying to figure out what a gospel for people who lived at the ends of the earth meant for people who always had lived on Jewish soil.  But, this man, who came to be known as the apostle to the Gentiles, was well aware that there could be no resisting the wind of God—especially not among the people of God.
            As you might guess, not everybody was like Paul.  The movement of the winds of God toward universalism evoked controversy, push-back, and difficulty in the early Christian community.  In the minds of many, Christianity was for people in the Holy Land and the entrance to it was through Judaism.  One could not become a good Christian without first becoming a good Jew—that was their conclusion.  So, predictably, these people would resist any impulse toward universalism.
            Unfortunately, the narrowness of that mind-set regarding Christianity is easily understood by most of us. Late in the 18th Century, Baptist leaders like William Carey rocked American Christianity by declaring that American Christians had a moral responsibility to reach out to the rest of the world.  Fierce debate erupted with many religious leaders rejecting any sense of responsibility related to the rest of the world. Isolationism was exalted. 
            Eventually, of course, Christian missionaries began to travel to other lands. Unfortunately, though, as James Michner made us see in his magnificent piece of historical fiction called Hawaii, many of those first missionaries seemed as eager to convert people to American culture as to Christianity, suggesting at times the assumption of an equation between Christianity and American culture. 
             Paul knew which way the winds of God were blowing and he desperately wanted to go with the winds.  His only reservation revolved around what would happen to his beloved Jewish family.  Ultimately, the apostle understood that loyalty to no nation, race, religion, or culture should take precedence over recognition of and responsibility in the world-wide community.  Our church’s beloved mentor Frank Stagg described the book of Acts as a record of Christianity breaking out of its identity as the exclusive faith of a local Jewish sect to become a worldwide movement heralding and living an-unfettered and unhindered-by-any-boundaries gospel—a whole gospel for the whole world. 
            The winds of God’s Spirit blow strong, blustering at times.  We can lean into them as a form of resistance, if we wish, or, perhaps even at times, in protest of their blowing, slam our fists into the rushing air hoping that somehow we can change the direction of the winds.  But, friends, God’s winds will prevail. We can fight the movement of God’s Spirit until we finally, in exhaustion, acknowledge defeat or we can ride the winds of God’s Spirit, be carried by their movement, be energized by their power and know the glorious sense of exultation that comes from experiencing the entirety of creation and the joy of life in a global community.
            With a bit of embarrassment and profound sadness, I remember the first time that I heard a prayer to God offered in a language other than my own.  I wondered if God understood what the person said.  What arrogance, what presumptiveness!  Embedded within me were an unacknowledged narrowness and prejudice that considered Christianity a national religion and English as the only language of faith.  God, forgive me.
            As Christians, the whole expanse of the earth is our home.  No part of creation is without concern and consequence for us.  The universality of Christianity connects our experience with the compassion of Christ in Monroe to a family in the Palestinian Territory trying to decide whether or not to dedicate their youngest daughter to training as a suicide bomber.  Even as yesterday we remembered the end of a terrible conflict with Japan, hopefully, today, we have strengthened our resolve that never again will we be a part of a cataclysmic moral tragedy like that visited upon Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Just as the plight of our nation can be altered by a voice speaking from a cell phone transmitting from a cave somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan, the character of our nation can be revealed in the nature of our response to the genocide that is ravaging a place like Darfur.  
            God’s compassion has no boundaries and neither should ours.  We live in an interdependent world filled with a boundless faith.  Though it is no more holy to go somewhere distant to do works of compassion that need to be done in our city, it is not holy at all to ignore the screaming needs of hurting people because they live in another land. 
            Personally speaking, I have been humbled, challenged, and transformed by people whom I have encountered in other places.  Eduardo, Noel, Omara and other friends in Cuba have showed me a grace and compassion amid the hardship caused by our nation’s blockade around that island and the oppression and needless politically-inflicted suffering of its people that I only can hope to someday reflect in part. Still vivid in the eyes of my mind are the faces of incredibly faithful and courageous Christians whom I met in the most difficult circumstances during some of the darkest days behind the Iron Curtain.  Today, I cannot even imagine national boundaries limiting Christian faith or compassion.
            The winds of God blow all over the earth.  Dramatic changes are occurring.  South America has become the center of the Christian world.  Christian missionaries are being sent to the United States by congregations in South America and Africa.  If Christianity were to be the religion of the nation in which most of its adherents reside, no longer would my beloved nation be the primary sight of the Christian community.  But that is alright. This faith given to us by Christ cannot be captured or even restricted by political, racial, or geographical boundaries.  
I feel real kinship with the great Methodist leader John Wesley who identified himself as a citizen of the world.  My strong hunch is that the deeper Christianity goes within us, the wider is the reach of our Christian family—even, as Jesus said, to the ends of the earth.  
            The same winds of God that catapulted a small group of Christians in Monroe, Louisiana into a process that established Northminster Church now push all Christians beyond their homelands to live as citizens of the world.
            Knowing what we know of the goodness toward which God always pushes us, even if a bit uncomfortable with the thought of an international home, surely we can pray, “Blow winds of God, blow.  Fill us with your breath and let us ride your gusts.”  It is a prayer to which God will respond with “Amen.”
PASTORAL PRAYER
Holy God, why can’t we be still—inside as well as outside?  All of us seem to have so much to do, so little available time in which to do it, and no time in which to rest.  We are running, God, if not with our feet, with our minds and emotions, at night even as throughout the day.  
Whether it is the demands of our work, the interests of our charitable giving, the love of a person who sends our spirits soaring, concerns about the needs of our community, anxieties about friends and family members in dangerous places, a passion for success, a devotion to helping people in need, or a fear of being still long enough to be self-reflective, we are running.  Are you running with us, God?  Is the spirituality of Christianity as sufficient for a frenetic life as for a monastic life?
Of course, God, of course it is; we just lose sight of its breadth because of the narrowness of the circles in which we run.  Run with us, God, please run with us until, whether so worn out from running that we have no alternative or as the result of a difficult decision that we make with no little courage, we sit still.  Even if the very thought of stillness threatens us in this moment, God, stay with us until there is another moment in which, whether still or running, we can relax, be quiet, and regardless of the demands around us, relish, ponder, enjoy, and express gratitude for the love that is as secure in calm as in passion.  Enable us to find rest in that love.
But, in the meantime, God, thank you so much for running with us!  Amen. 
