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 Simon Wiesenthal was a Jewish Austrian holocaust survivor who became  famous  after WW2 as 

a Nazi hunter.  Wiesenthal wrote a book called The Sunflower.  It's about his experiences as a Jew in a 

Nazi concentration camp.  Wiesenthal recounts how one day he was on a work detail outside the camp.  

A nurse came up to him--a German nurse-- and asked if he was a Jew.  He said yes.  The nurse then took 

him into a makeshift hospital, to the bed of a wounded Nazi soldier who was dying.  The soldier had 

asked the nurse to find a Jew and bring the Jew to his bedside.  The soldier described to Simon about 

how he, the soldier, had participated in the murder of a Jewish man, his wife, and their 10-year old son.   

Simon was very disturbed, because it brought back all the terrible things that had  happened to him and 

the Jewish people in Nazi Germany.  It was also very disturbing to the soldier, who was so conscience-

stricken that he begged Simon to forgive him. "As a Jew will you forgive me for what I did to that Jewish 

family so that I may die with a clear conscience?" the soldier pleaded.   Simon was speechless.  He didn't 

know what to do.  After a while, he just simply turned away and left.  The soldier died that night.  

 Simon Wiesenthal poses this question for his readers:  should I or should I not have forgiven that 

man?  When is forgiveness inappropriate, or wrong, or unjust?  Had you and I been Simon, would we  

have forgiven, or would we have also turned away? 

  On the evening of June 17, 2015, a 21-year-old white man named Dylann Roof showed up 

unannounced at a Bible study being held at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 

Charleston, South Carolina.  It's a largely black church, one of the oldest in the US.   Dylann had been 

welcomed by the 13 people gathered there, including the pastor.  After about an hour, Dylann pulled 

out a gun and shot and killed 9 of the people.  Dylann's Facebook page photos showed him wearing flags 

that are popular among American white supremacists. It seems that the shooting was motivated by 

racial hatred.  After his capture the next day, Dylann appeared in court.  Several family members of the 

victims were there.  The sister of DePayne, a 49-year-old victim, said, "DePayne taught me that we are 

the family that love built. We have no will for hating.  May God bless you." 

 If a gunman would burst in here about now and kill 9 of us, would you who survive be so 

forgiving?  Or would we be more like Dylanns' uncle, who said that he would "push the button" if Dylann 

were given the death penalty? 

 Welcome to the book of Jonah, because these are the kinds of questions Jonah asks.  

The story of Jonah is about a whole lot more than a whale swallowing a man who miraculously 

survives.  It's really about whether Jonah can swallow a God who has a disturbing tendency to 

show mercy toward wicked people.  Should the Ninevites be forgiven?  After all, Nineveh, the 

capital of the Assyrian empire, today's Iraq, was really a wicked place.  Kind of like the radical 

Islamist group Isis today.  If you follow the news, you nearly every week hear about some 

atrocity that Isis has committed.  That was Nineveh, the Isis of the ancient world, and its cruelty 

was legendary.   

 And God tells Jonah, "I care about those wicked Ninevites.  You go up there to Nineveh and tell 

them all to repent."  And Jonah doesn't like his assignment.   He runs away, in the opposite direction, as 

fast as he can go.  Not because he's afraid of the Ninevites.  Rather, he fears that God is going to show 



them mercy.   It's during his flight that Jonah meets a storm at sea and gets swallowed by this big fish, 

which finally spits him back on land in the direction of Nineveh.  And so Jonah, full of resentment, finally 

trudges off to this great wicked city and tells them that they must turn from their wicked ways before 

it's too late.  And what do you know, the wretched Ninevites do.  They  repent.  Amazing!  Even the cows 

repent.  And God changes his mind, and doesn't destroy the city. 

 And Jonah is very upset.  More than a little upset.  He's mad, very mad, at God.    In Hebrew it 

literally says, "God's change of mind was evil to Jonah, and it burned him."  God's mercy felt evil, God's 

mercy burned him.  And Jonah tells God so.  "I was afraid that would happen, God, I suspected all along 

that you're crazy enough to forgive those wicked people.  I know what kind of God you are--you're a 

bleeding heart:  'merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.'  And it's not fair, 

it's not just.  Besides," I suspect Jonah thinks to himself, "those Ninevites  probably aren't  sincere in 

their repentance.  You know what kind of people they are.  Theirs is like a jailhouse conversion, they just 

said they're sorry to get off the hook.  I'd rather die than see you show them mercy."  And he stalks out 

of the city. 

 And doesn't Jonah have a point?  Forgiveness, when great evil has been done, doesn't seem fair 

and just.   The perpetrators should be held accountable, shouldn't they?  Even if they say they're sorry, 

shouldn't they pay the cost of their wrongdoing?  That's only fair, that's only just. 

 Two weeks ago Paul Bernardo applied for day parole in the Toronto area.  I trust we remember 

Paul Bernardo.  He lived close by, in St. Catharines.  Bernardo  murdered two school girls, along with 

committing a dozen other heinous crimes against women.  Understandably, some of Bernardo's  victims 

were spooked by the prospect of him being out even for one day.  What if Paul Bernardo would say he's 

sorry for what he did, that he repents?  Should he be forgiven, or at least be allowed day parole?    One 

newspaper was very clear that no mercy should ever be shown him.  In an editorial it said, "He's a 

monster who should never be let out of his cage again." 

 And that's Jonah's wish.  "God, those Ninevites are so evil that they should be kept in their cage.  

In fact, you should smash the cage.  Their so-called repentance doesn't absolve them.  They should get 

what they deserve.  This business of forgiveness and mercy is going too far."  And so Jonah sits down out 

there in the desert, and sulks, hoping that maybe, just maybe, God will change his mind again and blow 

off Nineveh.   

 And God doesn't argue with Jonah.  God doesn't say, "It's bad for you to be mad, Jonah, you 

should change your heart and forgive them too."   Instead God gives him an object lesson.  God makes a 

bush grow up, to give him shade.  And Jonah really likes this bush.  For the first time in the story this 

resentful and bitter man smiles.   But the next day a worm sent by God kills the bush.  And then sun 

comes up, and a hot wind blows, and scorches the bush, and scorches Jonah too.  And once again, Jonah 

gets mad at God, for letting that delightful  innocent plant die.    

 And God says, "Jonah, I see that you are concerned about that bush."  Actually the word 

"concern" is stronger, it's more like "have compassion," or "pity."   "Jonah," God says, "you pitied that 

bush.  Even though you didn't plant it, didn't make it grow, had nothing invested in it, the death of that 

bush has affected you deeply.  It has filled you with pity.  It's good, Jonah, that you do have the capacity 

for pity."  And then, God says, "Jonah, if you pity a plant that you did not make grow, should not I, the 

Creator that made all things, should not I pity all those who live in Nineveh, those  foolish people so 

blind to their evil ways that they don't know their left hand from their right?  And pity their animals too, 

who have to live them?"   



 The English word "pity" means  "compassion, compassion evoked by the suffering, distress or 

misfortune of another."   

 Last week on The National on CBC there was a documentary about a project in Vancouver that 

tries to help Aboriginal men break their pattern of domestic abuse.   The project is called Warriors 

against Violence.  It's led by an Aboriginal couple whose early married life had been scarred with abuse, 

the husband abusing the wife.  Warriors against Violence works kind of like Alcoholics Anonymous, with 

men sitting in a circle and telling their stories of being abusers--confessing their sins.  Then those men 

try to help each other unlearn their destructive behavior. 

 What came out as these men were telling, sometimes tearfully, their stories of battering their 

wives, was how many of them had been battered.   Some had been sexually assaulted as children, they 

had witnessed violence by their fathers against their mothers and siblings, they had seen violence in 

their neighborhood and violence in their school, so much violence that violence for them became 

learned behavior.   One man said, "At the age of 4 I witnessed my first murder, at 5 I was sexually 

abused.  That seemed to be the norm where I was growing up." 

 The group leader--himself a former abuser--did not allow these men to invoke their upbringing 

as an excuse for their present violence.  "You can't say it wasn't my fault just because of what happened 

to you," he chided.  "That's a bunch of baloney.  We knew what we were doing, so we have no excuses.  

We can't blame anybody except ourselves."  At the same time, the emotional context of this group, 

Warriors Against Violence, was not one of condemnation and judgment, but one of concern, one of 

understanding, one of healing. 

 "Pity" means "compassion evoked by the suffering, distress or misfortune of another, whether 

or not they are innocent, whether or not they are good."  Watching that documentary I felt quite a lot of 

anger at what these men did to their wives and children.  And I agreed with the leader that their 

backgrounds did not excuse them for their behavior.  I also couldn't help feeling  pity, because most of 

those men had grown up in conditions of suffering, misfortune and distress, and, like the Ninevites, 

were morally confused, not knowing their left hand from their right, were perpetuating the abuse that 

they had received. 

 "Jonah," God says, "You're right, those Ninevites are wicked.  They learn their violence soon as 

they leave the cradle.  Abuse and murder is the norm as they are growing up.  They're so caught in it 

that it has become second nature to them.   And you're also right, Jonah, God says, "that doesn't excuse 

them.  Nevertheless,  shouldn't I, their Creator, not feel at least some pity for them?"  And, the Lord 

asks:  "Shouldn't you, Jonah, have some pity, too?" 

 Forgiveness is a tricky thing.  When do you do it, not do it, how much repentance there should 

first be, how I let go of the wrong that's been done to me, but still hold the wrongdoer accountable for 

their actions.  Forgiveness is tricky because it is not "just," if by justice we mean taking on the full costs 

of your action, paying the full price.  Forgiveness interrupts that process of balancing the scales, because 

it shows mercy, not retribution, toward the offender.  And forgiveness is also  costly.  Forgiveness can 

hurt, because it chooses suffering a wrong over vengeance. 

 I think, though, that the story of Jonah is more about this word "pity"  than "forgiveness."  It's 

about whether Jonah is able to finally feel  "compassion evoked by the suffering, distress or misfortune 

of another," the kind of compassion that comes because we understand something of the circumstances 

out of which the offender comes.   That ability to feel this kind of compassion, or "pity" may be a pre-

condition of forgiveness.   



 God shows that kind of pity, which is why Jonah is so mad.  How God could do anything but rain 

down judgment on those violent Ninevites is beyond him.   In his hard, closed hard heart, Jonah stand 

stands apart from sinners, and shake his fist at them, and is proud that he is not like them, and calls 

down God's judgment on them, but is blind to the violence in his own heart.   As for God, God in this 

story is a preview of Jesus, who involves himself with sinners, and calls on them to repent, yes, and who 

also deals with them out of compassion, and pity, and at the first sign of repentance helps them move 

toward healing.  

 The story of Jonah ends with Jonah sitting there, out in the bleak desert, under that withered 

bush, mulling over whether he can tolerate a God who is so quick to show mercy and pity, and whether 

he will allow that same mercy and pity to take root in his heart.   Does Jonah repent of his hardness of 

heart, like the wicked Ninevites, and even their animals, do?   We don't know.  The story does not tell us.  

Which means the ending of the story of Jonah is up to you and me to write in our own hearts and lives.  

Jonah becomes us. 

 

 


