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* * *

Excerpts from Jonah 1-4 (CEB)

The Lord's word came to Jonah: "Get up and go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it." But Jonah got up to flee to Tarshish from the Lord's presence. and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went on board, to go with them to Tarshish.

The Lord hurled a great wind toward the sea, and there was a great storm. The sailors said to each other, "Let's cast lots to find out who's responsible for this evil." The lot fell on Jonah. He said to them, "Throw me into the sea. Then the sea will become calm." Then the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah. Jonah was in the belly of the fish for three days and three nights. The Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land. The Lord's word came to Jonah a second time: "Get up and go to Nineveh." 
Jonah started into the city and cried out, "Just forty days more and Nineveh will be overthrown!" And the people of Nineveh believed God. Even the king covered himself with mourning clothes and sat in ashes. But this was very displeasing to Jonah. He prayed, "I knew that you are a merciful and compassionate God. Please, Lord, take my life." The Lord said, "Is it right for you to be so angry?" Then God appointed a worm which attacked the bush so that it died. The Lord said, " Yet for my part, can’t I pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than one hundred twenty thousand people who can’t tell their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”
* * *
So we’re gonna get to Jonah in a bit, I promise, but first off  - 
today is all about the music of the Go-Go’s, and the Go-Go’s are all about the 80’s. And so am I. I am a child of the 1980s, I was born in 1980 and my mother will tell you that I was born in September after the hottest ever summer in Texas. She ate a lot of watermelon that year. But see, I am an 80’s baby and for those of you who don’t quite remember the 80’s, let me jog your memory with a few cultural artifacts. 
*** PHOTO 1 – Here you go, this is from 1986 and you gotta look closely, but this is a fine example of the hairbows and headbands which were big in the 80’s. And then there’s this lady next to me, she’s looking nice and 80’s with her big hair. We love big hair in the 80’s
***PHOTO 2 – OK this one I think is from 1987, and I don’t know if you had a big matching shirt craze up here, but we clearly did in Texas. And if you look closely you’ll see our matching watches. Swatch watches became a thing in the 80’s, as did knock off Swatch watches, which I think you see sported here.
***PHOTO 3 – Now this is getting to the end of the decade, 1988 I believe, but here you see the importance of big poufy sleeves to the 80’s.
***PHOTO 4 – And here’s our last one. I think this is technically cheating because I’m pretty sure this is from 1991, but I want us to note the fedora I am wearing – that’s a nice nod to the 80,s – and the acid washed denim jeans our other model is wearing. Very 80’s. 
So there you go, that’s just a bit about the fashion of the 80’s. 
And the Go-Go’s were the vibe of the 80’s. They didn't just make the music, they set the tone — the look, the energy, and the attitude. They were made up of five women from Los Angeles who were equal parts punk and pop. Bright colors, big hair, lots of fun. And if you were alive in the early 1980s, you didn't choose the Go-Go's. They were just already there — in the mall, on the radio, in every movie montage. We Got the Beat dropped in May of 1980 and set the tone for the decade.
And here is what made them genuinely remarkable: the Go-Go's were the first all-female band in history to write their own songs, play their own instruments, AND have their debut album go to number one on the Billboard charts — all at the same time. Nobody had done it before. And they were told, repeatedly and confidently, by people who should have known better, that it couldn't be done.
Just because they were women didn't mean they didn't do all the wild, chaotic things that rock bands do. In fact they did it harder than most. In addition to the show Head Over Heels, this week I watched a documentary about the Go-Go’s, and they said that one of their members was so out of control that Ozzy Osbourne threw her out of his hotel room for being too rowdy. If Ozzy is asking you to calm down, you have the Beat and then some.
And they’re a rock band, so what did they do with their success? Well, they got into fights about money and creative control. They broke up. Got back together. Broke up again. Got back together again. And then eventually realized they could make more money together then apart, and decided to create a musical which became Head Over Heels.
* * *
Now even though Head Over Heels is a musical built around the songs of the Go-Go's, it’s not set in the 80’s, but instead is set in the fictional kingdom of Arcadia. And the most important thing you need to know is: this kingdom has a Beat.
Not just a musical beat — although also that, because Go-Go's. The Beat is the kingdom's life force. Its energy. The thing that keeps everything moving and thriving and alive. And the show opens with a prophecy: the Beat is in danger.


King Basilius, a well-meaning but deeply controlling man, hears this and decides he is going to manage the situation. He decides in advance what love is allowed to look like in his kingdom, who is permitted to love whom, and what forms the Beat is allowed to take. And in doing so, he nearly loses the very thing he was trying to protect.
Because as he learns, the Beat doesn't stay where you put it. It goes where it wants to go. It shows up in the people you didn't expect, in the forms you didn't plan for, more stubborn and persistent and wide than any attempt to contain it. The kingdom is only saved when the king finally stops trying to control what love looks like — and lets the Beat be what it already was.
* * *
Which brings us to Jonah. And I know you're thinking, how in the world is she going to connect the Go-Go's to the book of Jonah? Fair. Stay with me.
So one thing that connects the two is, both of them are a comedy. And if you’re thinking, I didn’t really know the Bible produced comedies, then let me introduce you to Jonah in a way you might not have thought about. 
Because Jonah is something of a slapstick comedy. If Mel Brooks had written a book of the Bible, it would be Jonah. In the book, "Laughing at the Bible" John Miles says plainly that the book of Jonah is most probably an ancient slapstick comedy for the masses; it’s even written in a simple style. When students of Hebrew first begin translating text from the Bible, Jonah is often one of the first texts they tackle because it’s written very simply, like for a child or a mass audience. 





And then, it takes elements of the story of the prophets that are familiar to us and the Israelites – thigns like, God speaking to the prophet, and the prophet preaching destruction to the City – and spoofs them, makes the exaggerated and funny to poke fun at the “prophet trope.” Just like Airplane spoofed disaster films of the 70’s, and Space Balls was a spoof of Star Wars in the 80’s, and Austin Powers was a spoof of James Bond in the 90’s – is that enough? is that enough references for everyone’s generation? I can go on – Blazing Saddles, Naked Gun, Scary Movie, History of the World: Part One, Not Another Teen Movie, and on and on – the author of Jonah is intentionally spoofing the established prophetical narratives of the day. Jonah is the Spamalot of scripture. 

Don’t believe me? Let me try to convince you. First, God comes to Jonah and says: arise and go to Nineveh. And Jonah arises. And goes to Tarshish. That’s funny because it’s in the exact opposite direction. It would be like if God said to me: arise Stacy, and go to Boston. And I said: on my way, and then I booked a flight for Tampa. God hasn't even finished the sentence and Jonah is already headed somewhere else.

And then there’s Ninevah itself. Ninevah was renowned in the ancient world as the capital of sin and destruction. Plus, it’s the capital of Assyria, the arch enemy of Israel. Basically, God telling Jonah to go to Ninevah is like God saying, “Jonah, go to Las Vegas and tell everyone that gambling and drinking and partying is no good and they need to stop,” except in this situation, Las Vegas is the capital of, like, North Korea. It’s not good.
Then comes the storm at sea, and you’ve got Jonah and a bunch of – yep, sailors. Anyone know any stereotypes about sailors? Crass, cuss, dirty  Yeah, sailors in the ancient world were not exactly known as paragons of virtue. And yet in this story, these foreign pagan sailors are more faithful than the prophet. They pray to their gods, then they pray to Jonah's God, they cover all the gods, just in case. And meanwhile the “man of God” is asleep below deck. Captain Jack Sparrow gets it before the prophet does.
And then – there’s the fish, which I think it just funny in and of itself. But even Jonah’s prayer from inside the fish’s belly is funny. Miles suggests that Jonah’s prayer is parodying other serious prayers like the psalms, psalms like Psalm 130: “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice!” Jonah, too, is crying out from the depths – of the sea! Ba dump ching! Jonah’s waves are not like waves crashing over his head, his problems are in fact waves crashing over his head! Hilarious!

Finally Jonah goes to Nineveh, but his sermon is not going to win any awards. He walks a third of the way across the city and delivers this: "Forty days more and Nineveh will be overthrown." That's it. You can hear the eye roll from here. Fine. I'm here. Forty days. Overthrown. You're welcome.

And the entire city repents immediately. The king. The nobles. The citizens. The cows. Everyone in sackcloth and ashes, including the livestock. The fastest, most complete revival in the history of the Hebrew Bible, achieved by a prophet who gave arguably the worst sermon ever preached.
Which leaves Jonah is furious. He tells God: I knew it. I knew you were going to be merciful to these people. That is EXACTLY why I ran. And God, with infinite patience, gives Jonah a bush for shade. And then — this is my favorite detail in all of this book — the Hebrew says that God appointed a worm to eat the bush. Not just any worm. A specific, divinely selected worm. Which means somewhere in creation there were other worms considered for this assignment who did not get it. I love a Divine Worm.
And finally, how does it end? With Jonah more upset about the bush than the people of Nineveh. And this is the last line of the entire book, no resolution, no redemption arc for Jonah, just this question hanging in the air: Should I not care about Nineveh? That great city? With all its people? And — God adds, making sure everyone is included — many animals?
That’s Jonah – a quirky, humorous twist on a classic, just like a lot of musical comedies. But it’s not just the comedy that connects Jonah to the Go-Go’s. It’s actually the Beat.
* * *
Because if we understand the Beat in Head Over Heels to be the love of God – which I think it actually not a far stretch at all for the show – then we know that the Beat was already in Nineveh, long before Jonah arrived. The love, the grace, the Beat of God was just already there – I mean, Jonah certainly didn’t do anything spectacular to get the folks of Ninevah to accept the one true God. Before Jonah agreed to go. Before the fish, before the reluctant sermon, before any of it. God's love was already moving through a city that Jonah had decided was beyond the reach of grace. Jonah didn't bring it. He couldn't contain it. He couldn't decide who got it and who didn't – even the cows found the Lord. 
And that is exactly what King Basilius discovers in Arcadia. You cannot control who gets the Beat. You cannot manage love into acceptable shapes. You cannot decide in advance which people deserve the life force of the kingdom — that it can only be for people who look like us, or live near us, or only for people who dress the way we think boys and girls are supposed to. None of those categories can remove God’s love because it is already present in the people we try to exclude. The Beat was always wider than the King’s categories and more persistent than his fear.
And – to jump back to the 60’s and another musical pioneer for a sec – The Beat Goes On. We try to contain it or shape it. Or we might try to get out of its way but still anticipate where it might go, which is silly. Where do we try to contain the Beat in our own lives? Maybe it's the person in your family you've written off as too far gone. Maybe it's the community you've decided is beyond redemption. Maybe it's the relationship that feels irreparable, or the person a few pews away who you love but sometimes just makes you want to up and move to Tampa. Maybe it's something inside yourself — some part of who you are that you've decided doesn't deserve the Beat.
But the love, the grace, the great heart Beat of God is already there. It was there before you arrived with your opinions about it. It's in the people you least expect, moving through the places you'd rather avoid, stubborn and persistent and alive in ways that have nothing to do with whether we approve.
Jonah couldn't contain it. King Basilius couldn't contain it. The entire music industry couldn't contain five women who just had it and were going to share it whether anyone gave them permission or not.
You cannot contain the Beat. God’s love goes where it wants to, and it leaves nobody out. And thanks be to God for that.
May it be go-go, this day and always. Amen.
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