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At the beginning of Star Wars: The Last Jedi, the First Order, commanded by Supreme Leader 

Snoke and his greatest pupil, Kylo Ren, has found the Resistance ship led by Princess Leia. For 

those of you who may not be Star Wars fans, the bad guys have found the good guys and the 

fight between good and evil is about to commence yet again. 

 

Somehow, the First Order has found a way to track the Resistance through hyperspace, a feat 

which was formerly thought to be impossible. In the past, when the smaller Resistance ships 

wanted to escape the gigantic, slower moving ships of the First Order, they would simply kick it 

into high speed and leave town without being able to be traced. While they could still jump into 

hyperspace to move out of the area, they’d now use up all their energy as the slower moving 

First Order fleet would eventually catch up to them every time. There is no place for them to go 

in the galaxy in order to hide and regroup. 

 

At the same time, you may remember from The Force Awakens that Luke Skywalker, Princess 

Leia’s renowned Jedi brother and the most famous good guy of the Star Wars saga, has left town 

and tossed away his light saber. He’s hanging out in a place called “Ahch-To,” and has given up 

on the Jedi religion. His previous student, Ben Solo (the son of his sister, Leia, and his best 

friend, Han Solo), has turned to the dark side and has become Kylo Ren. Since that time, Luke 

has decided that it is best for the Jedi religion to die. 

 

I don’t know about those of you who may have seen the movie, but Luke’s dismal outlook on 

life left me feeling as if this time the dark side might actually win. While we may have been 

there before, so much has changed from the original trilogy that I remember watching as I grew 

up. What happened to the possibility of redemption for those who have found themselves on the 

dark side? Remember how even Darth Vader was redeemed at the end of Return of the Jedi? 

What will happen to the natural balance between good and evil if Luke Skywalker doesn’t 

believe in the balance anymore? What will happen if the last of the Resistance is defeated and 

the entire galaxy is plunged into a harsh imperial rule by the First Order? 
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The situation seems hopeless as the universe of the Star Wars trilogy that many of us started 

watching years ago has changed so much. For the characters, including Luke, the fight is no 

longer the same. While a young woman named Rey sets out to convince Luke to train her in the 

ways of the Jedi, Kylo Ren reaches out to Rey from the dark side. Kylo Ren tells Rey, “Let the 

past die. Kill it, if you have to. That’s the only way to become what you were meant to be.” In 

training, Luke eventually says, “This isn’t going to go the way you think.” Nothing seems to be 

the same as the universe is changing. 

 

As I watched the movie and struggled with my own sense of whether good would win again in 

this new trilogy, I couldn’t help but think about the way the world around us seems to be 

changing so fast. As political rhetoric has ramped up so much in recent years, it seems we’ve 

become more and more divided as a people; not only here in the United States, but around the 

world. We’re so quick to draw up sides as the world changes around us. Some of those changes 

we appreciate, while others we can do without. Families are also caught up in this divisiveness as 

we struggle to adapt in the midst of a changing world. 

 

While our world has been enlarged through faster and better communications globally, we can 

sometimes struggle to communicate with one another across a common dining table. Advances 

in transportation and media communications can help us to respond quickly and with compassion 

to natural disasters in other parts of the globe. And yet, those same advances have allowed us to 

speak harsh words that are difficult to retract once they are out there. 

 

Even the Church is not exempt from the struggles of a world and cultures that collide with our 

notions of who we are, who God is, and who God may be calling us to be in this day and age. In 

recent years, as the United Methodist Church has grown by great numbers in some parts of the 

world like Africa and the Philippines where we have found great ways to culturally adapt to 

share the Gospel message, the Church continues a trend of decreased attendance and membership 

in the United States where we struggle to convey the good news of Jesus Christ with any sense of 

cultural relevance. 

 

As many of you know, in 2016 the tension in the global United Methodist Church almost ended 

in a split at General Conference over whether the church would maintain its traditional stance 

regarding homosexuality, move towards full inclusion of LGBTQ members, or find a middle 

ground in a diverse world. Eventually, the General Conference set up the Commission on a Way 

Forward to help us find a way to maintain the unity of the church in the face of our theological 

and cultural differences. Over the last several months, many United Methodists have followed 

closely the work completed and the relationships formed in the Commission on a Way Forward, 

as well as our own Council of Bishops, as they prepare for a special session of the General 

Conference in February 2019. 

 

Many of us wonder what will happen to our beloved church and connectional ministries around 

the world. More importantly, how will we treat one another in the meantime? How will treat one 

another when we gather as a global church in February 2019? How will we treat one another 

after that time? 
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With the political climate of the world so divisive, the theological climate in the Church so 

decidedly drawn, and change taking place around us so quickly, I wonder if “once upon a time in 

a galaxy far, far away” is not closer than what it might appear at times. Could our own cultural, 

theological, and political struggles be closer to the Star Wars saga than we might think? Is it 

possible that the scriptures might have anything to speak to us in such a time as this, or might we 

decide with Luke to hold out in some safe bubble on Ahch-To? 

 

Our scripture this morning comes from one of the quickest books to read in the Bible. It also 

happens to be about one of our favorite Sunday School characters, right? I mean, who doesn’t 

love Jonah? When we talk of Jonah, what’s the first thing that comes to mind for most people?  

Getting swallowed in the belly of the whale? 

 

Most of us know the story of Jonah, but I’ll recap it quickly for us anyway. God called Jonah to 

go to Nineveh and tell them that the end was near for them. What did Jonah do? He ran away 

from the call of God in the opposite direction by hopping on a boat for Tarshish. When a huge 

storm came upon the boat and the rest of the crew realized that it was because Jonah had 

displeased God, they threw him overboard and he was swallowed up in the belly of a fish. 

 

Jonah cried out to God with a beautiful prayer. God heard Jonah and commanded the fish to spit 

Jonah out on dry land. God then called upon Jonah a second time to go to Nineveh and call the 

people to repentance. This time, Jonah did as he was told. When he reached Nineveh, he said, 

“Forty days more, and Nineveh will be overthrown.” Nineveh responded by repenting and 

turning to God. 

 

Our scripture today picks up at that point. God sees the sincerity of the people of Nineveh, is 

moved with compassion for them, and relents from overthrowing Nineveh. 

 

Jonah, on the other hand, is not so pleased that God changed God’s mind. For Jonah, Nineveh 

deserved to be destroyed as much as the First Order or Kylo Ren should be taken down. Jonah 

sees nothing good in Nineveh. His response to God is almost comedic in nature. Jonah says, 

“…for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.”1 He almost sounds like a young child 

throwing a temper tantrum, doesn’t he? In fact, Jonah is so upset with God that he is ready to die 

because God chose to be gracious to the Ninevites. 

 

When God asks Jonah if it is right for him to be angry, Jonah goes outside the city to be alone in 

the shade, waiting to see what might happen to the city. It’s almost as if Jonah is waiting to see if 

God will still destroy the city anyway. There, outside the city, God causes a bush to grow up and 

give him some shade, which pleases Jonah. The next day, however, the bush is infected with a 

worm and dies. When the sun comes out again and beats down upon Jonah’s head, Jonah 

reiterates to God that he’d rather die than live. 

 

When God asks Jonah if he is right to be angry about the bush, Jonah says, “Yes, angry enough 

to die.”2 Now, if you don’t think that God has a sense of humor, then just listen to God’s 

response. God says, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which 

you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not be 
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concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty 

thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”3 

 

The scripture ends with God’s response. God has chosen to be gracious. Jonah doesn’t get how 

God could change. Jonah can’t seem to understand how to deal with a world that changes around 

him. He doesn’t grasp how the rules could change. Nineveh should be overthrown, in his mind. 

 

For God, however, it’s all about God’s love for all of creation, including the people (and 

animals!) of Nineveh. For Jonah, they seem to be horrible and expendable people. For God, they 

seem to be beloved. Because they are beloved, God’s heart is moved with compassion. God is 

about the redemption of the Ninevites and a relationship with the Ninevites, as much as God 

seeks to redeem and live in relationship with Jonah. It’s not either Nineveh or Jonah, but both 

Nineveh and Jonah. That’s not who Jonah has understood God to be. 

 

In one scene from The Last Jedi, as a Resistance fighter by the name of Finn goes in to offer his 

own life to take out the First Order’s latest weapon, he’s suddenly halted by another Resistance 

fighter named Rose. When Rose sees the distressed look on his face because she has foiled his 

well-intentioned plans, she reminds Finn, “That’s how we’re going to win. Not fighting what we 

hate. Saving what we love.” 

 

How might our own struggle in the Church be similar to Jonah’s struggle to come to terms with 

God’s great love for Nineveh and all of creation? Perhaps, at times, we are too quick to join in 

labelling “Ninevites” as the world changes around us. Where’s the Nineveh that God calls us to 

bring good news to, to live in relationship with, and to love as God loves? I find myself praying 

that as a Church we might remain committed to “saving what we love” and encouraging one 

another to love as God loved Nineveh. 

 

As I said earlier, the book of Jonah ends as God reaches out to Jonah. We don’t get to hear 

Jonah’s response. We don’t hear how the story ends. It’s almost as if God is waiting for Jonah’s 

response. 

 

Our last chapter has not yet been written. God reaches out to us. How will we respond? 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Jonah 4:2, NRSV. 
2 Jonah 4:9, NRSV. 
3 Jonah 4:10-11, NRSV. 

 


