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This is an evil generation that asks for a sign

You often hear when learning in seminaries about preaching that you have to connect with the audience. And one of the first rules is ‘don’t take potshots at the congregation and verbally abuse them’.  That would probably make for an empty church the next Sunday.  But Our Lord, the Preacher of all preachers, does exactly that and breaks the rules, referring to his listeners as ‘an evil generation’.

This is strong language.  What does he mean?  And what was he saying?  That there is something dreadfully wrong here.  That things are not going to plan with the people.  They are looking completely in the wrong direction for happiness and their salvation.  They prefer to seek signs and portents: miracles, healings, even the vanquishing of the Roman army so that the Messiah can come and reign over the chosen people.

And it is such a bad mistake to make, that he has to use this strong language to get through to them: they are indeed an evil generation if they ask for a sign.

But he goes further, saying that even the queen of the south will judge them all at the end of things for their lack of wisdom.  This was the Queen of Sheba, the beautiful pagan queen from southwestern Arabia who was besotted by King Solomon’s wisdom.  She is significant because she was a pagan.  And this too would upset the Jews in front of Jesus.  He has come so save everyone, not simply the chosen few. But they could not see that, being much more concerned with finding external proofs.  So in this passage we also get a glimpse of the universal scope of Christianity.

If we want a sign, don’t look for whizz-bang acts, don’t go for the miracles, the healings, the vast crowds as a sign of your salvation.  Look to the only sign: the sign of Jonah.

And Jonah, who spent three days and three nights in a whale and who, having been spat out on dry land goes and preaches repentance to the whole of Nineveh, the great pagan city, is nothing other than a figure of Christ.  Christ, the Saviour not just of the Jews, but of pagans, non-believers, the whole human race.

Three days and three nights in the whale - it’s a sign of Christ’s passion and death and resurrection - for us all.

Preaching repentance - that is Christ’s mission.  In Nineveh too -the whole world!

So Our Lord in this strange Gospel passage is saying one thing: find me, love me, because I am the sign you really need!  I am the one who is going to take you way beyond your own human traditions.  I am the way to true freedom and happiness.  No other sign is sufficient.  It is me that you need.  And I have come for everyone, not just the Jews.

In a nutshell then we are being asked to do something a little bit courageous.

In following the sign of Jonah, we are doing something hard.

That is the message of Lent.  That is what prayer, fasting and almsgiving are for, to help us come to the truth about ourselves that we are utterly in need of redemption.

And so we have to stand up for the truth, as Christ himself did; Christ - of whom Jonah is the type - who went ‘down into the whale’ for three days.  Utter annihilation.

And so it is well worth supporting, in our almsgiving this Lent, an organisation like SPUC or Life.  Such organisations help us to see what is actually going on in what could be the biggest moral issue of our time: sex education policy. Faith schools are not going to be exempt from teaching about abortion, contraception and homosexual activity to children as young as five.  There seems to be some confusion at governmental level here.  During a debate on the Children, Schools and Families bill, Ed Balls, Secretary of State on these issues, said that faith schools will be allowed to have a say in how such things are taught.   This is the ‘exemption’ that we are reading about obtained by the Catholic Education Service.  But this is a smokescreeen: our schools will still have to teach these things.  This is contradictory and misleading, just as if a school with an anti-smoking policy nevertheless told its children where to buy cigarettes and how to light up.

This is but one example of a much wider-reaching anti-Catholic legislation.  The Jonahs of this world need to stand up and fight.  And that is us, in one way or another.  Then we are following the real sign.

