
 
Novena of Grace 2019 

 

Readings: Jonah 3: 1-10 | Psalm 51 | Luke 11: 29-32 

Grace: To depend on God as we walk in the light and in the dark. 

 
 

Our readings today are all Jonah all the time. It’s a good Lenten story. Jonah was sent to 

evangelize the people of the capital city of Assyria, a population who were despised and feared by the 

Jews. It was an arduous task and Jonah, depending on his own resources nearly failed. It took three days 

confined inside a great fish to convince him that the task was not about him but about the redemptive 

grace of God.  

 

I suspect that we are all Jonahs at one time or another, glued to the task, depending on our own 

wits and skill to accomplish some great undertaking, unwilling or unable to hear God’s offer of grace, 

wondering, in our own self absorption whether or not God is even there. 

 

Sometimes Seattle Children’s Hospital feels a bit like Nineveh. The pathway that our patients 

and their families walk, through serious illness are as dark and challenging as the treacherous streets and 

narrow passageways of hostile, chaotic Nineveh. And these families often ask :“Where is God in all of 

this?” And I have to admit that as I walk that path with them, and I often ask the same question.   

 

I knew a little boy named Jonah. He liked to be called Jonesy. I also got to know his father Ken; 

he preferred to be called “Ken”.   Ken and I had nothing in common. He was from rural Montana, he 

drove an enormous pickup truck, with a gunrack, he wore a NASCAR tee shirt every day and most 

distinctively he wore dark, reflective sunglasses indoors, all day and all night.  

 

Ken camped out at Jonesy’s bedside every day. Jonesy’s leukemia had been successfully treated 

with a bone marrow transplant. The cancer had gone away but in a cruel irony of modern medicine, the 

transplanted cells began to attack Jonesy with a condition called graft versus host disease. Jonesy had 

lesions in his mouth and intestines that made eating impossible, so he watched the Food Channel all day 

long. His skin was always inflamed and his liver was so damaged that Jonesy teetered on the brink of 

disaster all the time. His disease went on for months, he hated being in the hospital but every time he 

was ready to return to his home in Montana he crashed. He was too miserable to stay and too sick to 

leave. 

 

Jonesy nearly died every other week. Caring for him felt like Sisyphus rolling the boulder uphill; 

when the rock came crashing down it flattened everybody, except Ken. The medical staff agreed that a 

cure was no longer possible for Jonesy; that the end was inevitable and it would be better for him to 

return home with hospice to live out the little time he had left in beautiful Montana. Every week the 

medical team would rotate. A new set of faces would meet with Ken to review Jonesy’s situation. Cure 

was not going to happen. Jonesy was suffering. Home would be better…..Ken would have none of it.  

 

The team could never admit with 100% accuracy that Jonsey was going to die. And as long as 

they waivered, Ken dug in deeper. Eventually the team asked me, the palliative care consultant, to 
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present “the alternative view” to convince Ken to change course. We met. I presented my case; despite 

everyone’s best intentions, Jonesy was probably not going to survive this illness and a shorter life with 

better quality at home would be better than this the hospital nightmare that Jonesy was experiencing. 

Ken was deferential but the message came through his dark glasses. ..No. 

 

Weeks went by. The same scenario repeated over and over again, severe setbacks, modest 

improvements and a weekly meeting to discuss Jonesy’s dismal prognosis with a father who was 

unwilling to give up. My colleagues had expected me to change his mind. I hadn’t.  

 

At the next meeting yet another caring and earnest physician explained that the odds of curing 

Jonesy were less than one percent. We were only prolonging his suffering and it was time to quit. To 

this day I don’t know why this happened, but at that moment, I leaned over to Ken and said “I’ll bet if 

she said that the odds were one thousandth of one percent you would want to keep going.” He turned so 

I could see my distorted reflection in his glasses and said “Ya think?” My colleagues looked at me with 

a mixture of confusion and wary bemusement. At that point I had failed at my task. My colleagues were 

disappointed; they didn’t know where I was anymore, I wasn’t so sure either, but Ken did. I was with 

him, in the belly of the whale. 

 

A few days later Jonesy went to the operating room for a routine procedure and everything went 

terribly wrong. The word came out that Jonesy was bleeding internally, they couldn’t stop it and five 

different organ systems were failing.  They would bring Jonesy out to the intensive care unit so that Ken 

could say goodbye. There were a dozen people in the room; I can’t remember any of them except one. 

Ken looked up, for first time without the glasses, his eyes were steely gray and searching.  

 

“We’re  not going to make it this time are we?’ 

“No Ken, I am afraid we’re not.” 

 

And so there we were, two impoverished men; one a physician who had had to forfeit all the 

prerogatives that come with the doctor’s role: to be effective, to accomplish things, to live up to 

expectations, and the other a father who always knew that he was going to outlive his little boy but 

couldn’t possibly get up each morning without the irrational hope that all parents depend on to survive; 

now without that hope and soon without the boy.  

 

And then, in an unexpected moment, all the debris of expectation, accomplishment, denial and 

false hope faded away for a second, and there was a tiny, miraculous glimpse of eternity, first Jonesy’s, 

then Ken’s and mine all combined in a way that I cannot explain; a gift of redemption that, like the sign 

of Jonah,was initiated completely outside of our experience. And so, standing there with this man, the 

one with whom I had nothing in common, with his tears soaking into my sweater, it occurred to me. This 

is it………. this is where God is.  

Ross Hays 
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