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TO NINEVEH AND BEYOND, II 
 THE EAR OF GOD 

 

Perhaps you have heard of Corrie ten Boom.  Born in 1892, she lived with her father and her 
sister in an apartment above the family business, a clock repair shop in Amsterdam.  As the 
Nazis took over the Netherlands, and began to crack down on Jewsliving there, the ten Boom 
family refused to cooperate.  Corrie’s father even took to wearing one of the yellow stars that 
all Jews were forced to have on their clothing. 

As the Nazis began to take away Jews to concentration camps in Easter Europe, the ten 
Booms joined the group of Dutch men and women, who resisted the effort by providing 
hiding places for their Jewish neighbors.  For many months the ten Booms successfully hid a 
number of Jewish men and women, but in time they were betrayed, and their home was 
raided.  Not only were the Jews hauled off, so too were the ten Booms. 

The story is related in Corrie’s first book, The Hiding Place, and it is filled with the horrors of 
the Holocaust.  Early on the sisters were separated from their father, who they never saw 
again, but through their imprisonment, they were kept together.  They were both women of 
deep faith, indeed, the willingness of the family to take the risk of hiding Jews, grew out of 
their Christian convictions. 

Eventually the ten Boom sisters end up at Ravensbruck.  There they were assigned to a 
barracks set up for women.  It had a series of platforms, like bunk beds, except that each 
platform space was to hold eight or nine women.  The were stacked up on atop the next, with 
not enough room between them for someone to even sit up.  You had to crawl to get in or 
out of them.  They were covered with rancid straw. 

The first night Corrie, forgetting about the low platform above her, sat up and bumped her 
head.  She had been bitten on the leg.  She realized it was a flea, and only then noticed the 
straw bed was full of fleas.  “Betsie,” she cried out, “This place is swarming with fleas.How 
can we live in such a place?”  (The Hiding Place, 66) But Betsie held tightly to her faith, and 
reminded Corrie of a scripture they had read just that morning in a tiny little Bible they had 
managed to smuggle into the barracks.  The passage came from I Thessalonians: “Rejoice 
always,” St. Paul had written, “Pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances . . . .”  (I 
Thessalonian 5:16-18a) 

“We can start now,” said Betsie, to give thanks to God for every singly thing in this new 
barrack.” 



“Such as?” asked Corrie. 

“Being assigned her together,” responded Betsie, “[being able to smuggle in our Bible] . . .  
the women, here in this room . . .” 

Betsie encouraged her sister to add to the list.  Reluctantly, even sarcastically, Corrie offered 
her own words of gratitude.  “Thank You for the jammed, stuffed, packed, suffocating 
crowd.” 

Betsie went on “Thank you for the fleas and for . . . .” 

Corrie couldn’t stand it any longer.  “Betsie, there no way God can make me grateful for a 
flea!” 

“Give thanks in all circumstances, “quoted Betsie, “It doesn’t say ‘in pleasant circumstance,’  
Fleas are a part of this place. . . .”  (Ibid) 

Jonah would have understood.  Last week we saw how Jonah had been quick to turn away 
from God’s call, how he had tried to escape to Spain, how the ship he was on got caught in a 
storm, how he was tossed overboard, and finally, how he was swallowed whole by a great 
fish. It was not a pleasant place, just imagine being surrounded by fish guts--it must have 
reeked as well.  But Jonah is able to offer up words of gratitude.  In fact, almost the entire 
passage today is taken up by a psalm-like prayer of gratitude. 

It is important to note, where he is when he prays. This is not an expression of gratitude 
offered up to God when he has been safely returned to shore. He hasn’t been.  For all he 
knows he may spend the rest of his days passing through a fishy digestive system.  No, Jonah 
offers these words while he is surrounded by piscatory stomach lining and all of its 
undigested contents.  It is far from pleasant, yet he offers up a beautiful prayer of 
thanksgiving.  No, he is not back on land, but he is thankful for the fact that he is alive!  “I 
called to Lord out of my distress,” he prays, “and God delivered me, out of the belly of Sheol, 
he delivered me . . . with the voice of thanksgiving I will sacrifice to you . . . .”  (Jonah 2:1b, 
9a) Or as Eugene Peterson translates it: “In trouble, deep trouble, I prayed to God . . . from 
the belly of the grave, I cried ‘Help!’  You heard my cry. . . . I’m worshipping you, God, calling 
out in thanksgiving.”  (The Message, 1666) 

 Was it the way he would have chosen to be rescued?  Are you kidding?  Swallowed up by a 
great fish?  Not by my lights.  I have a hard-enough time just taking a fish off a hook, being 
swallowed by one is beyond comprehension.  No doubt Jonah felt the same way.  But there 
he is, thanking God for all he’s worth!   



Just like Betsie ten Boom.  She didn’t like being bitten by fleas any more than her sister did.  
But there was still much for which to be thankful.  Even the fleas.  In fact, in time Corrie 
realizes that it is because of the fleas that the guards at Ravensbruck won’t even come in the 
barracks, for fear of being bitten.  And so, Corrie, Betsie, and many of the other women were 
able to be together each night, reading from the Bible, discussing matters of life and faith, 
and offering up prayers.  All because of fleas. 

One anonymous author writes about growing up with alcoholic parents.  As a result of their 
alcoholism his young life was marked by many problems, including the fact that each of his 
parents went through three divorces.  He vowed to never become an alcoholic himself.   

After finishing high school, he went on to serve in the Marines, where he received flight 
training.  But the he began to drink, first socially, then more heavily.  He fought in Viet Nam, 
which did not help the situation.  Returning to the States he became a pilot with a 
commercial airline.  But the drinking continued.  He got two DUIs, and was then arrested by 
federal authorities for operating a common carrier while under the influence.  He loses his 
FAA certification.  He is put on trial, found guilty, and ends up serving a sixteen-month 
sentence in federal prison.  He hit his bottom. 

As a result of all that, having hit bottom he enters treatment, and discovers Alcoholics 
Anonymous.  And there he moves into recovery.  It takes time, a number of years, but 
eventually he is reissued his certification, and a new contract, with very specific conditions to 
guard against his flying if there is a recurrence of his active drinking.  His wife had seen him 
through his trials, and despite the damage it did initially to their relationship, stays with him.  
And thirty-five years later as he writes the article, he is still married, and still sober.  Due to 
his work in AA, he was changed man--spiritually deep, psychologically whole. 

“It took several years,” he writes, “but I learned to be grateful for . . . the program of recovery 
{my alcoholism] forced me into, for all the things that had happened to me, and for me, for a 
life today that transcend and far exceeds anything I had previously known.”  (Alcoholics 
Anonymous, 4th Edition, 529) 

Sisters and brothers, these are difficult time.  Very difficult.  For those who are ill, who have 
contracted the virus, it is no doubt a time of anxiety and fear.  For their families and friends, it 
is a time of social isolation, and all that that implies.  For all of us it is a time of economic 
uncertainty and societal disruption.  Some face reduced hours and loss of income, others are 
coping with layoffs and job loss.   

It would be very easy to slip into despair, for what we face is deeply disturbing.  But we have 
a choice.  We can do all in our power, to contribute to the effort to address the problem, 
following the guidelines that have been set forth around handwashing, minimizing physical 



contact with others, avoiding crowded place, understanding when things like church services, 
sporting events and so on are postponed or cancelled, self-isolating if we are sick, or have 
come in direct contact with others who are.  We can be patient and kind with and towards 
one another, recognizing how unsettling this is for everybody.  We can and should do all that.  
But we can do more.  We can take our cue from the ten Booms, from Jonah, from the 
alcoholic pilot, and we can look for the good in all this, we can remember to be grateful for 
so, so much.  We can thank God for first responders and medical personnel willing to don 
their protective gear and care for those in such need.  We can express our gratitude for those 
scientists and others who are providing us with good, solid information.  We can offer up 
thanks for local governmental officials who are working to do their part, and business owners 
who are making sure their employees are not left in the lurch.  And we can continue give 
thanks for all those things that are often on our gratitude lists:  the beauty of nature, the joy 
of music, the love of family, and on and on.  There is so much! 

Though in many ways we are physically separated in these days of uncertainty, we are still in 
this together.  And together, we can endure.  With God’s help, and with gratitude for the 
good that shines through, we can endure. 

           Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

 

 

 


