Sermon on Sunday 23rd August: Jonah 1:17-2:10 “A Cry from the Deep”
Let’s pray… Lord, as we study your word this morning, may you speak clearly and may you be glorified here amongst us. Amen.

So, our reading this morning begins with the word ‘But’, which suggest that it follows something significant… As you may remember from last week, Jonah has been running from God’s command to go and tell the people of Nineveh that they need to turn from their sinful ways and turn instead to God. He joined a boat heading for the edge of the known world in the hope of escaping God and his call upon Jonah’s life; however a huge storm was hurled at the boat, and in response to the panicking sailor’s questions, Jonah ended up having to admit to being responsible for this dramatic turn of events. At the very end of our reading last week, we were left on a cliff-hanger – for the sailors, at Jonah’s behest, had thrown him into the raging waters, whereupon the storm immediately subsided and Jonah disappeared. At this point on Eastenders there would have been the dum-dum-dum-duh-dur-duh-dur-dum of the end credits, or if it were Spooks, it would have ended with Jonah’s watery descent captured with that iconic black and white still photograph… 

So, you’ve had to wait a whole week for this ‘But’! And now that we are here, we find that what happens next is critically important. Jonah knew that he had done wrong. As Sheena showed us last week he accepted his guilt and the inevitable consequence which has led us to this ‘But’. He has literally thrown himself upon God’s mercy. ‘But – the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah’ and here we see that this particular episode both begins as well as ends with God’s salvation. For, God saves Jonah from certain death. He has also saved him from reaching Tarshish. I wonder if Jonah had any idea what he would do once he achieved his destination – would he keep on running? Did he have any inkling what it might like look like to forsake all that he had ever known in order to continue running from God. I’ve known friends who have done just that, and they have had to forsake much along the way. I’ve also known others who have been on the point of running and God has, as with Jonah, intervened, sometimes in quite dramatic ways, to give them a chance to stop and reflect before committing themselves to that journey. And here for Jonah, we see God placing him in this very strange and isolated place – he has a second chance, a chance to reconsider. 

This second chance is not a comfortable place to be – and these three days and three nights have become notorious. There is a scene in Moby Dick in which a preacher unpacks this story of Jonah in a brilliant narrative style – it’s in chapter 9 and is definitely worth a read.
 He imagines how, as Jonah is being thrown overboard, the gale ceases above the waves, but only because it is carried down into the depths with him, and so in the days that follow he descends into an internal chaos that is reflected in the prayer that forms part of today’s reading. 
This difficult time for Jonah is also alluded to elsewhere. Three weeks ago, Bob asked if we believe the Bible and this story are true and relevant today. I must say that the one person who gives this story the most credence is Jesus himself. When crowds are pressurising Jesus to perform miraculous signs in Luke 11, He promises them the sign of Jonah instead, anticipating 3 days and nights of death that will be followed by resurrection. They are clamouring for glamorous wonders, but instead He knows that His gift to them entails huge sacrifice in order that they might experience the love and forgiveness that He offers. And this is where we have the advantage over the first hearers of this story – we know the outcome, and we see in it the pre-figuring of Jesus’ and our own story - and although it is tempting to skip to the end, I think it is important to try to stay in the uncomfortable bit, those 3 days and nights, because as with all Scripture it is there for a reason.  

We have no way of knowing how soon Jonah engages in the prayer which we read in chapter 2, but we do know that being in that dark, hopeless place eventually led him to engaging with the God who brought him there. He describes his experience vividly, how very desperate he felt – this is the end of himself, he talks of being in ‘the deep’, ‘the very heart of the seas’ – death is not far away, he refers to ‘the depths of the grave’ in vs. 2, but the Hebrew word is ‘Sheol’, which like the ‘pit’ in vs. 6 refers to the underworld, a place of the dead, somewhere that is spoken of in the Book of Job that almost feels hidden beyond the reaches of God himself.
 And there is a real sense of Jonah’s helplessness in that place, vulnerable, where currents swirl about, waves and breakers sweep over, engulfing waters threaten, deep surrounds, seaweed wraps around and he sinks to the very depths. This is indeed a terrifying place.

For some this description might well approach their own experience of the dark night of the soul. I am currently reading a book about two twenty-something girls who travel to England from Thailand in a Tuk Tuk,
 it’s a crazy journey that they undertake to raise money for the mental health charity Mind, as well as to celebrate the recovery of one of them from a long and debilitating period of depression and self-harm. I am sure that she would relate to Jonah’s experience of darkness and of being overwhelmed. Others too might recognise in this account of desperation and apparent helplessness their own response to crises that have arisen in their own lives and the lives of those that we love. Through these words we are reminded that we are not alone, and we are not without hope or help, thank goodness. 

For Jonah finds prayer brings him back into engagement with God – the very first thing that he records is that he calls out and God answers. He called for help and God listened… God listened – this is our God, He listens when we call out… It would also appear Jonah takes comfort in the experience of others, for a number of these words are remarkably similar to some of the Psalms. Learning scripture was a crucial part of Jewish life and practice, so that this prayer should draw on the cries of others to God is not at all surprising. In Psalm 42, the Psalmist describes feeling overwhelmed, saying ‘all your waves and breakers have swept over me’.
 Jonah’s words echo these words and calling upon the experiences of others, using the words of others, when we have none of our own, knowing that they knew God in those places, can certainly provide a source of comfort.

Even though Jonah feels that God has caused him to be in this place, that it was God who hurled him into the deep, effectively banishing him from God’s sight, he crucially says in vs. 4 ‘I will look again towards your holy temple.’ This is crucial because up until this point Jonah has been looking in the opposite direction – God’s temple has been receding into the distance in a cloud of dust and small stones since we began this journey with Jonah, both literally and metaphorically. And now, in this dark place, this unlikely place of second chances, Jonah is beginning to turn around, to not just remember Scripture and engage with God, but to pray and even towards the end of his prayer to sing a song of thanksgiving. Rather than seeing only the death that surrounds him, he begins to find life in the midst, in vs. 6 saying that even though he has sunk down to the roots of the mountains, God has brought his life up from the pit. 

On this journey from death to life, Jonah encounters the truth in vs. 8 that ‘those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs…’ you can almost hear the exclamations of relief going on in heaven – absolutely! So many people are clinging to idols that will bring them little hope and no redemption in our world – Grace, however, could be theirs! Jonah has been asked to go and speak difficult truth to Nineveh - that they are in grave danger because those things to which they cling are not of God, but that God’s grace is being extended to them. These are hard things to say, they were hard then, and they can be hard now. And yet, Jonah’s dark place has been essential for him in order that he might fully understand the predicament that others are in, to realise that they also may be in that dark place, knowingly or unknowingly, without the luxury of the hope and help that we know through the grace of God. 
I’m sure I’m not the only one whose understanding of grace and hope has been shaped in dark places, the challenge we have is Jonah’s. What do we do in the midst of those dark times? And which way do we turn? Can we determine to turn again to God’s holy temple, to say with conviction – ‘Salvation comes from the Lord’ even before we can see it? For Jonah states this before he is freed from the fish; what a challenge to be able to acknowledge the truth of where we are, to be real about the dark places in our lives, and yet to still be open to God’s saving grace and truth… And is that salvation ours alone, or do we dare to share it with others?  

And so, how can we move forward with Jonah into the next part of his journey? What can we learn from his dark night of the soul? 

We can learn that prayer is never to be underestimated. It is sometimes all that we have, and yet it is the most powerful thing that we have. It places us again in touch with our living, loving and awesome God, the waves and breakers are his, the fish is his and we are his. 

We have others, the words of Scripture bring us truth and the reminder that others have trodden this path before us, that through them God’s truth and wisdom can be spoken into our lives. I understand the value of reading and learning bits of the Bible, I just find it hard sometimes, but this reminds me how important it can be. So do ask me how I’m getting on with that! Let’s share hot tips with one another, things that make it easier… And we can share our journeys with one another, to reassure and remind one another that we are not alone. And when prayer seems to evade us, to allow others to hold us in prayer. I have been so delighted to discover that prayer ministry is offered for others regularly as part of this worshipping community, allowing others to minister to us in this way is so important, let’s not let opportunities to pray together slip by. 

And ultimately, Jonah, not knowing how this bit of his journey would end concluded that salvation is part of God’s grace to us. It can be tempting to look for salvation in other places, but it is God’s alone, to be accepted by us and to be offered with confidence and hope to others. 
And so, our passage ends with God’s fish rather ungainly delivering Jonah to land again. What will he do with his new understanding and his second chance? And what will we do with ours?

Let’s pray…
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