Jonah 2 

1 
From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God. 

Coming back to where we left the last chapter - the disciplining of Jonah. 

All of us have to work out our Christian calling with influences from the church, society, family and friends, and from all that's swilling around in our own head and heart. Often these things point to Tarshish rather than Nineveh... But Jonah came to accept God's words through his spell in the belly of the fish, three days time-out to sit and contemplate, to sift through the events of the past and try to get them into some order - a bit like a retreat. 

The value of a retreat is sometimes only seen by people when it's forced upon them - as it was with Jonah. Involuntary 'retreats' happen to people when a heart attack puts things in perspective, redundancy rearranges priorities, and bereavement reveals what really counts. 

Spiritual discipline is 'voluntary disaster', shunning the temptations to be good at religion in order to be faithful to God - it's sort of voluntarily 'throwing yourself overboard'. 

But... 

You can't get it from a book - you can read about it, but you can't magic up holiness, it doesn't come to a set formula, there is no spiritual technology at our beck and call. It will involve discipline, but God deals with us all in different ways and we need to find the 'inside of a fish,' a 'monastery without walls,' where we can go on our own. 

Whatever you do, don't try to grow a spirituality that works in different soil from the sort of person you are (that's why you can't get it from a book) - but there are some essential ingredients... 

1 - Time and space: 


Silence (or absence of the wrong sort of noise). 


Regularity. 


2 - Application (or effort - but I don't want to use that word): 


Discipline... If you have taught a child to swim, you'll know that you can't simply stand in the pool and say, 'Jump,' and expect them to overcome their fear - it is hard. 

Do it the way you can, not the way you can't - but you must do it. 

'If not now, when? If not you, who?' 

Not about effort as we normally understand putting in more effort, but about taking responsibility. 

One of the best visiting preachers we've had in Bures was the visiting nephew of one of our churchwardens. He had returned for a holiday from Uzbekistan, where he worked for a charity. He spoke about bread, and the spiritual obesity of the West. His point was that we don't have to make much effort here, and if we're not careful, we don't. Our faith is handed to us on a plate - we are freed to worship anything, anywhere, we have warm buildings close at hand, full-time staff, uplifting music, and so on. It's very easy to stop taking responsibility because the church will do it all for you, and the only effort you have to make is to turn up on Sunday. 

Jonah had thought that Nineveh was for some other person at some other time - but during his 'retreat' he came to accept that it was for him, now. 

Nobody could do it for him - and nobody (outside the Holy Trinity) can do it for you. 

Phil 2:12-13, "Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed - not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence - continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose." 

2 
He said: "In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry. 

3 
You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. 

4 
I said, 'I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again towards your holy temple.' 

5 
The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. 

6 
To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in for ever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God. 

7 
"When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, Lord, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple. 

8 
"Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. 

Perhaps a summary of the whole week. 

9 
But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord." 

I did warn you at the start that we'd be travelling in the belly of a paradox this week, and here's the next one. Having said that we need to take responsibility, the balance to that is here, 'Salvation comes from the Lord.' 

Our salvation is not our own doing, it comes from God. All the blessings we've ever received have come to us as gifts from God - and not one of them deserved. Gifts are not gifts if they're deserved. If you deserve something it's because you've earned it, so it comes as wages, reward, payment, bribe, prize - anything but a gift. 

Jonah tried hard, but in the end, he couldn't generate his own salvation - he had to work it out, but that's different from doing it all himself. Even when he says in that prayer, 'What I have vowed I will make good,' his track record doesn't fill me with confidence that he will, we know he's still going to fail, so thank God it's down to him, not me, you, or Jonah. 

When Jesus told the parable of the Prodigal Son (and the whole of Luke 15), I wonder if he was drawing from the story of Jonah? 

In the story of the prodigal son, when he finally came to his senses (his, and not God's) he made a plan which started out with him going and him telling, and him working. The father had simply been relegated to someone who would give him a job, and thereby co-operate in his efforts to save himself. Standing at the edge of the village, hungry, penniless, barefoot and smelling of pigs, the son still thought he could solve his own problems - he was hoping to come back as a slave, but it was only the work of the father that brought him back as a son. 

Think back to your school days and the joy you felt taking exams. The worldly way of doing exams is the way we all did them - you work hard, but never knowing what's coming up, never knowing if you've done enough, and even after the exam you're still filled with fear and anxiety for the next few weeks. 

Compare that with the godly way of taking exams. Before we even get to the school gates, God says, 'You've passed - grade A.' Then he says, 'Now go and see what you can do - and by the way, I'll be right next to you, so ask if you have any problems.' 

One way is by law and inspires fear and dread, the other is a gift by grace and inspires love, peace and joy. Salvation comes from the Lord. 

Great prayer - except... What's missing? The magic word - 'sorry.' 

Rather self-pitying talk from Jonah - good 'religion'. He says all the right things, except he doesn't actually say, 'Sorry' - and it makes the fish sick to hear it all. 

Perhaps these words are the last throws of Jonah's 'religious' life before he takes up his life of 'faith'. 

10 
And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land. 

But before we get onto dry land, we're going to spend some time in the belly of the fish ourselves - and that's what I'd like us to devote the rest of the morning to, an enforced retreat, if you're not going to go willingly. 

Mark 1:35-38 

"Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. Simon and his companions went to look for him, and when they found him, 

they exclaimed: 'Everyone is looking for you!' 

Jesus replied, 'Let us go somewhere else...'" 

