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Lent Meditations in Jonah

For this meditation we foray into the Old Testament and look at the book of Jonah. 

The weekly meditations are drawn from the story as we try and understand something of what Jonah is feeling as the tale progresses.

As usual you may choose to use a children’s version, but for older children it will be better to use the Bible itself. Jonah is very short and, in most translations, easily accessible.  

In order to make Jonah fit comfortably into the season we have broken it up into 5 parts. These are simply for convenience, they do not represent divisions within the Biblical text. The meditations follow each section.
We suggest that you use sound to begin and end your meditations, there are a number of CDs available of ambient sea sounds which would go well with the story. The meditations are intended to follow the reading of the relevant section of the story. The thoughts are not intended to be read out but to aid discussion.
It could be appropriate to pause during the meditations. You might like to ask children to share their ideas after the pauses.

The Story of Jonah – the Lent Old Testament Special

Part 1

One day the Lord spoke to Jonah son of Amittai. 

He said, “Go to Nineveh, that great city, and speak out against it; I am aware how wicked its people are.” Jonah, however, set out in the opposite direction in order to get away from the Lord. He went to Joppa, where he found a ship about to go to Spain. He paid his fare and went aboard with the crew to sail to Spain, where he would be away from the Lord. But the Lord sent a strong wind on the sea, and the storm was so violent that the ship was in danger of breaking up. The sailors were terrified and cried out for help, each one to his own god. Then, in order to lessen the danger, 

they threw the cargo overboard. Meanwhile, Jonah had gone below and was lying in the ship's hold, sound asleep. 

The captain found him there and said to him, “What are you doing asleep? Get up and pray to your god for help. Maybe he will feel sorry for us and spare our lives.” 

The sailors said to one another, “Let's draw lots and find out who is to blame for getting us into this danger.” They did so, and Jonah's name was drawn. So they said to him: “Now then, tell us! Who is to blame for this? What are you doing here? What country do you come from? What is your nationality?” 

“I am a Hebrew,” Jonah answered. “I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made land and sea.” Jonah went on to tell them that he was running away from the Lord. 

The sailors were terrified, and said to him, “That was an awful thing to do!” 

The storm was getting worse all the time, so the sailors asked him, “What should we do to you to stop the storm?” 

Jonah answered, “Throw me into the sea, and it will calm down. I know it is my fault that you are caught in this violent storm.” 

Instead, the sailors tried to get the ship to shore, rowing with all their might. But the storm was getting worse and worse, and they got nowhere. So they cried out to the Lord, “O Lord, we pray, don't punish us with death for taking this man's life! You, O Lord, are responsible for all this; it is your doing.” Then they picked Jonah up and threw him into the sea, and it calmed down at once.  This made the sailors so afraid of the Lord that they offered a sacrifice and promised to serve him.
Thoughts

We meet Jonah in this first part and find that the story is written in an almost fairytale manner. If you compare it to the other prophets (such as Isaiah, Ezekiel or Habbakuk for example) you can see that the style is quite significantly different.

Jonah finds himself in the middle of a dramatic adventure – and all because, as he says, it is ‘all his fault’.

It is easy to see the fault, Jonah ran away rather than do as he was told. Much more interesting, at this point, is the reaction of the sailors. They all have their own Gods and are not at all surprised at what has happened once they hear of Jonah’s disobedience. For them God (whichever god) was a vital reality and to run away was (as they say) ‘a terrible thing to do’. 

The drawing of lots is common in seastorm tales - look at the story of Sadko for example in Arthur Ransome’s ‘Old Peter’s Russian Tales’.

We leave the story with the sailors who recognise the need to show true reverence to God, illustrated by sacrifice.
BUT, what is to be Jonah’s fate?

Meditation (You may like to use a picture of the sea to help focus this meditation)
Imagine the sea
Picture the waves gently moving and catching the light. 
What colours can you see?
What shapes?

What does the sea make you feel?

Does it make you want to take a boat and journey across it?
Where would you go?
What would you find?

What would you bring back?

Part 2

At the Lord's command a large fish swallowed Jonah, and he was inside the fish for three days and nights.

From deep inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God: 

“In my distress, O Lord, I called to you, 

and you answered me. 

From deep in the world of the dead 

I cried for help, and you heard me. 

You threw me down into the depths, 

to the very bottom of the sea, 

where the waters were all round me, 

and all your mighty waves rolled over me. 

I thought I had been banished from your presence 

and would never see your holy Temple again. 

The water came over me and choked me; 

the sea covered me completely, 

and seaweed was wrapped round my head. 

I went down to the very roots of the mountains, 

into the land whose gates lock shut for ever. 

But you, O Lord my God, 

brought me back from the depths alive. 

When I felt my life slipping away, 

then, O Lord, I prayed to you, 

and in your holy Temple you heard me. 

Those who worship worthless idols 

have abandoned their loyalty to you. 

But I will sing praises to you; 

I will offer you a sacrifice 

and do what I have promised. 

Salvation comes from the Lord!” 

Then the Lord ordered the fish to spew Jonah up on the beach, and it did.  

Thoughts

We can heave a great sigh of relief. Jonah is saved, though Gippetto-like he is swallowed by a fish.

The prayer of Jonah is tremendous in its imagery. Very vivid language draws us into the experience and as the prayer goes on, we can hear Jonah coming to terms with his own predicament – indeed at the end he reaches the same conclusion that the sailors did.

Interestingly he does not refer to being inside a fish – Why?

The importance of the Temple is seen by Jonah, the place where God is. Echoes of this are found in Luke’s Gospel. The Gospel practically begins in the Temple then we see it again when we go to the Temple to meet Simeon and Anna and when the 12-year-old Jesus abandons his parents. For the Jewish people the Temple was of very great significance. You may like to explore how Jews understand the Temple today.

Meditation
Let’s close our eyes and be still for a moment
Jonah felt the seaweed and the water around him

What can we feel? 

Can you feel your clothes?

Can you feel a draught?
Can you feel the floor (or the chair) beneath you?

Like Jonah inside the fish we feel things around ourselves.

What else do we feel?

What does Love feel like?
What does Trust feel like?
What about courage?

Happiness?
Faith?
What feels best to you?

Part 3
Once again the Lord spoke to Jonah. He said, “Go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to the people the message I have given you.” So Jonah obeyed the Lord and went to Nineveh, a city so large that it took three days to walk through it. Jonah started through the city, and after walking a whole day, he proclaimed, “In forty days Nineveh will be destroyed!” 

Thoughts
This is the central place in the story; Jonah actually does as he is told. The message is repeated by God and we see the enormity of the task that Jonah has been set. How far can a person walk in three days? Even at a fairly conservative 10 miles a day that is 30 miles across, as big as …………………..

But, we presume still chastened by the experience of the fish, Jonah set about his task.

He does the simplest thing and goes to Nineveh. We leave him with the echoes of his call falling round him in the huge city.

Meditation

What sorts of things are special to you?

Do you ever want to tell people about these things?
Imagine that you have something very special to tell…
What might it be?

What would you do to make people listen to you?

Use microphones?

The Internet?

Make big posters?

TV adverts?

What would be the best way to tell your secret?

Share your ideas.

Part 4

The people of Nineveh believed God's message. So they decided that everyone should fast, and all the people, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth to show that they had repented. 

When the king of Nineveh heard about it, he got up from his throne, took off his robe, put on sackcloth, and sat down in ashes. He sent out a proclamation to the people of Nineveh: “This is an order from the king and his officials: no one is to eat anything; all persons, cattle, and sheep are forbidden to eat or drink. All persons and animals must wear sackcloth. Everyone must pray earnestly to God and must give up his wicked behaviour and his evil actions. Perhaps God will change his mind; perhaps he will stop being angry, and we will not die!” 

God saw what they did; he saw that they had given up their wicked behaviour. So he changed his mind and did not punish them as he had said he would.
Thoughts

Suddenly the almost impossible happens. Like an avalanche the word spreads and the people of Nineveh leap into action. It is Lent writ large; the people’s change of heart (repentance) is marked by ashes and fasting. Perhaps it seems a bit hard on the animals!

However the outcome is that God too repents (changes his mind). This is a practical example of the way forgiveness works in the Lord’s Prayer, what we do God does too. 

So, all is well. Or so we think!

Meditation

What do you do when you hear special news?

How does it make you feel?
Do you want others to feel this way too?
Are the things that you learn special?

Which things do you like learning the best?

How do you feel when you learn something new?

What can you do to help others feel this way about learning?

Part 5

Jonah was very unhappy about this and became angry. So he prayed, “Lord, didn't I say before I left home that this is just what you would do? That's why I did my best to run away to Spain! I knew that you are a loving and merciful God, always patient, always kind, and always ready to change your mind and not punish. 

Now, Lord, let me die. I am better off dead than alive.” 

The Lord answered, “What right have you to be angry?” 

Jonah went out east of the city and sat down. He made a shelter for himself and sat in its shade, waiting to see what would happen to Nineveh. Then the Lord God made a plant grow up over Jonah to give him some shade, so that he would be more comfortable. Jonah was extremely pleased with the plant. But at dawn the next day, at God's command, a worm attacked the plant, and it died. After the sun had risen, God sent a hot east wind, and Jonah was about to faint from the heat of the sun beating down on his head. So he wished he were dead. 

“I am better off dead than alive,” he said. 

But God said to him, “What right have you to be angry about the plant?” 

Jonah replied, “I have every right to be angry — angry enough to die!” 

The Lord said to him, “This plant grew up in one night and disappeared the next; you didn't do anything for it, and you didn't make it grow — yet you feel sorry for it! How much more, then, should I have pity on Nineveh, that great city. After all, it has more than 120,000 innocent children in it, as well as many animals!”

Thoughts
Oh dear, all is not well. People often speak of Jonah’s prayer. It is worth noting that there are two prayers. This second one is rather different. Jonah is complaining and moaning that God has in some way made a fool of him. Then we have the rather strange story of the plant, but the point is well made. Why should Jonah be so concerned with things that are beyond his control, or more importantly things that are in the hand of God?
Even this question does not go to the heart of the matter though. It is better to ask why Jonah was not pleased with the role he played. It was, in the end Jonah who brought the ‘saving’ words to Nineveh. Surely this is something to celebrate, is Jonah demonstrating true humility and reverence? 

Meditation
How do we feel about ourselves?

For a moment let us think about the things we have done.

Do we always celebrate the good things that happen around us, even if they happen to other people?

What have we done?
What are we going to do?

How will we help each other to do the things that we want to do?

____________________________________________
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