
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon 

From the belly of the whale 

11 November 2018, 3rd Sunday before Advent 

Remembrance Sunday 

  



If you know all the story of Jonah, and not just the famous bit about being swallowed by a 
whale, you will know that the reason he ended up in the belly of the whale was that he was 
fleeing from God, and in particular fleeing from the vocation that God had given him to call 
upon the wicked city of Nineveh to repent. 
 
After three days the whale spews Jonah out onto dry land and God again sends him to 
Nineveh – this was the passage we had for our first reading today – and immediately the 
people repent (Jonah 3. 10). 
 
Jesus didn’t flee from God’s call, though his 40 days in the wilderness were also a time of 
testing like the days Jonah spent in the whale. (Indeed, the Church has always understood 
Jonah’s waiting in the whale to foreshadow the three days Jesus spent in the tomb). But 
when Jesus returns from the desert and begins his ministry, he calls people to repentance 
and he calls people to follow. Simon and Andrew, James and John, drop everything and join 
him (Mark 1. 16- 20). 
 
What does this say to us today? 
 
Well, we are probably familiar with Jonah’s reluctance. Many of us sense of calling from God 
to be more involved in mission and ministry and to be better disciples of Christ, some of us 
have a very particular calling, but even if we don’t actually flee from God, we do often 
ignore the call. And while I don’t expect many of us to have been swallowed by a whale, we 
have sometimes found ourselves engulfed and consumed by the hungry darkness of fear, 
regret, reluctance and self-doubt. And even when we find the courage to present the claims 
of the gospel and to live lives of self-giving love, it is very rare for the results to be as 
immediate and resounding as was the case in Nineveh where the whole town puts on 
sackcloth and ashes, even the animals! Nor do we often find people dropping everything 
and following Jesus. 
 
Perhaps the answer isn’t to compare ourselves unfavourably to the stories we read in 
scripture, or to dwell too negatively on our own misgivings and reluctance. After all, even 
the disciples who followed Jesus so quickly also struggled and questioned. No what we must 
do is focus on the turning, albeit reluctantly, and on God’s faithfulness. For God goes on 
calling even when we don’t respond. God calls Jonah a second time (Jonah 3. 1). And if you 
carry on reading through the gospels, you will find Jesus calling Peter many times. 
 
In other words do not be trapped in the belly of the darkness of your previous reluctance or 
even your track record of failure which is the source of your regret and self-doubt. The 
message is repent; which means, quite literally, turn around; start again; do not be defined 
by the past, but renewed, set on the right track by what God is offering in Christ. For as our 
second reading to the Hebrews put it, Christ comes “to bring salvation to those were waiting 
for him… He entered heaven itself… to appear for us in God’s presence.” (Hebrews 9. 28 & 
24) 
 
The power of the gospel is the power to forgive. Our responsibility is to repent. God then 
enables us to start again. Therefore do not let the sin of pride prevent us from repenting 



today simply because we failed to repent yesterday, for most of us are probably like Peter, 
who need to repent over and over again. 
 
Today the world remembers the one hundredth anniversary of the ending of the First World 
War, the war that was supposed to be the one that ended war. Yet as we look back over the 
past century there has been so much horror and so much bloodshed that it is easy to 
conclude that there is no hope of new beginnings and no chance of peace. And so we find 
ourselves fleeing from God, rejecting God’s promises, failing to hear the call of Christ to 
follow him, for he is the way of peace. Once again we place ourselves in the belly of 
darkness, the no man’s land of senseless futility; impale ourselves on the barbed wire of 
defeated hope. 
 
Into this anniversary and into this remembrance let us insert the clarion call of Christ to 
repent; to start again; to believe that in following him there is another way for the whole 
world. 
 
And as we remember all those who lost their lives in the so called Great War and in all the 
other conflicts that have consumed our world; let us pray for all those who work for peace 
and justice, especially remembering those who serve in our armed forces. Let us not be 
defined by the past and the failures of the past, but by the hope that we find in Christ: his 
promise of peace; his call to repentance; his opportunity to begin again. 
 
And make your prayer for courage, renewal, peace and forgiveness, the prayer of Jonah 
from the belly of the whale, who said to God – 
 

In my distress I called to the LORD, 

    and he answered me. 

From deep in the realm of the dead I called for help… 
5 The engulfing waters threatened me... 

    But you, LORD my God, 

    brought my life up from the pit. 
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 

    turn away from God’s love for them. 
9But I, with shouts of grateful praise, 

    will sacrifice to you. 

What I have vowed I will make good. 

    I will say, ‘Salvation comes from the LORD.’” (Jonah 2. 1 – 2a; 5-9)   
 
 


