“Praying when praying is hard”
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Last week, Pastor Lee began our reflection on Jonah’s prayer. As he reminded us, Jonah was a successful
prophet, yet God still had much to teach him. In my experience, prayer, more than any other spiritual
discipline, shapes our inner life and conforms us to the mind of Christ.
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God refuses to give up on Jonah. Even while Jonah is running away, God continues to pursue him. At the
end of chapter 1, the LORD provides a great fish to swallow Jonah. There, unable to rescue himself and
hemmed in by his circumstances, Jonah finally begins to speak honestly with God. As Pastor Lee pointed
out last week, Jonah begins to turn his heart back toward the God from whom he has been running.
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There are moments in life when prayer comes easily. We pray when the path is clear, our hearts are at

peace, and we can see what God is doing.
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But there are other moments when prayer is difficult—when we are afraid, overwhelmed, or suffering
because of choices we have made.
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Jonah 2 begins in just such a moment. Jonah is not praying from a quiet room or a peaceful sanctuary.
He is praying from inside the great fish, surrounded by darkness, cut off from everything familiar, and
facing the consequences of his rebellion.
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What is remarkable about this prayer is that it is mature in its language and deeply rooted in Scripture. It is
not simply a few desperate words thrown together in a crisis.

X e B N VE I 7, 2 e W AR 2 B, T HERIRFARAE 2L 2 b e B R NAE S B
Pzt R B JLA) SRR

Much of Jonah'’s prayer comes directly from the Psalms. His circumstances have driven him to pray, but
they do not dictate the shape of his prayer; Scripture does. As he prays, his mind and heart are reoriented
toward God. God, not Jonah, becomes the centre. Mature prayer is God-centred rather than self-centred;
it grows out of a deep awareness of God. This does not mean that Jonah is fully transformed—the rest of
the book makes that clear—but prayer begins the work of reorienting his heart.
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What is life like in the belly of a fish?

W2, ALAEAE T 5 Rt A R ?



It is certainly not a place of comfort. Jonah is confined in a small, dark space—wet, cramped, and
surrounded by the movement and decay of a living creature. There is nothing pleasant about it.
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Yet it is in this uncomfortable and dangerous place that Jonah begins to recover a neglected part of his
prophetic calling: he remembers to pray. That is our focus this morning.
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The belly of the fish becomes the place where prayer is formed and Jonah’s life begins to be transformed.

TR ORIE R T, R AR I IR R R .

From inside the fish, Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. He said:
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“In my distress | called to the Lord, and he answered me. From deep in the realm of the dead | called
for help, and you listened to my cry.”
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On the ship bound for Tarshish, Jonah had looked out upon the limitless expanse of sea and sky: fresh air,
white sails billowing in the wind, and all the apparent possibilities of a distant destination.
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We can be drawn to a similar kind of religious life—exciting activities, worship that makes us feel good,
polished programs, charismatic leaders, attractive facilities, and eye-catching publicity. None of these
things is necessarily wrong. But when they become the church’s central pursuit, religious activity replaces
God as the object of our devotion. The lure of Tarshish is the lure of religion without God.
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In the belly of the fish, however, Jonah’s life is at stake, and God can no longer be ignored. The belly of
the fish is the opposite of a comfortable voyage to Tarshish. It is cramped, damp, dark, and unattractive. It

is a place where faith is tested, life is threatened, and despair is ready to swallow him. Yet it is precisely
within these limits that Jonah begins to learn deep truths about life, prayer, and God.
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This should not surprise us. Much of what possesses lasting beauty is formed through discipline and
limitation. Great artists have often created important works under pressure: Goya amid the violence of war,
Picasso responding to the destruction of Guernica, Michelangelo labouring under Pope Julius Il, and Van

Gogh creating through illness and anguish. In a similar way, the spiritual life is shaped by boundaries,
discipline, and restraint—and through them, deep beauty can emerge.
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Jonah is living under forced restraint, and he needs it. His confinement turns him away from the glitter of
Tarshish and begins to prepare him for the real work of ministry in Nineveh. When distractions are removed,
when life is reduced almost to the next breath, and when we are left alone with our thoughts, prayer can
begin to take shape in our hearts and transform our lives.
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What, then, do we learn from Jonah'’s prayer? A4, A0 LLNLI #5545 rh 2z A4 08 2

First, Jonah’s prayer is shaped by Scripture. 25—, ZIZ #5552 224 0iE 1.

Although his prayer rises out of desperation, it is more than a spontaneous cry or an emotional reaction to
his circumstances. This is not a hurried prayer for a parking space at the shopping mall on a Saturday
afternoon. It is structured, thoughtful, and truthful. Jonah does not minimize or disguise his situation. He
describes the terror of drowning—both the physical sensations and the spiritual experience of sinking
farther and farther into the deep. In verses 3—6, he prays:
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“You hurled me into the depths, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your
waves and breakers swept over me.
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| said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet | will look again toward your holy temple.’
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The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head.
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To the roots of the mountains | sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever.”
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Jonah’s prayer does not hide its emotional intensity, yet it also has form and purpose. It gives ordered
expression to a disordered and terrifying experience.
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Some people believe that every prayer should be spontaneous and fresh. Some even suggest that reading
a prayer from a page is somehow less spiritual. But Jonah’s prayer is remarkable: not only is it carefully
formed, much of its language is not original to him. Its words, structure, and movement come from the
Psalms:
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This becomes especially important when we consider the setting from which the prayer emerges.
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Jonah’s prayer rises out of terrible suffering, after his pretences have been stripped away and the rawness
of the human condition has been exposed. We might expect him to cry out only in frustration. Instead, his



prayer draws upon what he has learned and stored in his heart. It is thoughtful, structured, and ordered. In
the crisis, the words of Scripture are available to him because he learned them before the crisis came.
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Eugene Peterson makes this observation: “We begin life with inarticulate cries and coos, but after years of
learning we become capable of crafting sonnets. Are infant sounds more honest than Shakespeare’s
sonnets?
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They are both honest, but the sonnets have far more experience in them. Honesty is essential in prayer,
but we are after more. We are after as much of life as possible—all of life, if possible—brought to expression
in answering God. That means learning a form of prayer adequate to the complexity of our lives.”
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Where do we find a form of prayer adequate to the complexity of our lives? We find it in the Psalms. Praying
the Psalms does not mean giving up spontaneity. Rather, the Psalms help our prayers grow from the cries

of a child into the sonnets of mature faith. They teach us to pray honestly and deeply, bringing the whole
range of human experience into the presence of God.
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Jonah found this language in the Psalms, and so can we. | encourage you to make reflection on a Psalm
part of your daily spiritual discipline and, where possible, to memorize some of them. It is not easy, but as
we spend time in the Psalms, they refocus our hearts and teach us to pray God’s Word back to him.
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Second, although prayer is influenced by our circumstances, it is not determined by them.
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The Psalms contain several kinds of prayer, but two of the most prominent are lament and thanksgiving.
Laments are common because trouble is common. Psalms of thanksgiving have a different structure and
movement. What is striking about Jonah'’s prayer is that, although he is still inside the fish, his prayer takes
the form of thanksgiving and praise. It moves from despair toward hope.
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Psalms 42 and 43 show a similar movement. Why does this matter? Because although our circumstances
influence our prayers, they do not have to control them. We do not need to react blindly to what is happening;
we can pray our way through it. Prayer does more than describe our circumstances. It forms within us the
faith, character, and courage to face them with grace. Jonah begins to learn this in the belly of the fish.
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7 “When my life was ebbing away, | remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy
temple. 8 Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit God’s love for them. 9 But I, with shouts of grateful
praise, will sacrifice to you. What | have vowed | will make good. | will say, ‘Salvation comes from
the LORD.””
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Where was Jonah when he spoke these words? He was still inside the fish—still confined, uncomfortable,
and reduced almost to the next breath. Yet as he prays the Psalms against the apparent verdict of his
circumstances, he refuses merely to complain that life is unfair or that God has abandoned him. He gives
thanks. He declares, ‘Salvation comes from the LORD.’
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In that moment, Jonah’s prayer does not change the belly of the fish, but it begins to change Jonah. His
circumstances have not yet changed; his orientation has. Prayer begins to change the way he sees, trusts,
and responds.
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3. Prayer orientates our minds and hearts to God &5 =, 45 (i AT A0 FERN Py 0o JE 8 i [ o

Prayer is the practice of paying attention to God—Ilistening for him and allowing his Word to take root in our
hearts and reshape us.
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Prayer orientates our minds and our hearts to God. God is the centre of our prayer. Mature prayers are
prayers that is God centred - not me centred. Mature prayer is dominated by the sense of God.

W L AT ARG R A ) _Ear . LA e bl . BVIRE T, 2L By, AR LE
Coth. HIERARRES, 780 70 B s, IR 2 i [F) 1L .

Jonah’s prayer sees God in the midst of his calamity. It is God who has hurled him into the deep
(3); ...banished him (4) and it is God who hears him (2); delivers him from the pit (6) and saves him (9).
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Let’s be honest, there are times when life is just plain difficult. Some of us have burdens so heavy that we
don’t know whether we will survive. There are times when the darkness so dense that you’ve even
considered that it is better to die than to live. This is at times the experience of many living in a fallen
world...
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Times like these are times of disorientation. We don’t know where we are; we don’t know where we are
going; we don’t know what the future holds. Itis in times like these that prayer re-orientates us. Praying
focuses on God and trust in God even though circumstances seem to say otherwise. What this does in
the life of the praying person is that it allows the prayer to look at his or her circumstances from another
frame of reference - transporting the prayer to look at life from God’s perspective - creating room for
transformation. The Psalms are full of examples of people’s lives moving from despair to hope through
prayer.
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In prayer, Jonah begins to change...He moves from distress (v. 2), the realm of the dead, banishment (v.
4), and the threat of death (vv. 5, 7), toward thanksgiving (v. 9) and salvation (v. 10).
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Prayer can become a means of resisting despair. Our circumstances may be difficult, but we do not have
to surrender to them. Life may appear hopeless, but we do not need to abandon hope. Jonah’s prayer
reorients him—from distress toward hope, from despair toward thanksgiving, and from death toward life.
He says, ‘When my life was ebbing away, | remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your
holy temple... But I, with shouts of grateful praise, will sacrifice to you’ (TNIV). Prayer is paying attention to
God, listening for him, and allowing his Word to form our hearts and transform our lives.
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What, then, can we learn about life in the belly of the fish? A8 4., FeAl Ta] LU A IS i (1) A= 7 22 204 4 08 2
Life in the belly of the fish—restricted, confined, and limited—is a disciplined life in which prayer becomes
Jonah'’s only option and God his only hope. Strangely, the place that looks like his grave becomes the
instrument God uses to preserve his life.

g A TE——32 IR B AR AR —— R — P2 ARG TG . R EL, BRSO A EME 1
WP, MEONAME— B . FEE, INEERGBEERHTT, TR SRR dr i T A .
Mike Mason expresses this paradox in deliberately strong language: “The fact is, a storm can be the safest

place of all. For when you are feeling strong and good and happy and are accomplishing great things for
God, then Satan can still get at you, and this may even be the time you are most vulnerable to temptation.
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But when you are hedged in, when your arms and legs are pinned and you bear your cross with Christ,

then Satan cannot touch you... .so the Christian who is in the grip of great suffering is entirely hidden from
his eyes...
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That is why, in the last analysis, the only way to escape Satan is to die—to die to oneself by being crucified
with Christ and so to be ‘hidden with Christ in God’ (Col. 3:3). Hidden from what? From the world, from our
own sinful flesh, and from the Devil.”
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Perhaps you feel like your life is in the belly of a fish this morning. Like Jonah your life feels like it is ebbing
away, crushed and broken... If it feels like God has abandoned you - you are in good company. There was
a time when even the son of God felt like God had abandon him ...suffering on the cross he cried out “my
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” - | know it feels that at times, in our most difficult moments
God is not there, but | assure you He is...Just as He had not abandoned Jonah or Jesus, He has not
abandoned you... But for reasons known only to Him, you are exactly where you need to be - will you trust
Him as Jonah learned to do. Working through the most challenging time in his life - when all hope seems
to have vanish - he recalls almost word for word words from Psalm 18:6 and 118:5 -
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“I called out to the Lord, out of my distress, and he answered me;
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out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice. Jon 2:2
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There are lessons that only hard times and failure can teach us... - Jonah emerges from the belly of a fish
and ministers to his enemies - the Ninevites...And to his surprise they listened and repented. Yes, patriotic
Jonah was not happy about the result but in the belly of a fish, restricted; confined and limited - where
prayer was his only option and God his only hope. - he remembered who he was - a prophet... When times
are tough and prayer becomes our only option, may we rediscover who we really are - a child of God -
chosen by the Almighty to participate in His mission to a broken world...It's daunting, | know...even
impossible and yet the one who spun the universe into being believes in you/me enough to entrust us with
His message. May we rise to the occasion for a time such as this. Amen
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