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The Book of Jonah between Science & Religion 
Objective: 

Refuting the scientific oppositions and arguments on the validity and genuineness of the Bible

Memory Verse: 

"For as Jonah became a sign to the Ninevites, so also the Son of Man will be to this generation” (Luke 11:30). 
References: 

1. “The Holy Bible is a Miracle,” The Diocese of Al Minya
2. “Our Holy Bible and Our Holy Christ,” Bishop Youanis
3. “Conformity Between Modern Science and the Holy Bible,” St. George Church, Sporting, Alexandria 

Lesson Outline: 


Much opposition has been raised against the Book of Jonah, considering the story as a superstition, and the Holy Bible is accused of containing scientific mistakes and fables. 


But we now use the same story to prove that the Bible is true and real and that the prophecies it mentioned are accurate. Then we will take from them the symbols and miracles for our own personal benefit. 

I. The Internal Evidence 
· The recording of this story, and Jonah’s frankness in confessing his iniquities, is the evidence that proves the truth of this book. The Jews accepted it on the list of their holy books although it disagrees with their ethnic fanaticism. 

· The Book of Kings recorded the story of Jonah in details (2 Kings 14:25). 

· There is evidence of the truth of the story in Matthew 16:4 and in Luke 11:29-30. 

II. External Evidence 

· Archeologists excavated the site where Nineveh was and they found evidence indicating that the City was an exceedingly great city. The excavated pottery indicates Sumerian origin which supports the biblical facts.
III. Modern Discoveries 

· Here is a true story to prove the whale (a great fish) swallowed Jonah and that Jonah stayed alive inside the belly of the fish. In 1758, a man fell out of a ship into the Mediterranean Sea. A whale swallowed the man and the mariner of the ship saw the sight. He shot the whale and the whale vomited out the man, who was still alive. They caught the whale and took it with them and exhibited it all around Europe. 

IV. Physical Sciences 

· Whales are of two kinds. One of them has sharp teeth with which it tears up its prey. The other kind has no teeth but has thin foils in the back part of its teeth that form a net when the whale closes its mouth. It feeds itself in this way: It rushes in the water at a great speed with its mouth open, and then it closes its mouth compressing the water with its tongue through the net of foils. The water rushes out leaving food behind. The stomach of the whale is a complicated organ containing five to six caves in which a man can live. 

V. What to say to those who mock the Book? 

· The Lord Jesus referred to this Book and considered it an evidence to prove His Resurrection (Matthew 12:39-40). He also mentioned the repentance of Nineveh (Matthew 12:41). As believers, we believe that the Lord incarnated, became Man and rose from the dead, so it is easy for us to believe that the Lord made ready a whale to swallow Jonah. 

VI. Science and the Holy Bible 

A. There are no scientific mistakes in the Holy Bible 

If you read a book that was issued one hundred and fifty years ago, you will see that many data and suppositions mentioned in that book have been changed and altered. For example: The Ancient Egyptians believed that the earth came out of a winged egg in the same way a chicken comes out of an egg. But Isaiah said, “It is He who sits above the circle of the earth” (Isaiah 40:32), although he was a contemporary of the Egyptian and Babylonian Civilizations. Isaiah, Moses and Daniel were never affected by the views of such civilizations because the Spirit of the Lord directed and guided them. 

B. Examples of scientific facts included in the Bible 

· In the Book of Ecclesiastics, we read, “All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full; to the place where the streams flow, there they flow again” (Ecclesiastics 1:7). This refers to the theory of vapor, where clouds gather and cause floods in the rivers. 

· What Moses recorded concerning the order of creation agrees with modern science; simple plants appeared first, and then plants yielding seeds, then sea animals and birds, then animals and finally man. 

· Moses wrote that the Lord gathered the waters under the heavens together into one place. This is true because the seven oceans have one ocean bed bottom. 

C. Some of the scientific discoveries that prove the truth of the Bible 

· In Geology: There is a soft layer of clean silt or alluvial deposit, resulting from water that once covered that land. This confirms the story of the great Flood. 

· In Chemistry: The soil of the region of Sodom and Gomorrah is saturated with sulfur and volcanic lava. This is the result of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah with fire and burning sulfur. 

· In Archeology: The wide chariot cities (1400 Chariots) in the days of King Solomon. The Holy Bible states this fact in the days of Solomon (1 Kings 10:26-29, 2 Chronicles 1:1-17). 

· In Medicine and Anatomy: The shrouds of the Lord Jesus Christ and the picture printed on them; this indicates the Crucifixion and Resurrection. 
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Jonah 1

	1
	Now the word of Jehovah came unto Jonah the son of Amittai, saying,

	2
	Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up before me.

	3
	But Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of Jehovah; and he went down to Joppa, and found a ship going to Tarshish: so he paid the fare thereof, and went down into it, to go with them unto Tarshish from the presence of Jehovah.

	4
	But Jehovah sent out a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship was like to be broken.

	5
	Then the mariners were afraid, and cried every man unto his god; and they cast forth the wares that were in the ship into the sea, to lighten it unto them. But Jonah was gone down into the innermost parts of the ship; and he lay, and was fast asleep.

	6
	So the shipmaster came to him, and said unto him, What meanest thou, O sleeper? arise, call upon thy God, if so be that God will think upon us, that we perish not.

	7
	And they said every one to his fellow, Come, and let us cast lots, that we may know for whose cause this evil is upon us. So they cast lots, and the lot fell upon Jonah.

	8
	Then said they unto him, Tell us, we pray thee, for whose cause this evil is upon us; what is thine occupation? And whence comest thou? What is thy country? And of what people art thou?

	9
	And he said unto them, I am a Hebrew; and I fear Jehovah, the God of heaven, who hath made the sea and the dry land.

	10
	Then were the men exceedingly afraid, and said unto him, What is this that thou hast done? For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of Jehovah, because he had told them.

	11
	Then said they unto him, What shall we do unto thee, that the sea may be calm unto us? for the sea grew more and more tempestuous.

	12
	And he said unto them, Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you: for I know that for my sake this great tempest is upon you.

	13
	Nevertheless the men rowed hard to get them back to the land; but they could not: for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them.

	14
	Wherefore they cried unto Jehovah, and said, We beseech thee, O Jehovah, we beseech thee, let us not perish for this man’s life, and lay not upon us innocent blood; for thou, O Jehovah, hast done as it pleased thee.

	15
	So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea; and the sea ceased from its raging.

	16
	Then the men feared Jehovah exceedingly; and they offered a sacrifice unto Jehovah, and made vows.

	17
	And Jehovah prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.


Jonah 2
	1
	Then Jonah prayed unto Jehovah his God out of the fish`s belly.

	2
	And he said, I called by reason of mine affliction unto Jehovah, And he answered me; Out of the belly of Sheol cried I, [And] thou heardest my voice.

	3
	For thou didst cast me into the depth, in the heart of the seas, And the flood was round about me; All thy waves and thy billows passed over me.

	4
	And I said, I am cast out from before thine eyes; Yet I will look again toward thy holy temple.

	5
	The waters compassed me about, even to the soul; The deep was round about me; The weeds were wrapped about my head.

	6
	I went down to the bottoms of the mountains; The earth with its bars [closed] upon me for ever: Yet hast thou brought up my life from the pit, O Jehovah my God.

	7
	When my soul fainted within me, I remembered Jehovah; And my prayer came in unto thee, into thy holy temple.

	8
	They that regard lying vanities Forsake their own mercy.

	9
	But I will sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that which I have vowed. Salvation is of Jehovah.

	10
	And Jehovah spoke unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land.


Jonah 3

	1
	And the word of Jehovah came unto Jonah the second time, saying,

	2
	Arise, go unto Nineveh, that great city, and preach unto it the preaching that I bid thee.

	3
	So Jonah arose, and went unto Nineveh, according to the word of Jehovah. Now Nineveh was an exceeding great city, of three days` journey.

	4
	And Jonah began to enter into the city a day’s journey, and he cried, and said, Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.

	5
	And the people of Nineveh believed God; and they proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them even to the least of them.

	6
	And the tidings reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, and laid his robe from him, and covered him with sackcloth, and sat in ashes.

	7
	And he made proclamation and published through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything; let them not feed, nor drink water;

	8
	But let them be covered with sackcloth, both man and beast, and let them cry mightily unto God: yea, let them turn every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in his hands.

	9
	Who knoweth whether God will not turn and repent, and turn away from his fierce anger, that we perish not?

	10
	And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God repented of the evil which he said he would do unto them; and he did it not.


Jonah 4

	1
	But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry.

	2
	And he prayed unto Jehovah, and said, I pray thee, O Jehovah, was not this my saying, when I was yet in my country? Therefore I hasted to flee unto Tarshish; for I knew that thou art a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger, and abundant in loving-kindness, and repentest thee of the evil.

	3
	Therefore now, O Jehovah, take, I beseech thee, my life from me; for it is better for me to die than to live.

	4
	And Jehovah said, Doest thou well to be angry?

	5
	Then Jonah went out of the city, and sat on the east side of the city, and there made him a booth, and sat under it in the shade, till he might see what would become of the city.

	6
	And Jehovah God prepared a gourd, and made it to come up over Jonah, that it might be a shade over his head, to deliver him from his evil case. So Jonah was exceeding glad because of the gourd.

	7
	But God prepared a worm when the morning rose the next day, and it smote the gourd, that it withered.

	8
	And it came to pass, when the sun arose, that God prepared a sultry east wind; and the sun beat upon the head of Jonah, that he fainted, and requested for himself that he might die, and said, It is better for me to die than to live.

	9
	And God said to Jonah, Doest thou well to be angry for the gourd? And he said, I do well to be angry, even unto death.

	10
	And Jehovah said, Thou hast had regard for the gourd, for which thou hast not labored, neither madest it grow; which came up in a night, and perished in a night:

	11
	And should not I have regard for Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than six score thousand persons that cannot discern between their right hand and their left hand; and also much cattle?
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The Twenty-Fifth Day of the Blessed Month of Tute
The Departure of Jonah, the Great Prophet


On this day, the great prophet Jonah, the son of Amittai, departed. It was said that he was the son of the widow of Zarephath whom Elijah the Prophet had risen from the dead. Jonah followed Elijah, served him and received the grace of prophesying. God inspired him to go to the city of Nineveh to admonish its people and to warn them that after three days the city would be overthrown. Jonah pondered in his heart, "If God wished to destroy them, He would not forewarn them. I fear that if I go to them and convey to them this warning, they might repent and God would not destroy them. I would be a liar and no one would listen to me, and probably I might get killed because I conveyed to them a false message from God. So I will arise and flee."


What did this prophet think? How could anyone flee from the face of God? By escaping, he wanted to get away from the city of Nineveh. He did not want to admonish them, knowing that God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and repentant of evil. He thought that by staying away from Nineveh, the Lord would send another prophet to preach to that city.


The escape of Jonah the Prophet and him being cast into the sea manifested the miracle of him remaining in the belly of the whale for three days and then coming out safely. This was a symbol of, and evidence for, the resurrection of our Savior from the sepulcher, unharmed, after three days.


Jonah rose up to flee from the presence of the Lord and went down to Joppa; he found a ship going to Tarshish and sailed on it. The Lord sent out a great wind, and there was a mighty tempest in the sea; the ship was about to break. The people were all afraid and cried, every man to his God. Everyone said to his fellow man, "Come and let us cast lots that we may know because of whom this evil has befallen us." And when they cast a lot, it fell upon Jonah. They asked him, "What have you done, that brought such an affliction on us?" He replied, "Cast me in the sea, and you shall be saved." They begged the Lord's pardon, then they cast him into the sea and a great whale swallowed him. He remained in its belly for three days and three nights, and then he was cast out on the seashore.


He rose up straightaway and came into Nineveh. He preached to its people, and they all repented, the king, the nobles, and the poor, the old and the young. They all cried to God with fasting, and everyone turned from his evil way. The Lord accepted their repentance and had mercy upon them. 

Jonah returned to the land of Israel and died there. He lived in a period that’s more than 900 years before the advent of the Lord Christ. He prophesied in the days of Amos and his son Hosea. He lived for nearly 100 years, out of which he prophesied for more than 70 years.

His prayers be with us, and Glory be to our God, forever. Amen.
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THE BOOK OF JONAH(
Bible Reading: The book of Jonah

Golden Verses: 

"I cried by reason of mine affliction unto the Lord, and He heard me; out of the belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice.”  Jonah 2: 2
"For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale's belly; so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth."  Matthew 12: 40
Lesson Aims:

1.  To teach that God's love towards us is unconditional, as seen through the example of His love towards Jonah and the Ninevites.

2.  Repentance, fasting and prayer are ways to bring us closer to God, and they allow God's compassion to be bestowed upon us.

Lesson Notes:

1. Who is Jonah?

a. A prophet of Israel who lived around the year 800 BC

b. Jewish tradition indicates that Jonah was the son of the widow in Zarephath who was revived by Elijah (I Kings 17: 17-24).
2. What is Nineveh?

a. The capital of Assyria 

b. The Ninevites did not know God

c. A symbol of the Gentile Church
3. God asks Jonah to serve Him.
a. This shows that God loves all people, Jews and Gentiles.
b. Jonah was selected because he was the prophet of Israel.
c. God wants to give the Ninevites another chance before He punishes them.

4. Jonah Escapes.
a. He tried to escape from God.

b. He followed his human instinct and not God's command.

c. By sleeping on the boat, he shows his weakness.

d. The sailors were the ones who reminded Jonah to call upon God for help.

5. The Result of Repentance:
a. The Ninevites repented, prayed and fasted.

b. God forgave their wickedness.

6. A good lesson for all of us: the vine

a. Our concern about earthly matters

b. God is concerned about our well being, all of us: Jews, Gentiles, whites, blacks, good or evil.
7. Jonah as a symbol of Christ:
a. Jonah asked the sailors to throw him into the sea by his own will.  Christ came to be crucified by His own will for the sake of us all.

b. The sailors said, "Oh, Lord, please do not let us die for taking this man's life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man." Pilate said about Jesus, “I am innocent of this man's blood."

c. The boat was saved by the death of Jonah, just as the world was saved by the death of Jesus Christ.

d. Jonah stayed three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, just as Jesus Christ stayed three days and three nights in the tomb.

e. In the same way that Jonah was brought back alive to the shore, Jesus Christ arose from the dead.  

 

Supplemental Notes( on

Prophet Jonah and Salvation

1. Jonah was not able to obey the Lord, whilst he was a prophet whose work was but to call people to the Lord’s obedience. When we fall into a lapse of disobedience, we ought to have compassion on those who fall into disobedience, putting before us the Apostle’s saying, “Remember the prisoners as if chained with them.” (Heb 13:3) If God, the Holy One, who alone is without sin, has compassion on those who fall, how much more ought we, who similarly fall, do so.

2. Jonah’s fall of disobedience bid behind it a more serious fall, which was pride, typified in his high esteemed to his word. He was too aloft to say a word that would be disproved and not carried out. Jonah knew for sure that God was merciful and compassionate, and that he would forgive the city if it repented. 

3. How amazing that sin cost Jonah both money and effort; he paid the fare for the journey to accomplish his sin. When Jonah paid the fare of the ship, he suffered a double loss. He lost his money, obedience and purity of heart. 
4. If it was through Jonah's obedience that the people of Nineveh would be saved, it was through his disobedience that the mariners would be saved. "Do you think, Jonah, that you have fled for me? No, you have not. I will send you to the mariners not as a prophet, nor as a preacher, nor as a voice crying out and calling people to repent, but as a guilty person and a sinner, a cause of a dilemma and trouble for others. Thus I will save them through you."
5. "But the Lord send out a great wind on the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship was about to be broken up." (Jon 1:4) The wind performed its duty. It was a messengers sent by the Lord. It led people to pray so that everyone cried out to his god. It performed another duty at the end of the story; "And it happened, when the sun arose, that God prepared a vehement east wind, and the sun beat on Jonah's ahead so that he grew faint. Then he wished death for himself." (Jon 4:8) Thus, Jonah came to reason with God, and that ended with his reconciliation to God. 
6. In the same way that God used the wind, He also used the whale to fulfill His purpose. “Now, the Lord had prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah. Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.” (Jon. 1:17) Also, “So the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.” (Jon. 2:10) Thus the whale received Divine commands and carried them out accurately, circumspectly and according to the Lord’s purpose.
7. In the same way that God used the wind and the whale, He also used the sun, the worm and the plant. “And the Lord God prepared a plant and made it come up over Jonah,” (Jon 4:6) “But as morning downed the next day, God prepared a worm, and it so damaged the plant that it withered,” (Jon 4:7) “And it happened, when the sun arose, that God prepared a vehement east wind, and the sun beat on Jonah’s head.” (Jon 4:8) All these creatures were obedient to God. The only creature who was not obedient was the rational Jonah, whom God had granted free will by which he could disobey Him!

8. When man’s intellect and passion are in the hands of God, then man’s will is in accordance with God’s will. If man’s will contradicts God’s will, man will suffer imbalance, whether in his thinking or in the desires of his heart. Jonah could not say to the Lord, “Your will be done.” He could not humble himself before the Lord. He could not coerce himself to obey. Thus, God Himself had to intervene.
9. The Mariner’s Virtues:
a. They were men of prayer. They prayed first, then they cast out their goods in order to lighten the load of the ship. Thus, they held prayer on a higher level than their maritime skills, relying more on it. It’s amazing that the great prophet was asleep while the gentiles were praying; this is very embarrassing! When a person disobeys God, he may become frightened, agitated, perturbed, suffering insomnia and distress; his sin haunts and pursues him. As for Jonah, he fled from God and was indifferent; with a very relaxed and undisturbed mind, he was able to sleep heavily!

b. They were searching for God. They did not tell Jonah frantically, “Arise and cry out to our god,” but they said, “Arise, call on your God.” This indicates that they were seeking God and did not know where to find Him.
c. They shrunk from the abomination of sin, perceiving that it was the cause of all man’s affliction.
d. They were just; they did not pronounce a sentence against any person rashly but were long-suffering, conscientious and scrupulous. The ship was on the verge of sinking; the sea was raging and they might perish at any moment. Nevertheless, they insist on extensively questioning Jonah.
e. They were simple people who believed others. Jonah told them that his God was the God of the sea and dry land, and they believed and reproached him for disobeying.
f. They were extremely merciful and compassionate. They were certain that Jonah was guilty and worthy of death, yet it was not easy for them to put a man to death, even if he was the cause of the loss of their possessions and had brought the threat of danger on their lives. They did their best to save Jonah, the sinful guilty man, from death; they rowed hard with all their might in order to bring the ship to land, but they could not because the sea continued to grow more tempestuous. It was God’s will that Jonah should be thrown into the sea.
g. They were people who had hearts prepared for God to work in. When the sea ceased raging, after they threw Jonah aboard, they were assured of the presence of God in the matter. They believed in the Lord, offered Him a sacrifice and made vows. They professed their belief in the propitiation of blood.
10. Thus, God triumphed in the first battle and fulfilled the salvation of the mariners through Jonah’s disobedience.
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By Fr. Antonious Henein

Chapter One
Now the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, "Arise, go to Nineveh , that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up before Me."

But Jonah rose to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord, and went down to Joppa; and he found a ship going to Tarshish: so he paid the fare thereof, and went down into it, to go with them unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. (1:1-3).


Like this world, Nineveh certainly deserved to be destroyed because of its great sin and evil, for "the wickedness of man (is) great in the earth and ... every imagination of the thoughts of his heart (is) only evil continually" (Gen. 5:5).  When the people of Noah's day persisted resolutely in their evil, God destroyed the old world by flood.  But the infinitely merciful God does not truly desire the death of the sinner, but that he should repent and live.  And so the word of the Lord came to Jonah to call Nineveh to repentance.  But Nineveh’s salvation was not to be achieved by mere preaching and ardent sermons alone but by a sacrificial washing away of the people's sins in yet another kind of flood.  Either Nineveh (symbolizing the world) must suffer this flood (death and destruction) by itself or another must endure it mystically on their behalf.  Only a prophet of Jonah's stature could possibly take Nineveh’s place in this flood.


Jonah, for his own part, would not accept his mission of salvation, because it was beyond him to forgive the Ninevites their depredations upon Israel.  How, after all, could God expect him to save a nation he despised?  Obviously we must distinguish here between Jonah, the prophetic instrument of God's salvation, and Jonah, the sinner, weak, selfish, and vengeful.  But we, of course, know only too well in ourselves the painful paradox between the images of Christ we are called to be and the dreadful sinners we actually are.  And so, unwilling to fulfill God's request, "Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord."

Chapter Two
But the Lord sent out a great wind into the sea, and there was a mighty tempest in the sea, so that the ship was like to be broken (1:4).

The image of "wind into the sea" is a clear sign of the presence of the Holy Spirit of God creatively renewing His creation.  After all, in the very beginning "the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters" (Gen. 1:2).  And after the flood, when God had begun to "recreate" the earth, even as Noah and his family were still in the ark, a dove, a symbol of the Holy Spirit, was sent out to pass over the waters and return as a sign of safety and life to Noah.  It is certainly no accident, by the way, that the name "Jonah" means "dove" in the Hebrew tongue.


Exodus gives us yet another example of wind upon waters as a sign of God's creative work of salvation.  As we recall, after the Children of Israel (i.e., the sons of God) had lost all joy in life due to Pharaoh's oppression in their servitude, God chose to restore them to a life of freedom through His chosen prophet Moses.  To effect their escape from Pharaoh's attacking armies, "the Lord caused the sea to go back by a strong east wind all that night, and made the sea dry land, and the waters were divided" (Ex. 14:21).  In the same way, when Nineveh had lost its purity and was fast approaching destruction, God "sent out a great wind into the sea, and there was a mighty tempest."  By doing so, He had begun to prepare the means of Nineveh’s salvation, namely, Jonah himself, a "dove", who, as in Noah's case, would become a sign of life and safety for the Ninevites.


All of these images are archetypes which foreshadow God's ultimate salvation of this world whose "wickedness is come up before" God.  For those who had eyes to see, these signs were obvious when our Lord Jesus Christ revealed Himself to Israel at His Baptism:  He "went up straightway out of the water, and lo, the heavens were opened unto Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon Him" (Mt. 3:16).  In the symbols given us here, we are signaled that our Lord is manifesting Himself not just as a Redeemer but actually as a "Renewer" of His creation.  The meanings of these images were not lost on St. John the Baptist and Forerunner either, for in them he witnessed this world's ultimate salvation "by water and the Spirit." 

Chapter Three
Then the mariners were afraid, and cried every man unto his god, and cast forth the wares that were in the ship into the sea, to lighten it of them.
But Jonah was gone into the sides of the ship; and he lay, and was fast asleep.  So the shipmaster came to him, and said unto him, “What meanest thou, O sleeper?  Arise, call upon thy God, if so be that God will think upon us, that we perish not." (1:5-6).

How vain are all human efforts to escape damnation!  How far beyond our power is saving ourselves from death!  Of course, we can always run each to our own "god" for help, but the gods of this world are devils, unable to save us.  These "saviors" are knowledge which tries in its pride to usurp the place of God, money (or Mammon) which we adore for the false security and empty prestige it gives us instead of God, and human wisdom in which we place our trust and refuse Divine Wisdom which seems like foolishness to us.  Since when have any of these saved anyone?


But even as their supplications to their gods could not save the mariners, neither could casting cargo overboard to lighten the ship.  In our own case, we too make the mistake of thinking that we can somehow save ourselves, if only we can "lighten the load" of our sins by dispersing our wealth in "good works" to prove our earnestness to God.  Such actions, by themselves, can save no one unless they are done with the desire of removing everything that hinders our oneness with God.  Wealth in itself is not the source of our unhappiness; rather it is the absence of God from our lives which torments us so.  Even if worldly wealth keeps us away from God, merely getting rid of it is no guarantee that our hearts will draw closer to God.  The purpose of renunciation is to redirect the entire thrust of our lives so that the love of God becomes our absolute priority.


By the way, we should notice the similarity between the scene described in the passage above and the one we encounter in the Gospels where another great tempest arose while Jesus was sleeping in the ship's hold, and His disciples "came to Him, and awoke Him, saying, 'Master, Master, we perish'" (see Mt. 8:22-27, Mk. 4:35-41, and Lk. 8:22-25).  These two scenes are so nearly identical as practically to shout out that Jonah represents Christ here. 

Chapter Four
And they said every one to his fellow, "Come, and let us cast lots that we may know for whose cause this evil is upon us." So they cast lots, and the lot fell upon Jonah. (1:7).

In this, however, Jonah differs greatly from Jesus, for although he was a great prophet of God, he was still just a man, a man to whom God's call to save this city seemed loathsome.  But he could not escape his fate. Providence actually used his attempted escape to accomplish God's mystical purpose.  

Then said they unto him, “Tell us, we pray thee, for whose cause this evil is upon us; what is thine occupation?  And whence comest thou?  What is thy country?  And of what people art thou?"  
And he said unto them, "I am a Hebrew; and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, which hath made the sea and the dry land."
Then the men were exceedingly afraid, and said unto him, "Why hast thou done this?"  For the men knew that he fled from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them.
Then said they unto him, "What shall we do unto thee, that the sea may be calm unto us?"  For the sea wrought, and was tempestuous.  And he said unto them, "Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you: for I know that for my sake this great tempest is upon you.
"Nevertheless the men rowed hard to bring it to land; but they could not:  for the sea wrought, and was tempestuous against them.  Wherefore they cried unto the Lord, “We beseech Thee, O Lord, we beseech Thee, let us not perish for this man's life, and lay not upon us innocent blood: for Thou, O Lord, hast done as it pleased Thee.”
 So they took up Jonah and cast him forth into the sea; and the sea ceased from her raging.  Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and offered a sacrifice unto the Lord, and made vows.
Now the Lord had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah.  And Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights. (1:8-17).

In this dramatic passage, God paints us an icon (that is to say, "image") of Christ Himself.  Surely, although the mariners do not wish to perish, the alternative of throwing Jonah into the sea is overwhelming for the men to accept.  It is a solution that allows for no half-measures.  Utter is its finality.  With their petty understanding of God's purpose, they continued to strive by their own limited means to save themselves.  But at last, exhausted, they relented and obeyed the will of the Lord and trusted God.  If the ship (emblematic of the Church) perishes, the city (symbolic of the world) certainly cannot survive the storm of destruction their sin has brought.  Only the sacrifice of one man can save them both: the first by its willing participation in the sacrifice ordained by God and the latter by heeding God's call to repentance and accepting the benefits of that sacrifice, for "neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other Name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved" (Acts 4:12) than that of Jesus Christ. 
Chapter Five
 And Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights. Then Jonah prayed unto the Lord his God out of the fish's belly, and said,
"I cried by reason of mine affliction unto the Lord, and He heard me; out of the belly of hell (Sheol or Hades) cried I, and Thou heardest my voice. For Thou hadst cast me into the deep, into the midst of the seas; and the floods compassed me about; all Thy billows and Thy waves passed over me.
"Then I said, 'I am cast out from Thy sight; yet I will look again upon Thy Holy Temple.' The waters compassed me about, even to the soul; the depth closed me round about, the weeds were wrapped about mine head.
"I went down to the bottoms of the mountains; the earth with her bars was about me forever: yet hast Thou brought up my life from corruption, O Lord my God.
"When my soul fainted within me I remembered the Lord: and my prayer came in unto Thee, into Thine Holy Temple.
"They that observe lying vanities forsake their own mercy. But I will sacrifice unto Thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that I have vowed. Salvation is of the Lord." (1:17-2:9).


In the prayers preceding the Sanctification of the Sacred Oblations in the Coptic Liturgy of St. Basil, the priest declares the mystery of salvation by affirming, "He loved His own who are in the world and gave Himself up for our salvation unto death which reigned over us, whereby we were bound and sold on account of our sins. He descended into Hades through the Cross." And in graphic detail, the beautiful psalm/prayer spoken by Jonah above perfectly describes the horrible isolation and suffering of a soul spiritually "bound and sold" and cut off from God and His “Holy Temple” by "death which reigned over us." To restore the image (or icon) of God within humanity, Jesus, the Word-made-flesh, had to partake of this utter isolation on our behalf. And so "He that descended (into the lower parts of the earth) is the same also that ascended up far above all heavens (to the true "Holy Temple" of God), that He might fill all things" (Eph. 4:9-10, combined).
Chapter Six
 And the Lord spake unto the fish, and it vomited Jonah upon the dry land.
And the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the second time, saying, "Arise, go unto Nineveh, that great city, and preach unto it the preaching that I bid thee."
So Jonah arose, and went unto Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceeding great city of three days' journey. Jonah began to enter into the city a day's journey, and he cried, "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown." (2:10-3:4).
Of course, Jonah's emergence from the fish after three days and nights foreshadows archetypally Christ's Resurrection. After being disgorged from the bowels of "Sheol", Jonah strikes us as a man transformed. The Jonah who entered the fish had died, while the Jonah who now no longer seeks to flee God's presence but rather rushes off gladly to do God's bidding is a "new creature" in the fullest sense of the expression. How this "transfiguration" occurs in those abysmal depths remains a mystery to us. But this death-and-Resurrection from water can only represent the mystery of Baptism. Again, the iconography of God in His sacred Scriptures makes it easier for our finite minds to understand intuitively this Divine Sacrament that so completely transcends our rational thought. He gives us all the necessary elements: the wind sent out into the sea, the three days' sojourn in a watery Hades, and the coming forth of a "new man" from the grave. All of these types should have been obvious in their symbolic meaning to a man as well versed in the Scriptures as Nicodemus. No wonder Jesus lost patience with him when he could not understand His saying, "Verily, verily, I say unto thee, except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit" (Jn. 3:5-8). Only by Baptismal Resurrection could Jonah, the sinner, have the power to please God and the right to serve Him in His Kingdom.
Chapter Seven
 So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest even to the least of them. For word came unto the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, and he laid his robe from him, and covered him with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he caused it to be proclaimed and published through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, "Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste any thing; let them not feed, nor drink water: But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily unto God; yea, let them turn every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in their hands. Who can tell if God will turn and repent, and turn away from His fierce anger, that we perish not?"
And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God repented of the evil, that He had said He would do unto them; and He did it not." (3:5-10).

Just imagine what would happen if a man came to our city and preached as Jonah had to the Ninevites! Would our response be as instantaneous and as heartfelt as theirs? As simple as they were, the words of his prophecy alone cannot account for the people's overwhelming reaction to Jonah. Indeed, his presence itself was all the people needed to take his warning seriously, because here before them stood a man who was himself a sign from God (see Lk. 11:30). By the power they could feel emanating from him, coupled with his words, the people from high to low estate collectively donned sackcloth and fasted for forty days and nights. If we are truly honest with ourselves, we know ourselves to exceed the Ninevites in evil and to fail them in repentance. It is at best lukewarm, and our fasting is hardly from the deepest parts of our hearts. Rather than wearing sackcloth, we prefer luxury and lasciviousness. And if any of us actually "cries" unto the Lord, who among us cries mightily? Who has really turned from his evil way and the violence of his hands?
For this reason, our Lord Jesus Christ fasted in the desert forty days and nights on our behalf. Only the fasting of the God-man is truly pure, powerful, and acceptable to the Lord. By fasting then, He fasts with us now to compensate for and to complete our lukewarm fasting, so that it might rise as a sweet-smelling savor to the Lord Pantokrator. The Father's acceptance of our fast does not result from the act of fasting itself or from any righteousness we bear within ourselves, but from the righteousness inherent in Christ's blessed fast itself, which infinitely surpasses the fast of the Ninevites.

But just as the people of Nineveh fasted together as one, so do we together with one another in Christ. In Him, we form a sacred community of believers who are the Body of Christ. This Body is indeed a "Communion of Saints", Saints perfected in their striving done in unity with the Head of the Body. Within this community, with which I am so unworthy to be united, I find support for my constitutional weakness and succor for my failings. Our unity with one another in the Lord strengthens our wills and gives us hope should we stumble along the Way. All who profess to be believers in Christ need to discover and to share as fully as possible in the fullness of the fellowship of the Saints.
Lest we fail to emphasize it, both Jesus' Baptism and Jonah's watery descent were followed by fasts of the sacred number of forty days. The relationship between Baptism and fasting and the analogy between the "Sign of Jonah" and the mystery of salvation in Christ's death and Resurrection inspired the Church to place the Fast of Nineveh between the Feast of Epiphany and Great Lent. Like God in His verbal icon found in the Book of Jonah, the Church draws together these archetypal themes to instruct Her children using symbol and liturgy in the need to follow the Lord Christ in all things.
Chapter Eight
But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry.
And he prayed unto the Lord, and said, "I pray Thee, O Lord, was not this my saying when I was yet in my country? Therefore I fled before unto Tarshish: for I knew that Thou art a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repentest Thee of evil. Therefore now, O Lord, take, I beseech Thee, my life from me; for it is better for me to die than to live."
And the Lord said, "Doest thou well to be angry?"
So Jonah went out of the city, and sat on the east of the city, and there made him a booth, and sat under it in the shadow, till he might see what would become of the city.
And the Lord God prepared a gourd, and made it come up over Jonah, that it might be a shadow over his head, to deliver him from his grief. So Jonah was exceeding glad of the gourd.
But God prepared a worm when the morning rose the next day, and it smote the gourd, that it withered. And it came to pass, when the sun did arise, that God prepared a vehement east wind; and the sun beat upon the head of Jonah, that he fainted, and wished in himself to die, and said, "It is better for me to die than to live."
And God said to Jonah, "Doest thou well to be angry for the gourd?" And he said, "I do well to be angry, even unto death."
Then said the Lord, "Thou hast had pity on the gourd, for the which thou hast not labored, neither madest it grow; which came up in a night, and perished in a night: And should I not spare Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than six score thousand persons that cannot discern between their right hand and their left; and also much cattle?" (4:1-11).
After God had lifted him up to partake in His mystery of salvation, Jonah returns to his sinful self with a vengeance. We, like Jonah, only too easily turn from participation in God's mysteries of grace and loving-kindness to descend once again to lap the vomit of our sinfulness like dogs! Like Jonah as well, we are ever free, by God's design, to renounce repentance at any time, even after receiving great spiritual gifts of His favor. But, thanks be to God, the Lord also doesn't give up on Jonah (or us) that easily. In the plant that springs up in a night to be killed the next night, God gives Jonah an object-lesson in the preciousness of all life in God's eyes. Even the cattle in the city concern the Lord, and "are you not much better than they?" (Mt. 6:26). Like the elder son in the parable of the Prodigal Son, Jonah begrudges the Father's celebration of his brothers' repentance. We who call ourselves Christians really cannot stand in judgment of poor Jonah though, when we ourselves, chosen to be the light of the world and the salt of the earth, lack the charity or the single-heartedness to love God completely and to care for the souls of those around us. We also fail to live up to our calling in "the Sign of Jonah."
  
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