
 

             

 

 

 

Advent meditation 19 by Father Robbie Low 

 

ADVENT XIX 

JONAH 

Jonah is a strange story at first glance. A fact? A myth? A fable?                                    

I always remember a young seminarian asking a well- known spiritual 

director if the Book of the Genesis was true.                                                                       

‘True’, replied the elderly monk, ‘ it’s more than true.’                                     

So, with much of the Holy Scripture , there are a series of dimensions to 

the mystery of the Word of God. Jonah is no exception.                                                        

On a real plane it is about the disbelieving disobedience of  a ninth 

century prophet who, having been given an outrageously improbable task 

by God, hi-tails it to the furthest place of his known world in the mistaken 

and absurd belief that he can hide from and escape God. It follows his 

confession to the pagan sailors that the storm is his fault and that while 

they have been praying their socks off Jonah has been having forty winks 

below. He nobly offers himself as sacrifice to the reluctant shipmates and 

his death is averted by the intervention of the great fish – the whale of 

legend. In the belly of the whale Jonah repents and prays, in extremis, one 

of the most beautiful prayers in all Scripture.    Restored to his original 

task, Jonah preaches to the savage city of the merciless Assyrian empire 

AND to his astonishment (and, frankly, disappointment) they repent.  

On a symbolic level this is a representation of the People of God, Israel. 

Fleeing in disobedience from their sacred task of preaching repentance to 

the world, God has them cut off and sacrificed – only to arrange for their 



salvation by the great fish – Dagon the god of the Babylonians – where 

their exile takes place and they recovenant  themselves to God. Jonah, 

‘the silly dove’, is the Israel of God.  

Either way, we recognise ourselves in this extraordinary story. God gives 

us a terrifying and seemingly unachievable task. Preach repentance to the 

world. We duly make our human assessment and try to hide or run away, 

thinking that it all depends on us and God is being unreasonable. We are 

embarrassed to find that our pagan fellow travellers are often more ardent 

in prayer and more in awe of God than we are. Faced with imminent 

mortality, we make our prayer and, please God, return to the task. 

As the Church of God we needs remember that the miracle is not worked 

by our power but by God’s. Our task is to be there and do it – and not, 

like Jonah, to bemoan the Lord’s mercy when He is favourable to the 

wicked who repent. 

Jonah is a personal story, a national story, a church story – a story of 

faithlessness and a story of mission and the folly of our failure to carry it 

out.  And the story of what eventually happens when we prefer the 

wisdom of God to our own narrow human assessments of reality. 

Spiritual exercise: Don’t run away from your calling. Be prepared to 

speak the truth of God’s Word. You will be surprised how many secretly 

agree. 
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