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In this contemplative exercise, we explore being “in the belly of the whale” as a metaphor for difficult times in our lives and examine what to do when we're there. In the Book of Jonah, God instructs Jonah to go to Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, and call them to repent. The Israelites were enemies of the Assyrians, yet God orders Jonah to go and preach to them. Jonah refuses to obey and boards a boat for Tarshish in Spain instead—about as far from Nineveh as he can get. But God sends a great storm, Jonah admits his disobedience, is thrown overboard by the crew to calm the angry God, and is swallowed by a whale. He remains “in the belly of the whale” for three days before being spat out onto dry land. Still holding bitterness toward the Assyrians, Jonah reluctantly travels to Nineveh. There, he obediently preaches, the people repent, and God turns His wrath away from Nineveh.
Sometimes leaders face times that are especially difficult and lonely. The old solutions no longer seem to work. They feel out of control and are swallowed into the “belly of the whale”—those shadowy places where they must confront parts of themselves that have been hidden. They have to wrestle with uncomfortable truths, be humbled, and then emerge transformed and, like Jonah, once he was vomited up, better prepared to serve God as leaders. 
Scripture
From inside the belly of the whale Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. He said: “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From deep in the realm of the dead I called for help, and you listened to my cry. 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. I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple. The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever. But you, LORD my God, brought my life up from the pit. When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple. Those who cling to worthless idols turn away from God’s love for them. But 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.’” And the Lord commanded the whale, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land (Jonah 2:1-10).
What I ask God for
I ask God for an understanding of the difficult and lonely times in my leadership journey where old answers didn’t seem to work.
The scene
Imagine you are swallowed by something vast and dark. Describe the belly of your “whale.” You are trapped, suspended between life and death. In this space, you begin to argue with God. What do you say? What do you feel? What do you discover about yourself? Then you realize something important. It is a turning point. There is a shift from despair to faith, or from confusion to clarity. What is your turning point? You are “vomited” back into the world. What has changed? What promise do you make as you step again onto dry land?
Questions to contemplate
I begin by drawing a leadership timeline. Above it, I write times of joy and success. Below it, I write the difficult and lonely times.
1. As I ponder my leadership timeline, what do I notice?
2. What was God trying to teach me when I was in the “belly of the whale”?
3. How have I emerged from the “belly of the whale” transformed as a leader?
