The Book Jonah: Part 1
Alex Hecht ahecht@torontotorah.com Pasy 1c¥®

e Who was Jonah?

1. Melachim | 17:17-24 (chabad.org tr.)
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And he prostrated himself on the boy three times, and he called to the Lord and said, "O Lord, my G-d, restore,
please, the soul of this child within him." And the Lord hearkened to the voice of Elijah and the child's soul
returned within him, and he lived. And Elijah took the child and he brought him down from the upstairs
chamber to the house, and he gave him to his mother. And Elijah said, "See, your son is alive." And the woman
said to Elijah, "Now I know that you are a Man of G-d and the word of the Lord that is in your mouth, is true."

2. Midrash Socher Tov 26:7 (ArtScroll tr.)
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The son of the widow of Tzorfat [the child whom Elijah brought back to life] was Jonah. He was a complete
tzaddik.

3. Abarbanel to Jonah 1:1 (R’ Torczyner tr.)
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Jonah’s story was recorded among the holy texts not because of Nineveh, but because of Jonah, the strength of
his piety and the miracle performed for him, and so that we would know that the word of G-d will stand forever.

e Chronology in history

4. The Book of Jonah, ArtScroll, p. xxvi
The date of Jonah’s mission to Nineveh is not known...At any rate, it most certainly took place during the reign
of Jeroboam, from 3114-3153 (646-607 B.C.E.).

e Chronology in Jonah’s prophetic career

5. Melachim Il 14:23-25 (chabad.org tr.)

¥ Wy (72) (W NOX) 00V TP DR 12n WRIY 12 0y 120 A7 T2n WRI 12 32 MY Ay wen nawa (30)

7272 13T 0 TV N0 RPN 2XW 2123 DX WD XIT (72) 2872 DX RO00T W 0 13 DY MNUT 230 79 XY ) YR
90T NI IR RO3T 0NN 13 M 7Y 722 127 W R PR PP

In the fifteenth year of Amaziah the son of Joash the king of Judah, Jeroboam the son of Joash the king of

Israel, ruled in Samaria forty-one years. And he did what was evil in the eyes of the Lord; he did not turn away

from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat that he had caused Israel to sin. He restored the boundary of

Israel from the approach to Hamath until the sea of the Arabah, according to the word of the Lord, G-d of Israel,

which He spoke through his servant Jonah the son of Amittai the prophet, who was from Gath-hepher.
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6. Talmud, Yevamot 98a (Koren tr.)
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The Master said that Rabbi Akiva inferred from the verse “And the word of the Lord came to Jonah a
second time, saying” that the Divine Presence spoke with him only a second time. However, a third time the
Divine Presence did not speak with him. The Gemara asks: Isn’t it written with regard to King Jeroboam ben
Joash: “He restored the border of Israel from the entrance of Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah, according
to the word of the Lord, the G-d of Israel, which He spoke by the hand of His servant Jonah the son of
Amittai, the prophet” (11 Kings 14:25)? Evidently, Jonah prophesied at least once more.

7. Midrash, Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 10 (Friedlander tr.)
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On the fifth day Jonah fled before his G-d. Why did he flee?

e Because on the first occasion when (G-d) sent him to restore the border of Israel, his words were
fulfilled, as it is said, "And he restored the border of Israel from the approach to Hamath" (11 Kings
14:25).

e On the second occasion (G-d) sent him to Jerusalem to (prophesy that He would) destroy it. But the
Holy One, blessed be He, did according to the abundance of His tender mercy and repented of the evil
(decree), and He did not destroy it; thereupon they called him a lying prophet.

e On the third occasion, (G-d) sent him against Nineveh to destroy it.

e Why is Jonah included in Tanach?

8. Radak to Jonah 1:1 (VBM tr.)
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One may ask: Why was this sefer included among the holy books? After all, it is all about Nineveh, which is a
gentile nation, and it does not discuss Yisrael at all, and there is no other story in the Nevi im like it. One can
suggest that it was written to give mussar to Yisrael, because a gentile nation immediately repented after the
first time it was rebuked, as opposed to Yisrael, who were rebuked many times but did not repent... And also to
teach that G-d has mercy on all those who repent, Jew and gentile, and He forgives all, especially if they are
many.

9. Zohar, Shemot pg. 199a (R’ Torczyner tr.)
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Yonah, who descends into the boat, is the soul of a person which descends to this world to live in the body of a
person. Why is it called a ““Yonah”? Because once it partners with a body like this, it suffers (yonah) in this
world, as it is said, “And you shall not cause one another to suffer (tonu).”



e Why did G-d dispatch Jonah to Nineveh?

10. Jonah 1:2 (chabad.org tr.)
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Avrise! Go to Nineveh, the great city, and proclaim against it, for their evil has come before Me.

11. The Book of Jonah, ArtScroll, p. 79
Nineveh was the principal city of Assyria, Israel’s bitterest enemy, and is mentioned often in Scripture. It lay on
the east bank of the Tigris...and as we see below (4:11), its population exceeded 120,000.

12. 1bn Ezra to Jonah 1:2
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The [Ninevites] were fearers of G-d in earlier days. Only now, in the days of Jonah, did they begin to do evil.
Had they not originally been upstanding people, [G-d] would not have sent a prophet to them. We see that they
returned with a repentance unlike any other, and we do not find it written that they destroyed idolatrous altars or
tore down statues. From this we learn that they were not idolators.

13. Malbim to Jonah 1:2
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[Jonah’s] mission was not for the sake of Nineveh, for we do not find that G-d sends prophets from among
Israel to bring idolaters to repentance, for [His] Providence is only connected powerfully enough with the Jews
to send prophets. G-d’s Providence over Nineveh was only for the sake of the Jews: [G-d intended Assyria to be
the “rod of his anger” to punish Israel by destroying the Northern Kingdom and exiling the Ten Tribes. Had
Assyria remained as wicked as it was in Jonah’s time, simple justice would have not permitted that it be G-d’s
tool to punish Israel, which, wicked though Israel may have become, was still more righteous than the thieving,
violent Assyrians. Therefore, G-d dispatched Jonah to cause Nineveh, the Assyrian capital, to repent, and thus
become worthy of its mission - ArtScroll commentary to 1:3], and Israel stiffened their necks from hearing.

e Jonah’s escape: where and why?

14. Jonah 1:3 (chabad.org tr.)
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And Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from before the Lord, and he went down to Jaffa, found a ship going to
Tarshish, paid its fare, and went down into it to come with them to Tarshish from before the Lord.

15. Rashi to Jonah 1:3 (chabad.org tr.)
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I.e, to a sea named Tarshish, which is outside the Holy Land. He said, “I will flee to the sea, for the Shechinah
does not rest outside the Holy Land.” Said the Holy One, blessed be He, to him, “By your life, [ have
messengers like you to send after you and fetch you from there.” This is illustrated by an allegory of a priest’s
slave who fled from his master and entered a cemetery [making it impossible for his master to retrieve him]. His
master said to him, “I have slaves like you to send after you and fetch you from there.” Now what did Jonah see
that he did not wish to go to Nineveh? He said, “The gentiles are quick to repent. Should I prophesy to them and
they repent, I will be found condemning Israel, who do not heed the words of the prophets.” [from Mechilta,

Exodus 12:1]

16. Midrash, Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 10 (R’ Torczyner tr.)
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Jonah judged for himself, saying, “I know that the nations are close to repentance. Now they will repent, and G-
d will send His anger against Israel. Further, it is enough that Israel calls me a false prophet; now, the nations
will, too!”

17. Midrash, Mechilta Bo
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Jonah defended the honor of the child rather than the honor of the Father.

18. Midrash, Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael Bo 1 (R’ Torczyner tr.)
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You know that the Shechinah is not revealed outside Israel, as it is written, “And Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish
from before G-d.” Was he truly fleeing from before G-d? It is already written, “Where can I flee from Your
spirit” ... Rather, Jonah said, “I will leave Israel, to a place where the Shechinah is not revealed.”

19. Midrash, Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 10 (Friedlander tr.)
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Jonah went down to Jaffa, but he did not find there a ship in which he could embark, for the ship in which Jonah
might have embarked was two days' journey away from Jaffa, in order to test Jonah. What did the Holy One,
blessed be He, do? He sent against it a mighty wind on the sea and brought it back to Jaffa. Then Jonah saw and
rejoiced in his heart, saying, “Now I know that my ways will prosper before me” [i.e., he considered this Divine
approval for his action].

e Why are we told that Jonah paid the fare?

20. Radak to Jonah 1:3 (R’ Torczyner tr.)
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The price that was appropriate for him to give; he said he would pay it, or he paid up front. In derash it is taught
that he paid the price of the entire boat, so that it would rush to travel and not wait for merchants and
merchandise, for he wanted to flee quickly. They used this to support the idea that prophecy is manifest only
upon a wealthy person.
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e Jonah’s descent

21. Jonah 1:4-5 (chabad.org tr.)
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Now the Lord cast a mighty wind into the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, and the ship
threatened to be broken up. And the sailors were frightened, and each one cried out to his god, and they cast the
cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them, and Jonah went down to the ship's hold, lay down,
and fell fast asleep.

22. Prof. Alan Jotkowitz, “Reading Yona with the Rambam, the Rav, and R. Lichtenstein,”
http://etzion.org.il/
These literary allusions echo R. Soloveitchik's description of the death of the se’ir hamishtalei’ach, the
sacrificial scapegoat:

The mishna in Yoma describes the ultimate fate of the scapegoat in the ritual: "It went backward, and it rolled
and descended (771 2323ann X3y 1INk 19073) until it was halfway down the mountain, where it became
dismembered into many parts.” Can there be a more accurate description of what sin itself does to a person?
Even before his total descent, he is broken apart, an object victim of gravity. Sin transforms a person into
someone who is acted upon or influenced... Regarding sin, an analogy is made to sleep. Sleep is an absolute
passive state, in which man is a pure object. The insistent demands of the shofar, according to the Rambam, is
the imperative to awaken oneself.

23. Jonah 1:7 (chabad.org tr.)
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And they said, each one to his fellow, "Come, let's cast lots, so that we will know because of whom this evil has
befallen us." So they cast lots, and the lot fell upon Jonah.

24. Prof. Alan Jotkowitz, “Reading Yona with the Rambam, the Rav, and R. Lichtenstein,”
http://etzion.org.il/
The "casting of lots" is also an allusion to the lottery that occurred in the Temple on Yom Kippur to select the
se’ir ha-mishtalei’ach. In fact, after Yona was chosen, “they picked up Yona and heaved him into the sea” —
remarkably parallel to the fate of the scapegoat. Like the scapegoat, Yona was chosen to be cast off from G-d's
presence, and like the vessels that were cast of the ship to lighten the load, Yona was reduced to a passive
object.

25. Jonah 1:6 (chabad.org tr.)
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And the captain approached him and said to him, "Why do you sleep? Get up, call out to your G-d, perhaps G-d
will think about us, and we will not perish."

26. Prof. Alan Jotkowitz, “Reading Yona with the Rambam, the Rav, and R. Lichtenstein,” http:/etzion.org.il/
The call of the ship captain to Yona to wake up — "How can you sleep so soundly?! Arise, call to your G-d.
Perhaps G-d will pay us mind and we will not perish” (ibid. 1:6) — can be seen as analogous to the sound of the
shofar of Rosh Hashana, the purpose of which is to awaken us from our sinful stupor.
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As the Rambam writes:
Even though the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashana is a divine decree, a hint of its purpose was given to
us: to awaken the sleeping from their slumber and the comatose from their stupor in order to search their actions

and return with teshuva. (Hilkhot Teshuva 3:4)

e Fear inspires repentance

27. Jonah 1:5, 10, 16 (chabad.org tr.)
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And the sailors were frightened, and each one cried out to his god, and they cast the cargo that was in the ship
into the sea to lighten it for them, and Jonah went down to the ship's hold, lay down, and fell fast asleep.
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And the men were very frightened, and they said to him, "What is this that you have done?" For the men knew
that he was fleeing from before the Lord, because he had told them
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And the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and they made sacrifices to the Lord and made vows.

28. Midrash, Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 10 (Friedlander tr.)
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The sailors saw all the signs, the miracles, and the great wonders which the Holy One, blessed be He, did unto
Jonah, and they stood and every one cast away his god, as it is said, "They that regard lying vanities forsake
their own shame™ (Jonah 2:8). They returned to Jaffa and went up to Jerusalem and circumcised the flesh of
their foreskins, as it is said, "And the men feared the Lord exceedingly; and they offered a sacrifice unto the
Lord" (Jonah 1:16). Did they offer sacrifice? But this (sacrifice) refers to the blood of the covenant of
circumcision, which is like the blood of a sacrifice. And they made vows every one to bring his children and all
belonging to him to the G-d of Jonah; and they made vows and fulfilled them - and it is regarding converts such
as these that we mention [in Shemoneh Esrei]: “upon the righteous converts...”

29. Prof. Alan Jotkowitz, “Reading Yona with the Rambam, the Rav, and R. Lichtenstein,”
http://etzion.org.il/
The chapter ends with the sailors "offering a sacrifice to G-d and taking vows." They appear to exemplify the
process of teshuva mei-yira, repentance from fear, whose impetus is crisis but is nevertheless acceptable and
even praiseworthy in the eyes of G-d...

This kind of teshuva seems particularly appropriate for Rosh Hashana, the day of year where the Jewish People
in a sense crown G-d as the King of the world and accept his dominion, as beautifully expressed in the
Malkhiyot prayers of Musaf. Rosh Hashana has a universal aspect to it as well, as the kingship of G-d applies to
all the nations of the world. It was this kingship that the sailors recognized and paid homage to with their
prayers, sacrifices, and repentance.
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