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As most of you here will be aware, at the major Jewish fasts and festivals it is customary to 

read from a particular scroll or book of the Tenakh. Every Yom Kippur we read from the book 

of Yonah. Those of you who were present at our last two Yom Kippur events will remember 

that I led a Bible study on this passage. Some people have not been too sure quite how to 

take the story. They have seen it as a fishy tale that has been hard for them to swallow. 

Heated debates have taken place as to whether Yonah should be viewed as a historical 

chronicle or a spiritual parable, and I myself have previously spent a considerable amount of 

time examining the historicity of the account and what can be deduced by taking note of the 

facts at our disposal. Today I want to take a fresh look and ask what the story of Yonah has to 

say to us. 

But to start with, why do we focus on the book of Yonah? Well, perhaps at a basic level 

because Yonah is a story of God’s anger towards sin, his declared intention to judge the 

Ninevites for their wickedness, the Ninevites’ earnest repentance on receiving Yonah’s 

prophetic warning and God’s mercy displayed in turning from his wrath and granting the 

Ninevites a reprieve. These themes are all clearly associated with Yom Kippur. And yet they 

are themes that can be found elsewhere in the Bible. We need look no further than the story 

of King David himself, not to mention any number of happenings that befell the Israelites in 

the course of Biblical history. God announced immanent judgement against King Ahab after 

the murder of Naboth only to postpone his sentence when he repented in sackcloth and 

ashes (1 Kings 21:17-29). Thus we see that the concepts embodied in the book of Yonah are a 

recurring motif throughout the Bible even without recourse to such passages from the 

Messianic writings as the parable of the prodigal son. What is it specifically about the book of 

Yonah that made it the scroll of choice most strongly associated with this day? 

At first sight it is a childish story told in the style of a fairly tale with an almost naive simplicity. 

Most of us will recall encountering it many times in children’s books and at Sunday or 

Shabbat school. Possibly given that Yom Kippur is such a sombre occasion and the services 

long and perhaps a little tedious for younger members of the congregation to endure, 

perhaps the book of Yonah is designed to engage a younger audience and ensure that the 

message of Yom Kippur is conveyed in a manner accessible to children who will one day be 

responsible for passing this heritage on down the generational line themselves. This may be 

so, but I would argue that the book of Yonah is more than merely a children’s parable. It is in 

my opinion very relevant to adults too.  

Could it be that the book of Yonah is designed to inject some comic relief into an otherwise 

humourless day? Certainly the character of Yonah is comic at times. In particular, the part in 

the story where the sailors accost Yonah and interrogate him regarding his religious 

affiliation. When he replies that he fears the God of heaven, who created the sea and the dry 

land, having previously told them that he was running away, one can well imagine the look of 

horror and incredulity on the sailors’ faces at Yonah’s apparently inexplicable decision to run 

away from the Omnipresent, to attempt to outmanoeuvre the Almighty and to confound the 

designs of the omniscient God of the universe. I can just imagine their open mouthed 

excalmation, “Ma zot asita?” (“You did what?”). Since most contemporary deities with which 
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the sailors would have been familiar, would have been parochial in nature, confined to a 

particular locality, having one or two peoples within their jurisdiction, or concerned with 

perhaps one or two elements of human existence, helping Yonah to escape may not at first 

have struck them as a futile endeavour. However, having found themselves in deep water and 

deep trouble they subsequently learn that they have cast in their lot with a man in his finitude 

who is pitting himself against the infinite. What kind of insanity could have possessed him? 

King Canute’s fabled attempt to revoke the tide seems relatively sane by comparison. 

Then there is the inherent contradiction in Yonah’s reply: ‘I fear the God of heaven’ and yet 

fear in this context would imply submission to God’s will, respect for his decrees and an 

acknowledgement of God’s Lordship. Yet far from performing dutiful service Yonah is acting 

in deliberate defiance, and to cap it all does not even seem perturbed at how God might take 

this. While the sailors who neither know nor fear God are panic stricken we find Yonah 

blissfully asleep in the bottom of the boat as though he hadn’t a care in the world. This is 

most ironic to say the least. 

Incidentally, there is another apparent irony in the very title of the book itself. For in Hebrew 

‘Yonah’ means dove, and unlike in English where names are often merely a convenient label, 

in Hebrew names are regarded as having a kind of prophetic significance regarding a 

person’s character and destiny. However in this case there seems to be some sort of joke 

intended, for whereas doves are widely regarded as messengers of peace, Yonah’s message 

is one of judgement. “Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed!” - a far cry from “Peace 

upon earth and goodwill to men!” He is sent to tell the Ninevites that they only have forty 

days to live; and yet Yonah himself has a sneaky suspicion that there is more here than meets 

the eye. After all if God were going to destroy the Ninevites, why not just to it? No need to 

send a prophet! And why give them forty days notice? Why not dispatch them at once and 

be done with it? In biblical numerology the number 40 signifies testing, so clearly God was 

waiting to discover how the Ninevites would take the announcement. 

   Now another common association that people make with doves is meekness, and yet far 

from meekly obeying the voice of HaShem, Yonah rebels and acts in open defiance. So 

‘Yonah’ is in fact a contradiction in terms. 

Another moment in the story that causes me to break into an inward smile is where after 

being nearly shipwrecked on the boat, thrown overboard, nearly drowned in the depths of 

the ocean, swallowed by a monstrous sea creature and carried in its belly for nigh on three 

days, Yonah finally gets on his knees and agrees to act as God’s messenger to the Ninevites. 

It’s like someone who having been completely checkmated in a game of chess, then offers to 

resign. It’s not as though Yonah had many options open to him at this stage is it? 

Moving on in the story, having just become the most successful prophet in human history, 

the envy of every evangelist, pastor and rabbi in the world, having had everyone who heard 

his message repent in sackcloth and ashes: in fact, not only those who heard his message, but 

in the case of the sailors, those who only briefly encountered his person; and remember too 

that Yonah had only got a third of the way across Nineveh before a royal edict was passed to 

cause everyone without exception to turn to God in penitence. Even the animals were forced 

to repent, although what sort of wickedness they might have been guilty of is not clear from 
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the story. You might have thought that Yonah would be at least a little gratified that his 

message had been taken to heart. I’m sure rabbi would not grouch if after delivering a one 

sentence sermon the whole of Leicestershire fell to its knees and started crying out to 

HaShem. If there were an X-Factor show for prophets, Yonah would surely be the number 

one star and yet he falls into total depression and becomes a reclusive hermit. He bewails 

(excuse the pun) God’s mercy - the same mercy that God had shown to him and to Israel; 

and pleads with God to be put out of his misery. 

Finally, to round off his catalogue of amusing and incongruous acts, he goes ballistic over the 

death of a single plant, all the while having no empathy whatsoever towards the inhabitants 

of a metropolis so vast as to support 60,000 infants, according to the narrative.  

The story is thus replete with amusing ironies, but I believe it is more than a bit of light 

entertainment at the end of a tiring day. A nod to shortened concentration spans, as our 

attention is surely flagging by now, due to lowered blood sugar from the fast. The humour 

may be intentional, but if it is meant to make us laugh, it is meant to make us laugh at 

ourselves too. The way that I interpret Yonah is as a piece of satire. By laughing at the 

unfortunate protagonist we perceive the folly that we ourselves are prone to and hopefully 

avoid those same pitfalls. 

It may be as ridiculous to hide from God as an ostrich burying its head in the sand or as a 

child in a game of hide and seek, attempting self concealment by covering his own eyes. And 

yet which of us at some point in our lives has not held out against God, attempted to resist 

his will, or sought to avoid the oftentimes uncomfortable call of his voice, through fear, or 

embarrassment or wilfulness. The fact that we are all here today and that God in his word 

commands us to keep this particular Yom Tov in perpetuity is testament to the fact that all of 

us are in need of repentance, and that means that we have strayed in some way from God’s 

Torah. Some of these errors will no doubt have been inadvertent, but it is also the case that 

very often we behave differently when we are consciously being observed by a third party. 

There are impulses we may have acted upon, things we may have said this year, which, were 

our actions being televised live to the nation, we might have had second thoughts about. I 

am sure this is the case with Donald Trump, indeed this could be said of many politicians. Are 

we, I wonder, for our part, any different? One might like to think so, since if we truly believe in 

an omniscient God who takes a keen interest in human affairs, then nothing we say or do in 

public or in private is off the record. And yet we often act as though it were. Our 

consciousness of God’s presence is frequently at fault. We often behave as though no all-

seeing eye could follow our every move. In other words like practical, if not theoretical 

atheists. And like Yonah our professed fear of HaShem is in word only and not deed. 

Sometimes our disobedience to God may have resulted in us being backed into a corner. 

And perhaps like Israel in our times of trouble we have cried out to HaShem vowing to be 

more circumspect in following him in future: more fastidious in prayer and more spiritually 

minded. Yet when our feet are not being held to the fire, it is amazing how quickly a different 

frame of mind will take hold and our resolve begins to weaken. As it happens, the depiction 

of Yonah and his begrudging surrender after already having been taken captive, is not so far 

removed from our own life experiences. 
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Now clearly since all of us are here today of our own volition, and have subjected ourselves 

to the most intense discipline, denying ourselves food and water for the sake of honouring 

God’s commandments we cannot be all that bad. At this point in the day’s events we may be 

feeling rather pleased with ourselves. We are well on the way to completing our vigil, and our 

duty as regards Yom Kippur is almost done. Perhaps now would be a good time to give 

ourselves a pat on the back. Not only have we done our best all year to follow God’s Torah, 

we have repented of any slip-ups we have made along the way. And as we all know 

repentance Yom-Kippur style is no mere trifling apologetic word. It really hurts to give up 

food and other such necessities so evidently there can be no doubting our sincerity. If we 

have gone astray at all we tell ourselves, “That isn’t really what I am like, I was having an off 

day, that behaviour was out of character for me, I’m a good natured, well-meaning person.” 

Other folks however out there who don’t follow HaShem’s commandments like we do, well 

we wouldn’t be in their shoes would we? Those who follow their traditions rather than Torah! 

God is going to show them the error of their ways before long isn’t he? Before we know it we 

have become consumed by spiritual pride, looking down on others, despising those whose 

theological perspectives differ from our own. If we see God working through people whose 

religious practice is thoroughly pagan in nature, we are apt to dismiss this as a sham, not 

really the genuine article. And when we see some apparently flagrant violation of Torah 

principles in another person we are quick to pass judgement and to write that person off. 

Without realising it we begin manifesting ‘elder brother’ syndrome and like Yonah we sit afar 

off waiting impatiently for God to “deal” with that person.  

I don’t know whether you have been completely betrayed, offended or hurt by another 

person without the slightest cause or justification. Perhaps you have been lied about, 

humiliated or hung out to dry. Maybe someone you loved has been taken from you, turned 

against you and maybe you have suffered massive financial loss and emotional damage. 

Maybe the state and legal system has sided with that other person and you prayed to God 

for truth to prevail and for a fair and positive outcome, but God seemingly didn’t intervene 

on your behalf. If so, I wonder whether you were anxious to be a messenger of goodwill and 

reconciliation to that person? Was your preoccupation to see mercy prevail, or merely justice 

done? C.S. Lewis put it like this:  

“Everyone thinks forgiveness is a lovely idea until he has something to forgive.”  

Sometimes in the midst of our own tribulations and trials we forget that we are first and 

foremost recipients of God’s mercy, and our need for forgiveness outweighs our need for 

justice. If justice were meted out without mercy, we would be no better off. In fact we should 

be a good deal worse off. If we are not careful we could end up being like the unmerciful 

servant recounted in the Besorah according to Mattityahu. 

Sometimes our priorities are not God’s priorities. We fall into depression when our own 

comfort and convenience is threatened, like Yonah with his plant, and yet when it comes to 

other peoples’ souls, particularly the souls of people we don’t like, we are not particularly 

bothered. 

Satire is a literary form in which vices, folly and shortcomings are held up to ridicule, ideally 

with the intent of shaming individuals, or society in general into improvement. Although 
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satire is usually meant to be humorous, its greater purpose is constructive social criticism, 

using wit to draw attention to both particular and wider issues in society or a societal group. 

For me then the book of Yonah, while it features a real character against an actual historical 

backdrop, is first and foremost satirical, since it exposes the prejudices and irrational attitudes 

that we as God’s people so often fall prey to and it invites us by means of gentle humour to 

change our ways. 


