The Book of Jonah and the Days of Awe

Jeffrey H. Tigay


A leitmotif in the liturgy of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur is the recitation of God's thirteen attributes:

The Lord! The Lord! A merciful and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin, and pardoning....

This list of God's merciful qualities is highly reassuring to the Jew facing the Heavenly Court in the season of judgment; but to anyone who knows his Bible, the list must appear puzzling, if not downright scandalous. It is a blatant example of a quotation lifted out of context, interrupting a sentence in the middle of a phrase for the sake of omitting the inconvenient sequel. For the last word in the list, "pardoning" (venaqqeh),1 is actually part of a phrase which reads in full, "but He surely does riot pardon" (venaqqeh lo yenaqqeh). The passage in question comes from Exodus 34:6-7 where Moses, who is trying to win God's pardon for Israel after the scandal of the golden calf, has succeeded in convincing God to reveal His qualities. After listing the twelve merciful attributes just quoted, God continues: "however, He surely does not pardon, but visits the iniquity of the fathers upon children and children's children, upon the third and fourth generations." In sum, God never entirely cancels guilt; it must always be paid for sooner or later, in one generation or another.2 Thus the passage as a whole conveys a balanced picture of God as both merciful and just. Yet whenever the passage is quoted in the prayerbook, as during the Days of Awe, we find, as it were, a distorted version in which all aspects of strict justice have been violently removed. How are we to account for this textual outrage within a religion which so venerates the written text of the Torah? By what strange path has the list of divine attributes come to include only merciful qualities?



The Book of Jonah represents a milestone along this path. Because of its helpfulness in answering our question, as well as its inherent fascination in many other respects, it is appropri​ate to review the findings of modern scholarship about the book.3 Although we may stray into colorful bypaths now and then, we shall not forget to return to our central question in the end.


Let us begin by summarizing the book's plot. Jonah is com​manded by God to go to Nineveh (the capital of Assyria, which would later exile the northern Kingdom of Israel) and proclaim judgment upon it because of the Ninevites' wickedness. But Jonah boards a ship and flees westward to Tarshish, in the opposite direction. However, God thwarts his escape by whipping up a violent storm which threatens the boat. When the passengers cast lots to discover on whose account the storm has arisen, Jonah owns up that he is fleeing from the service of the God of Heaven who made both sea and land, and suggests that they throw him overboard in order to quiet the storm. Reluctant to do so, the sailors try again to row back to shore, and only after further failure do they finally comply with Jonah's suggestion.


God provides a huge fish to swallow Jonah and thus prevent him from drowning. Jonah spends three days and nights in the fish's belly and prays to God in gratitude for his deliverance. At God's command the fish spews Jonah out onto dry land.


Act I of the drama, comprising chapters one and two of the book, thus ends with Jonah beaten into submission to God's will. Act II, comprising chapters three and four of the book, now begins on a note nearly identical to the opening of Act I, one of a series of details in which Act II was foreshadowed by Act I. God orders Jonah once again, "Go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim against it..." (3:2; compare 1:2), but this time He adds, "proclaim against it what I tell you," as if He now seeks to ensure Jonah's punctilious compliance. This time Jonah, in​stead of running "away from the Lord's service" (1:3) heads at once for Nineveh "in accordance with the Lord's command" (3:3). Arriving in the city he begins proclaiming, "Forty days more and Nineveh shall be overturned!" (3:4). When Jonah was no more than a third of the way through the city, the people believed God's word and went into mourning. The king himself proclaimed compre​hensive rites of penitence which would include even the animals, and commanded all to turn back from their evil ways and the injustice of which they were guilty. Just as the ship's passen​gers in Act I had cried out to their gods, and the captain urged Jonah to cry out to his on the grounds that "perhaps He will be kind to us and we will not perish" (1:5,6), now in Act II the king commands all to cry mightily to God, since "who knows but that God may turn and relent (veniham)? He may turn back from his wrath, so that we do not perish" (3:7-9). The Ninevites' reform works: the human turning produces a divine turning. When God sees that they have abandoned their evil ways, he renounces (vayyinahem) their punishment (3: 10).


This distresses Jonah greatly, and he now explains himself: This is why I ran away the first time, "For I know that you are a merciful and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in kind​ness, and renouncing (veniham) punishment" (4:2). Note for fur​ther discussion how this list of God's qualities – it sounds like an accusation in Jonah's mouth –  resembles the thirteen attributes.


Jonah now sits outside the city to see what will happen to it. God provides-note the same verb as used with the fish-a huge plant to grow over Jonah's head and "save him from his distress" (lehatsil lo meraato; 4:6); in view of the context this phrase means to save him from the physical distress which the burning sun would cause him; but one cannot miss the double entendre provided by a second, equally possible translation: to save Jonah from his distress over God's mercy. In other words, the giant plant is an educative device used by God to teach Jonah the value of mercy. After the plant has shaded Jonah for a day, God pro​vides (that word again!) a worm to attack it and cause it to wither, and then He provides a hot east wind to add to the heat of the sun to which Jonah was now exposed. Jonah grows faint and wishes to die. Just as the educative turning point of Act I came when Jonah was faint and near death (2:18), in Act II the lesson is driven home at a similar juncture. "Are you so deeply grieved about the plant?" God asks Jonah. "You cared about the plant, which you did not work for and which you did not grow, which appeared overnight and perished overnight. Should I not care about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than one hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as well!" (4:10-11).


Thus the second act ends like the first, with a divinely "provided" miracle designed to teach Jonah a lesson.4 The book's theme is thus the education of a prophet. Did Jonah learn from these miracles? That he finally went to Nineveh shows that the first miracle produced the desired effect: God was able to beat Jonah into submission by showing him that he could not escape the divine call. But the book gives no hint as to the effect of the second lesson on Jonah. It seems that at this point, now that God has explained himself, Jonah's response is no longer important to the narrator; it is the reader, as much as Jonah, who is left to ponder God's words.


In the Jewish liturgical calendar that pondering is supposed to take place on Yom Kippur. The Book of Jonah has been assigned a climactic role in the liturgy of the Days of Awe by being selected as the haftarah for the afternoon service of Yom Kippur, in other words, the final Biblical reading of the Ten Days of Penitence. Such an honored position would by itself lead us to ask how this choice came to be made, but our curiosity is com​pounded by the fact that the image which the name of Jonah calls to mind is one of prophetic pettiness and a miraculous fish story which seems too frivolous for such a solemn setting.



Jonah's three-day sojourn in the fish's belly is not, in fact, an essential feature of the book's message, but its color​ful and fantastic nature leaves us unsurprised at the fact that lovers and haters of the Bible alike have been arrested by it. Who can forget the claim of Sportin' Life, the archskeptic in Gershwin's Porgy and Bess, that "It ain't necessarily so...that [Jonah] made his home in / that fish's abdomen?" Since as early as the second century pagan critics of Judaism and Christianity have pointed to the episode in order to mock the Bible. How, they ask, could Jonah have been swallowed whole when a whale's gullet is not large enough to accommodate a human being? Or how did he avoid poisoning by the fish's gastric juices, or suffocation in the fish's belly?5 Embarrassed champions of the Bible were not unresourceful in its defense. Already in the twelfth century Abraham ibn Ezra hinted that Jonah's flight and stay inside the fish took place only in a vision. Others offered bolder explana​tions. In the fifteenth century Abarbanel held that the event was no less credible than the fact that fetuses live nine months in their mothers' wombs.6 More recently it has been claimed that the "Big Fish" was simply the name of a ship which rescued Jonah, or even the name of a hotel in which he stayed!7

All this feverish concern to rationalize the miracle stems from excessive preoccupation with its historical plausibility rather than its function within the narrative. In its context the fish episode is merely a device whereby Jonah's final attempt to escape his mission-by drowning-is thwarted.8


Why did Jonah flee from that mission in the first place? Jonah says he knew God would forgive the Ninevites and cancel their punishment (4:2). But what objection could Jonah possibly have to the forgiveness of the truly penitent? Since ancient times various answers have been suggested. One theory which has been expressed frequently goes back to the early days of the struggle between Judaism and Christianity, when commentators unsympathetic to Jews lost no opportunity to portray them as narrow minded bigots. According to this theory, Jonah wanted to exclude gentiles, such as the Ninevites, from God's compassion. The book was allegedly written to teach the intolerant Jews, whom Jonah represented, that God's mercy applies to all mankind. Another version of this interpretation holds that the Jews were why God had not yet punished the nations which had dealt them so much harm; the book was written to show them that these nations, too, deserved mercy. The fallacy of this line of interpretation is obvious, for nothing is further from the author's mind than the sins of Nineveh against Israel. The text makes it clear that the sins of which the Ninevites repent are "each man's evil ways" and "the injustice which is in their hands" (Jonah 3:8), not the oppression of Israel, not even idolatry, which the Ninevites are not asked to abandon. The Ninevites' sins apparently are those committed against each other.


The fact that the Ninevites are gentiles is thus not an issue in the story, but the very mention of the "sectarian" interpretation gives us an opportunity to take note of the sympa​thetic way the book portrays gentiles. At almost every turn they are shown as admirable, decent people. It is true that the Nine​vites are guilty of capital crimes, but the speed with which they acknowledge their guilt and heed Jonah's call for repentance is practically unparalleled among the Israelites themselves. In fact some Jewish commentators found in this circumstance the explana​tion for Jonah's flight: suspecting that the Ninevites would repent quickly, Jonah feared their alacrity would make Israel's stubbornness all the more apparent and increase its punishment. Not only the Ninevites, but the idolatrous passengers on Jonah's boat are portrayed favorably. Their first impulse is to reject throwing Jonah overboard and to try again to row to shore, and when they finally yield they pray to God not to hold them guilty of murder, since He has left them no other choice. The Rabbis were aware of the passengers' reluctance, and in their own mid​rashic way they magnified it. They stated that even after their final prayer to God the passengers could not resolve to let Jonah drown. So they first immersed him to his knees in the ocean; the storm then ceased, so they pulled him back into the boat, but the storm immediately began to rage again; then they lowered him to his navel, and when the sea calmed they drew him up again; when the storm began once more they lowered him to his neck, and when it calmed they lifted him up once more. But when the storm began a fourth time, they knew that Jonah was the cause of their danger and they abandoned him to the sea.9 These details have scant basis in the Biblical text, but in stressing the gentile passen​gers' moral sensitivity the Rabbis were surely acting in the spirit of the text. For the Book of Jonah makes clear that the Bible recognized the morality and decency of non-Israelites.


The oldest Jewish interpretation of the book holds that Jonah fled because he wished to protect his credibility. Since the Ninevites were sure to be forgiven, Jonah, who was to predict their doom, would look like a false prophet.10 A variation on this view holds that it was God's credibility that Jonah sought to protect. God's willingness to forgive and forget would destroy the fear of God; His word would become a mockery and men's trust in Him would be shaken if His threats were so easily evaded.11 The book does raise this problem. The divine threat is phrased in absolute terms; even a date is set. Yet after forty days Nineveh remains standing. One commentator cleverly sought to circumvent the problem by arguing that in Jonah's prediction of the over​turning of Nineveh, the word "overturned" had been equivocal, meaning either "overthrown" or "transformed," and because of Nineveh's repentance the latter meaning came true.l2 But such self-serving ambiguity offers the listener no direction; it is worthy of the Delphic Oracle,l3 but foreign to the spirit of Biblical prophecy, and the problem of nonfulfillment cannot be glibly evaded. It is not clear from the book itself whether Jonah is really concerned about credibility, but it is clear that God is not. God is willing to risk humiliation, to allow His word to be discredited, for the sake of compassion. Seen from this per​spective the Book of Jonah teaches that God is able and willing and even desirous of annulling His own threatening word.14


This supreme expression of divine sovereignty is not some​thing which we should take for granted. In the ancient Near East the immutability of gods' and kings' words was proverbial. When the Mesopotamian gods made Marduk their king in the creation myth Enuma Elish, they declared to him:l5
From this day unchangeable shall be your pronouncement. Your utterance shall be true, your command shall be impeachable.

A divine decree, once uttered, could not be canceled, but at best postponed or somehow redirected. When Sennacherib destroyed Babylon, we read in an inscription of Esarhaddon, Marduk wrote down seventy years as the term of the city's desolation; later, when he was appeased, the merciful god turned the tablet over which, given the form of cuneiform numerals, made the "70" look like an "11," and Marduk then ordered Babylon's restoration after eleven years.16 Note how even in his mercy the god's freedom of action is limited by his previous decree; he must resort to a trick to circumvent his own words! In this Marduk's sovereignty over his own words is no greater than that of King Ahasuerus who, in Esther 8:8 found that his decree permitting the slaughter of the Jews could not be simply revoked even though he wished it.


While the Bible nowhere considers God to be constrained by His decrees, several passages declare His consistency in execut​ing them. As Bilaam told Balak:

God is not man to be capricious, or mortal to renounce His plans (lehinnahem). Would He speak and not act, Promise and not fulfill?17 

(Numbers 23:19)


More than one repentant sinner in the Bible suffered at least partial punishment because his repentance had come after the divine decree. Indeed, when Saul sought to nullify God's rejec​tion of him by repenting of his sin, Samuel responded that "the Eternal of Israel neither lies nor renounces His plans (yinnahem), for He is not a man that he should renounce His plans (lehinnahem)" (I Samuel 15:29).18 Yet here is the Book of Jonah proclaiming with the very same Hebrew word (hinnahem)  that God does indeed renounce His threats! In this the Book of Jonah appears to follow a new idea, expressed most succinctly by the prophet Jeremiah, who quotes God as saying:

If any time I declare concerning a nation or kingdom that I shall pluck up and break down and destroy it, and that nation...turns away from its evil, I shall renounce (veniham​ti) the evil I planned against it. And if at any time I declare concerning a nation that I shall build and plant it, and it does evil in My sight, not listening to My voice, then I shall renounce (venihamti) the good which I planned for it. (Jeremiah 18:7-10)19
This new idea means that God's threats as well as promises are contingent; prophecy is conditional. Even categorical divine decrees are subject to modification in light of human behavior. This leads to a radical and paradoxical change in the role of the prophet: his greatest success comes in the obviation of his threat! For the prophet is no longer con​ceived as merely a herald announcing the coming doom, but as a watchman warning of the doom in an effort to avert it.20


This is a view of prophecy that Jonah apparently did not share. He was a member of the old school. The Book of Deuteronomy had defined a simple test for the truth of a prophet:


If the prophet speaks in the name of the Lord and the oracle does not come true, that oracle was not spoken by the Lord; the prophet has uttered it presumptuously.... (Deuteronomy 18:22)

Under this conception the job of prophecy seems simple: Speak what God tells you and you will always be proved right. History is intelligible, God's word always comes to pass, and the prophet is a celebrity. But how tragic is the new conception! Speak what God tells you, but speak it so effectively that the people will be moved to change their ways and thus obviate your dire predic​tion (cf. Jer. 26:18-19). If your reputation suffers in the process-that's a small price to pay for what you will have accom​plished!


We cannot be sure that Jonah is aware of this issue. What we discern in the mind of the author may not have been imputed by him to Jonah. Jonah's explicit words raise a different, though related, issue. If we wish to entirely avoid reading into Jonah's words, we must conclude that he is simply opposed to mercy. He is angry because God relents. Here, too, Jonah appears as the repre​sentative of an older point of view. To understand this view we must see the Book of Jonah in the context of a series of other Biblical narratives to which it is related. These stories belong to a category known as moral narratives.2l They include the story of Sodom and Gomorrah with Abraham's dialogue with God, the story of Job, Noah and the flood, the Garden of Eden, Cain and Abel, and the Tower of Babel. All of these stories, which deal with universal human moral problems, are essentially about non-Israel​ites. When Israelites, such as Abraham and Jonah, appear in them, their role is only incidental; the main protagonists, such as Job and Noah, are not Israelites. This is because the themes of these stories are universal, not peculiar to Israel.


Among these moral narratives, only the Book of Jonah gives a place to the concept of repentance. In the others the concept of strict justice reigns supreme: guilt must be paid for. To some extent these stories preserve an earlier conception of guilt which views it as an objective, almost physical force, somewhat comparable to disease. This concept of sin and guilt is well known from the ancient world. In Greece,

certain acts we find, such as murder, for example, were supposed to infect as with a stain not only the original offender but his descendants from generation to generation. Yet even so, the stain, it appears, was conceived to be rather physical than moral, analogous to disease both in its charac​ter and in the methods of its cure. Aeschylus tells us of the earth breeding monsters as a result of the corruption infused by the shedding of blood; and similarly a purely physical infection tainted the man or the race that had been guilty of crime. And as was the evil, so was the remedy. External acts and observations might cleanse and purge away what was re​garded as an external affection of the soul.22
Just as no one would think that a disease could be cured by turning one's back on it, so it was incompatible with this an​cient conception to think that guilt could be eradicated by repentance, by simply turning away from sin. Sin must be ritually or magically expiated, or expunged by punishment. The consequence of this conception in Mesopotamian religion was described by Henri Frankfort:

The Mesopotamians, while they knew themselves to be subject to the decrees of the gods, had no reason to believe that these decrees were necessarily just. Hence their penitential psalms abound in confessions of guilt but ignore the sense of sin; they are vibrant with despair, but not with contrition-with regret but not with repentance. The Mesopotamian recog​nized guilt by its consequences: when he suffered, he assumed that he had transgressed a divine decree. He confessed, in such a case, to be guilty, although he declared:

I do not know the offense against the god,

I do not know the transgression against the goddess.


When a fault had been committed, through whatever cause, the gods struck automatically. Hence the desire to expiate "the offense which I know and the offense which I do not know; which I have committed in negligence, as a crime, in care​lessness or in contempt."



Such a desire was not sufficient to alleviate the punishment; it was necessary to know which specific rule one had transgressed, since specific penances had been prescribed by the gods for each of them. We have met an instance of this belief in the correspondence of an Assyrian king: "Ea made (the earthquake), Ea will release (us from it). (For) whoever made the earthquake has also provided the lustral incantation against it." Thus everything pertaining to human guilt was likely to assume a mechanistic and gloomy aspect.23

The moral narratives in the Bible give no place to ritual-magical expiation, but apart from the Book of Jonah they are united in demanding punishment. No prophet is sent to warn the flood generation. Abraham pleads -- unsuccessfully -- for the sparing of the Sodomites, but that they might earn a pardon by repentance is never contemplated. Cain's punishment is mitigated by a sign protecting him from death, but he must still undergo banishment. To this series of moral narratives the Book of Jonah brings a revolutionary concept: repentance is efficacious. The victory of good over evil within the penitent heart is the most powerful expiation of all.


This message, too, is lost on Jonah. He is the advocate of strict justice. There is no suggestion in the book that Jonah is worried about setting a precedent which will be harmful to law and order. It is no long-range effect that he fears. He wants sin to be punished. He advocates a rigid and objective administration of justice in the universe. Jonah, in short, stands for that version of God's attributes which is found in the Torah, the list which states "but He surely does not pardon..." But although he favors this older conception, Jonah knows that it is no longer true, or at least not entirely. What angers him is that God "renounces punishment," as he charges in chapter four.


This new conception, opposed by Jonah but advocated by his biographer gained a foothold in Judaism. "God wants not the death of the sinner, but that he turn away from evil and live," as Ezekiel (18:23), followed by the High Holiday Mahzor, puts it. God explains his feelings to Jonah by means of the withering plant: God cares for man, whom He created and cultivated. Men fall into sin out of moral ignorance. Shall he not spare them if He can?


This new conception never entirely pushed aside the older one of strict justice. The two have lived side by side, in crea​tive tension within Judaism ever since. The Book of Jonah, fol​lowing Jeremiah and others, proved that at times God does pardon. What, now, was to be done with the list of divine attributes, enshrined in the Torah, which declared that God naqqeh lo yennaq​qeh, surely does not pardon? Just as the evolving standards of society have demanded reinterpretation of the United States Constitution, so it now became necessary to reinterpret the crucial attribute "He surely does not pardon." The Hebrew phrase means literally "pardoning He does not pardon." The rabbis solved the problem by reading the phrase literally and dividing it into two parts: "pardoning" applies to the penitent, "He does not pardon" to the unrepentant. But the latter quality, and the other attributes of strict justice which follow it in the Torah, have no place in the prayers of the repentant, and so they were omit​ted from the liturgy. Those who wish to transform their lives want only to recall that such a transformation is possible and acceptable. The Book of Jonah, recited on Yom Kippur afternoon when the verdict of the Heavenly Court is drawing near, encour​ages that effort with the assurance that success is possible.24
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