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You and your children have of course heard the story. A big fish swallows the prophet Jonah when he tries 
to evade a commandment to preach repentance to the people of Nineveh. The fish coughs him up onto 
the shore after three days. Jonah, reluctantly, goes to preach in Nineveh, and the people and king repent 
and are saved. Notably, Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh and would rather have seen Nineveh 
destroyed, for reasons that are not explained in the story. 
 
On the afternoon of a “normal” Yom Kippur, the entire Book of Jonah is read as the haftarah. A few verses 
from the Book of Micah are added to give the reading an uplifting ending. The congregation during this 
haftarah reading is usually pretty small, because most people don’t arrive until closer to the evening service 
and the final Neilah service. This year, the reading will be abbreviated as part the adjustments related to 
COVID-19. 
 
For five years, I’ve been reading this haftarah. I like to read the Jonah haftarah because it was my wife’s 
father’s customary role at his synagogue in Weston, Florida. I wear his tallit when I do the reading. 
Knowing this is coming up, I think about Jack all during Elul.  
 
Let me share three things I learned from the footnotes in my copy of Jonah. 
 
In the story, Jonah is said to have uttered a poetic prayer while within the belly of the fish. If you read it 
closely, you’ll notice that he’s giving thanks for his rescue, before he’s actually been rescued. The footnote 
suggests that the author of the story incorporated an already popular hymn into the story, even though the 
lyrics do not exactly fit the plot. 
 
I mentioned that there’s no explanation in the story for why Jonah is not happy that Nineveh repents and is 
spared from destruction. The Jews hearing the story back when it was first circulated were well aware of 
the reason, and so they did not need any explanation for Jonah’s behavior. The reason Jonah is unhappy 
that Nineveh is spared is because Nineveh and Babylon were long-time enemies of the Jewish people. 
Nineveh’s rulers were responsible for the destruction of the first temple in Jerusalem, massive loss of Jewish 
lives, and the exile of many of the surviving Jewish elite to Babylon. 
 
The story has some details that could not literally be true, even though they are not presented as miracles. 
No city in the world at that time was so big it would take three days to walk across it. Horses and cattle do 
not repent or wear sackcloth, as is described in the story. These exaggerated elements serve to get the 
audience’s attention, like ALL CAPS in a tweet. However, it’s quite likely that the author and the audience 
did believe in the truth of the several miracles that are part of the story: the sea calming in an instant after 
Jonah is thrown overboard, Jonah surviving for three days inside a fish, and a photosynthetic vine growing 
overnight in the dark. 
 
I hope you will find time during Elul to click here and read the entire Book on your own. It’s quite short. 
 
NEXT YEAR IN THE SANCTUARY! 
 


