The Book of Jonah

On Yom Kippur at Mincha we read that fascinating Book of Jonah which tells one of the most enchanting stories in the world and which carries some of the sublimest lessons in the literature of religion.

The question that rises naturally to our mind is: Why do we read this book on Yom Kippur, the most solemn day of the Jewish year?  It is a highly controversial work and has evoked the most varied and most conflicting opinions of scholars and critics.

Let us look for a moment at this little gem of sacred Hebrew writing.  It bears the name of a prophet – Jonah, son on Amittai – who lived in the days of Jeroboam II, King of Northern Israel.  He flourished round about the year 800 to 750 B.C.E. this is about 2,700 years ago.  He prophesised, we are told in the second Book of Kings, that this ruler, Jeroboam, wicked as he was, would restore the territories of his kingdom to the farthest limits they had ever attained and would be the richest and most powerful King Israel had possessed since the halcyon days of King Solomon.  The prophesy came true.  It is generally agreed that this Jonah was the prophet who gave his name to our book.  The story is well-known and need not here be re-told.  It is a simple tale and gives a satisfying sense of completeness but it flings down a challenge.  Why did Jonah even attempt to flee from G-d?  Was he foolish?  Was he a coward?  Did he panic?  What made him do so apparently stupid a  thing which even an ordinary Israelite would know was a futile venture.

Jonah was no fool.  He knew perfectly well that his flight was doomed to failure, but like all the prophets he used this dramatic method as a means of driving home the great moral lesson that flight from G-d was impossible.  And that lesson is as applicable today as it was those many centuries ago.  We may invent rockets that will take us to the planets.  We may descend by submarine to the bottom of the ocean.  We may circle the earth in satellites but go where we will, “where shall I hide from your presence?”  G-d is still close beside us. 

Jonah was no coward.  There was no braver man alive.  It required courage to admit, as he did – a stranger among rude strangers – “I am a Hebrew, I do not believe in your idols, in your form of worship.  I fear the G-d of Heaven and Earth!”  It required even more courage to confess that he was fleeing from that great G-d.  It required a supreme act of courage to say “cast me into the sea,” and perhaps the greatest act of courage he performed was to come to a foreign capital and announce to people he did not know and who did not know him that the city would shortly be overthrown.  Significantly, when the prophet Amos made a similar pronouncement against the King of Israel he was unceremoniously banished from the country on pain of death.

He did not panic.  He was ramming home a lesson to his own people.  They refused to listen to the warnings and the castigations of the numerous prophets whom G-d had sent to instruct them.  They mocked at their prophecies, they even insulted G-d’s messengers and stoned them to death.  It is no use talking to them, of no avail to admonish them.  Far more profitable is it to talk to the heathen.  At least, these listen and take note!

Indirectly, this message is really addressed to the Jewish people.  The implications are somewhat as follows:  If G-d listens to the prayers of the heathen, how much more likely is He to listen to the prayers of Israel, His own children, the people for whom He has cared and whom He has tended and loved from the day He brought them out of Egypt to the present time.  All He asks for is a return to Him.  No matter how sinful a man or nation may have been, by the power of repentance they can be saved on the Great Judgment Day.  Even at the brink of destruction, a return to G-d may save everything. “For Thou dost not delight in the death of a person: if he turns from his way he will live.” 

Teshuvah, say our Sages, is the most efficacious instrument G-d has given man for righting his wrongs.  What, asks the Yalkut should a sinner do to escape punishment?  Let him repent and he will be forgiven.

Today, with our unprecedented scientific discoveries, we tend to forget that life and death are still in the hands of G-d.  We arrogantly tend to enthrone man over the Almighty.  The inter-continental ballistic weapons, the power to destroy the world by merely pressing a button, has filled us with conceit and made us regard ourselves as veritable gods.  We dare not forget that behind all these discoveries there is an inscrutable G-d who is the final arbiter of man’s destiny.  Let us resolve to contribute, in some small measure, to the establishment and maintenance of a finer, nobler, saner social world.
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