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One of the most talked-about news stories this past summer was the one about the 

JetBlue flight attendant who had had enough. As his plane was approaching the 

gate, after a particularly stressful day, he got on the loudspeaker, shared a few 

choice words, grabbed a beer or two, opened up the emergency door, and slid 

down the emergency exit chute, and onto the tarmac. He had had enough and he 

wasn’t “going to take it any more” (Network, 1976). 

He wasn’t the first guy to say, “I’m out of here!” In 1947, a bus driver in the Bronx 

climbed behind the wheel of his bus and, instead of following his usual route, took 

off for Florida. It was about 1,300 miles in the wrong direction. There was an all-

points bulletin for the missing bus, but no one reported any sign of him. After a 

true “busman’s holiday” living in and driving around in his bus, he turned himself 

in. 

On his way back to New York to face an indictment for grand larceny, 

accompanied by two detectives, something strange happened. He turned into a folk 

hero. When he arrived back in New York, he got a hero’s welcome. His buddies at 

the bus company raised money for his legal fees. The charges were dropped. To 

top it off, he got his job back—and he took it, and lived happily ever after (The 

New York Times, 08/11/2010). 

But the arch-typical folk hero of this kind, the person who epitomizes the desire to 

be someplace else, lived considerably more than 63 years ago. I’m referring to the 

man whose story we read and reflect on today: Jonah. 

Jonah was, by all accounts, an ordinary man. He was a prophet, which means that 

his job was to prophesy. God gave him a simple job to do: to go to Nineveh and to 

say five words. Now, if you look at a map, you see that Nineveh isn’t very far from 

the Land of Israel. It’s just a few hundred miles to the east. And it doesn’t take 

long to say five words. But for whatever reason, instead of going east, as he was 

told, he headed toward the west, toward Tarshish. No one today knows exactly 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMBZDwf9dok
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMBZDwf9dok
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/11/nyregion/11about.html
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where Tarshish is; some think it was as far away as Spain. One thing is certain: 

Jonah wanted out. 

He boarded a ship at Jaffa, on the coast, paid his fare, and then he went down, 

down, down, deep into the hold of the boat and promptly fell asleep. 

I love that detail from the Jonah story. Jonah doesn’t just plunk himself down on 

the deck. He buries himself in the boat and falls asleep. To be awake is to be aware 

of the world around you, and to be literally sensitive to it. To be asleep means to 

check out, to drop out, to be oblivious to God’s call. 

We Jews don’t tend to use that language: “God’s call.” We are used to turning to 

the Torah to learn how we’re supposed to behave. But sometimes, we realize that, 

among all the possible things that we could be doing at a given moment, there is 

one thing that seems to have our name written all over it, there’s one thing that we 

should be doing. Doing that one thing—you can describe that as heeding God’s 

call. 

Jonah didn’t do that. He checked out. But God wasn’t about to let him get away 

with that. God brings on a storm. It becomes clear that there is no way that Jonah is 

going to get away on that ship. The passengers on board come to realize that Jonah 

is the cause of their distress, and so they reluctantly throw him overboard in order 

to save the ship. 

Now, at this stage of the story, we would have expected Jonah to drown. It seems 

as though that’s where we’re headed, that’s why God brought on the storm in the 

first place: to do away with this unresponsive and irresponsible prophet. Just as it 

made sense that God let the innocent passengers on board that ship go free, it 

wouldn’t have surprised us if God had punished Jonah at this point in the story—

but that’s not what happens. Surprisingly, God is not interested in meting out strict 

justice to his disobedient prophet. Instead, God provides a big fish to swallow 

Jonah up, and Jonah lives within that fish for three days. 

Three days is a long time. It’s an especially long time if you’re inside a fish. Even 

a benevolent fish that was clearly sent by God to protect you from drowning. The 

fish is, in essence, a holding tank. Jonah’s confinement clarifies things for him. 

What does Jonah say? Asher nadarti ashaleimah: “Whatever I vow, I will fulfill.” 

He’s not particularly enthusiastic, but it’s enough for God. Immediately, God 

causes the fish to vomit Jonah up onto the dry land. 
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At that point, no surprise: Jonah goes ahead and does his job. He goes to Nineveh 

and does what he could have done much earlier: he says those five Hebrew words: 

Od arba’im yom, v’nineveh nehepachet: “In forty days, Nineveh will be 

transformed.” Miracle of miracles, the people respond to Jonah’s words, and they 

repent. And God therefore does not do what he’d threatened to do. He doesn’t 

destroy the city. Instead, he spares it. Jonah is a success. 

But the story doesn’t end there. 

Rather than exulting in his victory, Jonah sulks. He is miserable. He isn’t very 

happy that what he’d been asked to foretell didn’t come to pass. He would rather 

have gone to Tarshish. Hearing God’s call and responding to God’s call—they give 

him no pleasure. He doesn’t really care about the people of Ninevah. And so God 

tries to teach him a lesson. He causes a plant to grow up overnight, a big, leafy 

plant that provides him with wonderful shade from the hot sun. And then God 

brings a worm to come and eat the plant, and Jonah is left in the sun, hot and 

miserable. He grows faint. 

Just then, God appears and says, “Look: you’re feeling upset about the plant. 

Shouldn’t I feel upset about the people of Nineveh, who number 120,000 confused 

people—and who have lots of cattle too?” 

The book ends on that ambiguous note. We’ve got God’s amazing rhetorical 

question, but we don’t hear Jonah’s response. We don’t know whether or not he 

ever “gets it”. 

Maybe it wasn’t so important to God whether or not Jonah “got it.” Maybe all that 

was important was that he did his job. 

Jonah is an appealing Biblical character because we can identify with him. We can 

identify with his desire to “get away from it all” and we can identify with his 

ambivalence about heeding God’s call, and doing his job. We also want to 

identify with him because he’s given a second chance. All of us want a second 

chance. 

This story, then, seems to be not just about God forgiving Nineveh; but about God 

forgiving Jonah as well, or about God forgiving us. 

What is our job? What is it that we are called to do? What responsibility are we 

avoiding? When individuals ask those questions, there are no simple answers. No 
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one can answer those questions for anyone else. But today, this day on which we 

read the Book of Jonah, there are some hints for all of us, collectively. 

God made a simple request of Jonah, and that was to look beyond himself and his 

own community, and to help others. Jonah found that very difficult. It grieved him 

to care for others. He didn’t really want to help them. He grudgingly did—but he 

remained ambivalent all the way up to the end of his story. To this day we don’t 

know whether or not he ever really cared about others—though in the story that 

doesn’t seem to be as important as the fact that he went ahead and helped them 

anyway. He did his job. 

If on this day we are like Jonah, then his challenge is ours as well: to overcome our 

natural selfishness and self-centeredness and to reach out to and to respond to the 

needs of others. 

The other day, I went to a bris. The baby’s grandmother was talking about her own 

father, after whom the child was named. She described many of his wonderful 

qualities, many of the reasons one would want to name a child after him: He was a 

pious person who loved to study. He was devoted to his congregation. He was 

good to his family. But then she told us all something about him that stood out: She 

said that he was a person of modest needs. Not modest means, but modest needs. 

He made more than enough money to address those needs, but anything extra that 

he acquired, he gave away to tsedakah. He was always making contributions to 

various charities. Rarely was there one that couldn’t count on him for support. 

More than anything else, that’s what this grandmother wanted those present at the 

bris of her father’s namesake to know about him. 

That grandmother nailed it. That grandmother understood what our job is. 

So did Isaiah, whose words we heard chanted just a few minutes ago. 

Isaiah knew about Yom Kippur. He knew that for many Jews, Yom Kippur is a 

very personal holy day. It’s a day on which we tend to focus on ourselves. It’s a 

day for fasting, for turning away from the world. It’s a day to stay home from 

work, and to come to the synagogue and sit and pray and meditate, if not all day, 

then most of the day. 

But Isaiah understood—as did that grandmother—that, although Yom Kippur 

begins with the self, it must not end with the self. “This is the fast” God desires, 

Isaiah says, “to unlock the chains of wickedness, to free the oppressed, to share 
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your bread with the starving, to bring the poor into your home, to clothe the naked, 

and not hide from those in need.” 

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Isaiah was certainly eloquent. But it isn’t simple to do. 

We’re prone to hear those words, but then to look away. 

I saw a picture in the paper a few months ago that I can’t seem to get out of my 

mind. It’s a picture of a busy thoroughfare in the capital city of Haiti, Port-Au-

Prince. 

When you first look at the picture, it’s hard to make out what you’re looking at: 

there’s a busy, divided boulevard in the city, with some kind of ramshackle 

structure dividing the opposing lanes. But then you read the caption, and you 

realize that the dividers –we’re all used to seeing dividers between opposing lanes 

of traffic—the dividers are actually shacks, one after another, each of which houses 

a family. They look like small sukkot, over which are draped white, striped tarps 

that look like large tallitot. Six months after the devastating Haitian earthquake, 

hundreds of thousands of Haitians remain homeless. And where then are they 

living? In places like the median strip of this boulevard. Those shacks are 

positioned right up against the traffic: there’s no clearance on either side. Mothers 

have to cover their babies’ ears to protect them from the loud noises of living in—

literally, in—the street (The New York Times, July 10, 2010). 

Haiti is about as far from Boston as Nineveh was from Jonah’s home town, more 

or less. And there are poor, desperate people a lot closer than that. Just yesterday, 

for example, the papers reported that the poverty rate in the United States rose 

sharply in 2009. Forty-four million Americans—or one in seven residents—lived 

in poverty in 2009. Most of us are living above the poverty line. But what are we 

doing for those who aren’t? Assuming we weren’t asleep during the haftarah, we 

know what we’re supposed to do, don’t we? 

Just the other day, a member of the congregation stopped by the office. She needed 

some help, she said. She had some bags of groceries in the car that needed to be 

carried into the shul. Groceries? Why? For the Yom Kippur food drive, she said. 

But Yom Kippur isn’t for another day, she was told. I’m not able to come to shul 

for the holiday, she said. But I didn’t want to let it go by without contributing to 

Family Table. 

That’s a person who gets it. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/11/world/americas/11haiti.htm
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We read the story of Jonah not to criticize him, not to condemn him, but to help us 

realize that all of us are, no pun intended, in the same boat. All of us are tempted to 

abandon our Yom Kippur responsibilities—the ones we have to the nameless, 

faceless people who need food, clothing, healthcare and housing so desperately. 

Jonah’s story gives us hope. God preferred to nudge Jonah rather than punish him. 

We may not be doing what we should, but God will hopefully be as patient with us 

as he was with Jonah. As the G-d cast video song that’s been circulating on the 

internet puts it, “It’s never too late to come around.” 

Jonah’s story teaches us that you may be able to run away from God—but you 

can’t hide. There is no hiding from the tasks that are clearly ours, without which 

our lives lack purpose and meaning. There’s no hiding from doing the job this Day 

beckons us to do. 

As we listen to the Jonah story later on this afternoon, let’s try to hear what it is 

that we are called upon to do. And let’s try to respond to it. 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah: May all of us be inscribed and sealed for a year of health, 

happiness and fulfillment. May we be privileged, in the year to come, to live up to 

our promise. Amen. 

 

http://www.g-dcast.com/yomkippur

