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The Book of Jonah is an enigma to me.  I’ve never understood why we read this story on Yom Kippur.  Let’s face it, this 

isn’t the easiest moment during today’s service.   It’s Yom Kippur afternoon.   Anyone else here feeling “hangry?” It 

seems like every year I say to myself, “Not again!”  Why do I have to hear about this miserable guy Jonah?  But I never 

really questioned why we read this story on Yom Kippur or why it was written in the first place, until now. 

 

There is quite a bit of discussion amongst scholars and rabbis about why we read the Book of Jonah on Yom Kippur.  

Apparently, the timing is no accident.  It’s at this point in our fast when we’re at our thirstiest and hungriest.  It turns out 

that this is supposed to be a special moment, the most “sublime” point in the observance, just before the Neilah prayer 

in the closing hours of Yom Kippur. It’s said that this is the moment when your prayers are most likely to be answered.   

 

The early Jewish Rabbis list some other reasons why the Book of Jonah is read on Yom Kippur:   First, the story shows 

that if G-d can forgive Ninevah, we can all be forgiven.  Anyone can atone.  Second, the people of Ninevah are a model of 

repentance or Teshuvah.  They hear the word of  G-d and completely change their ways.  Third, the story is a reminder 

that the world and all its natural forces are in G-d’s hands.  And Fourth, at this key moment for having prayers answered, 

we’re reminded that Jonah’s prayers were answered when he was in the belly of the Big Fish.  Going a bit deeper, the 

Jewish mystics say that the story of Jonah is an allegory for the journey of life.  We’re all Jonah, on a mission to change 

the world for the better, but we get distracted and derailed along the way. 

  

And so, with themes that include the meaning of life, repentance and G-d’s compassion, the story of Jonah found its way 

into the liturgy of Yom Kippur. But with all the reasons why we read the Book of Jonah, there are fewer explanations for 

why the book was written in the first place.  For one thing, who was Jonah?  Compared to most prophets, we know little 

about him or what makes him a prophet.  UCLA Professor Mark Kleiman observed that all prophets need to demonstrate 

four qualities: insight, foresight, predictive capacity and compassion.  Curiously,  Jonah displays none of the above.  

Professor Kleiman describes Jonah as a “strange prophet”--passive, without energy or initiative, and seemingly 

depressed throughout the story.  He doesn’t display much enthusiasm for anything, including his own life.  But 

depression doesn’t explain why Jonah decides to escape his prophetic duties and take off by boat for Tarshish. For one 

thing, it’s surprising that a depressed person would show the initiative to take a 2500-mile trip.  Maybe it was a good 

time of the year for a vacation?  Something else is at play here.   

 

I suspect that the key lies in Chapter Four, Verses 1-4, in Jonah’s reaction after Ninevah repents.  We’re told, 

“But to Jonah this was a great evil, and it made him angry.  So, he prayed to Adonai, saying, “Please Adonai, is this not 

what I said when I was still in my own country?  This is why I fled to Tarshish to begin with.  For I knew that You are a 
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gracious and compassionate God, endlessly patient and abounding in steadfast love, ready to repent of evil.  3 And now, 

Adonai, please take my life from me — for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 And Adonai said:  “Is it good for you 

to be angry?” 

 

Good question. There’s a simple explanation for Jonah’s anger, though. It appears that Jonah’s anger is rooted in hatred.  

for the Ninevites. But Jonah doesn’t hate them because they’re wicked. If that were true, he would have been pleased 

when they repented, but he’s not.  On the contrary, he’s gets even angrier.  No, Jonah hates them because the Ninevites 

are Assyrian, the arch enemy of Israel at the time. To better understand the source of this animosity, we need to look at 

the origins of Book of Jonah.    

 

Biblical scholars believe that the Book of Jonah was written after the Babylonian Exile around the time of the return to 

Zion in the 5th or  4th century Before the Common Era.  At the time of the Babylonian Exile, The Kingdom of Israel had 

already been destroyed, and now under the rule of the Babylonian Empire, the temple in Jerusalem was destroyed,  the 

Kingdom of Judah was dismantled, and most of the Jews were exiled to Mesopotamia.  Fast forward a hundred and fifty 

years (give or take).  The Persian empire gained control of Mesopotamia, and the new Persian Emperor, Cyrus, allowed 

the Jews to return home.  Not everyone returned to the Land of Israel, but the ones who did were fired up by the hope 

of building a society that would restore Israel’s ancient glory. During the 150 years in Mesopotamia, these exiled Jews 

stewed and fumed over what went wrong and what they could have done differently.  They concluded that the 

Kingdoms of Israel and Judah were destroyed because the Jews didn’t follow the laws strictly enough.  They became 

obsessed with two things:  1) defining who was a “true” Israelite  and 2),  turning the laws of the Torah into the laws of 

the society.   

 

When the Exiled Jews returned to the Land of Israel, they were confronted with inhabitants who were living there.  

Some were Jews who had never left.  Some had moved in during the exile and married into local families.  Many 

considered themselves Israelites but apparently weren’t “Jewish enough” for the returning Jews.   The returning exiles 

were especially outraged by intermarriage between Jews and other groups.  They imposed laws on the Jewish people 

requiring Israelites to separate from non-Israelite spouses, banishing wives and children, which at that time was a fate 

akin to death.    

 

It was during this period when scholars believe that the Book of Jonah was written.  The character of Jonah is thought to 

have been written as a caricature of the returning Jewish exiles.  Portraying Jonah as a forlorn, unhappy and even 

comical character was a way of exposing how his views contradict the basic teachings of the Torah.  Jonah is unable to 

accept the idea of compassion for non-Jews even though throughout the story, the non-Jews demonstrate compassion 

for him and for one another.  The story was conveniently set hundreds of years earlier, during a simpler time, when the 



3 
 
Assyrian people were an easy target to demonize.  By the time the book was written, the target was the less-observant 

members of the Jewish community itself.  In post-exile Israel, Jews didn’t need to go to Ninevah to find people in need of 

compassion, they were surrounded by them. 

 

Hidden in the Book of Jonah is a powerful message of inclusion, at a time when the forces of exclusion tore at the very 

fabric of the community. Perhaps this story changed hearts and minds and helped to ease the restrictive social laws.  Yet 

I can only wonder what might have happened to the Jewish faith had the Israelites cared more about who they included 

rather than who they excluded.  In raising barriers to belonging, the Jews making the rules may have ensured the 

survival of the Jewish community, but at the expense of kindness and compassion at the very foundation of the Torah.   

 

The concerns with exclusion that likely drove the writing of the Book of Jonah over a thousand years ago are as 

important today as they were back then.  Let’s start with who is defined as “Jewish” in today’s Israel.  For any of us who 

have ever heard from another Jew that we somehow aren’t Jewish enough, we can only imaging how painful it must be 

for those who don’t pass the test.  That’s just one example.  There are countless ways that exclusion is emerging as one 

of the key social justice issues of our day, with displaced populations around the world and the migrant crisis at our own 

border.  Poverty and homelessness.  Racial profiling.  The exclusion of members of our LGBTQ community. Who society 

includes and who gets excluded has never been more relevant.     

 

Seen within a framework of exclusion, Jonah’s story takes a on whole new meaning   Jonah did what G-d asked of him 

and saved a great city, but in dehumanizing others, he’s lost his own humanity. Jonah is left alone, sitting under the 

shriveled gourd, steeped in anger and bitterness.  The story ends with an open-ended question from G-d, in essence 

asking Jonah, “Where is your compassion?”  It might just as well be directed to us.  Jonah leaves the question 

unanswered, but we can answer it for ourselves, here and now.  Where is my compassion?   The importance of this 

question is why we read the Book of Jonah at the most difficult moment of our fast, on the holiest of days. Though set in 

the past, this story challenged the people of its time to open their hearts and their minds, much as it does for us today. 

In a world filled with hate and exclusion, the solution has always been compassion, even when it seems most out of 

reach. 

 

G’mar Tov 


