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Wisdom from the Whale:  
From the Book of Jonah to Life After COVID 

 

A Yom Kippur Sermon by Rabbi Leora Frankel, 5781 
 
 
Shanah Tovah, Gmar Tov.  In this New Year, I hope you’ve already found some sweetness.  Because 
let’s just say it: this past year has been really hard, and 5781 can only get better.  
 
Just a few weeks after COVID first hit New Rochelle, in early April, I officiated at a funeral I’ll never 
forget.  The deceased’s three daughters recited kaddish at their mother’s grave all standing six feet apart. 
Their elderly father, who was immunocompromised, was stuck yards away in the car, straining to hear 
the eulogies for his beloved through a rolled down window.  There were no shovels for mourners to pass 
around; instead we each took a handful of dirt to sprinkle on the casket. At the end of the service, when I 
so wanted to reach out and embrace this grieving family, all I could safely offer was an air hug. As the 
rabbi, I was there to hold their pain, but I felt it too.   
 
Whether or not we’ve worn a keriya ribbon ourselves recently, there is no denying we’ve all been 
grieving.  We’ve experienced so much loss—from the simple comforts of daily life to the unfathomable 
and climbing death toll of this virus.  We have been frightened and lonely, physically isolated from the 
communities and connections that give life meaning.  And while kids are back in school and much of 
Westchester has opened up again, the way out of this strange alternate reality is still not clear.  Put 
simply: for seven months now, we have all been in the belly of a whale. 
 
The image of that whale I’m referring to comes from the Book of Jonah, traditionally our Haftorah this 
afternoon.  Here at LT, you probably associate the text with Michael Fineberg’s mellifluous voice or just 
that hour of the fast when our feet begin to drag and our bellies rumble.  We read it midway through this 
holiest of days as equal parts comic relief and cautionary tale.  This year though, it hits especially close 
to home.   
 
A quick plot refresher: Jonah is called by God to go prophesy in Nineveh—a city that has turned to 
sinful ways.  So what does Jonah do?  He immediately boards a ship heading in the opposite direction!  
Jonah is asleep down in the hull, rocked in the soothing darkness, when the ship is overtaken by a 
monstrous storm.  Frantically, the sailors fling cargo overboard to avoid sinking, while the captain 
shakes Jonah awake and scolds, “How can you be sleeping through this?”   
 
Reaching the deck, Jonah confesses that the seas are raging on his account.  “Hurl me into the water and 
it will calm down,” he instructs them, and so they do. No sooner does Jonah plunge into the sea than he 
gets swallowed by a giant fish (or as most translations put it, a whale) where he spends three days and 
three nights.  Alone and afraid in the belly of the whale, Jonah cries out to God, praying for his life to be 
spared. 
 
Eventually, the whale spits Jonah out onto dry land and he reaches the city of Nineveh, where he 
becomes the only prophet in the Bible to actually achieve his mission and convince transgressors to 
change course.  When Jonah calls on the king of Nineveh and his followers to do Teshuvah, they quickly 
don sackcloth, repent, and are forgiven by God.  
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Friends, for the past 28 weeks we have been living in the deep, dark belly of the whale. And in case a 
global pandemic wasn’t enough to contend with, we’ve weathered hurricanes, forest fires, an economic 
crash.  In my own little world, the added bonus of a trimalleolar ankle fracture back in March that left 
me unable to walk for weeks.  As I kept saying to my husband, Andrew, this summer, “We’ve got to at 
least be on plague #14 by now!”  So we may as well add “being swallowed by a giant fish” to our 2020 
Bingo card. 
 
But even for all the loss and pain of this period, as so many of you have shared with us recently, there 
have also been silver linings.  Just this week, at our first 6th grade Family Discovery program—socially 
distanced, masked, outdoors—we talked about the unexpected gifts of these months. One mom 
confessed that her family hadn’t sat down for a weekday dinner together in years until COVID hit, but 
now does every night.  Several parents expressed feeling liberated from unrelenting carpool lines, 
shuttling our over-programmed kids to WAY too many activities.  Even the sixth graders themselves—
middle schoolers mind you—affirmed how nice it’s been to spend more time with their parents and out 
in nature instead of on their screens.   
 
Maybe you are one of the LT-ers who has found spare time to learn new skills or hobbies in quarantine: 
growing your own vegetables and herbs, baking challah or sourdough bread, paddle boarding in the 
Sound.  If you were all here in person, I’d ask every family who fostered a cat or adopted a dog recently 
to raise their hands… because I’m really starting to think every household in Larchmont has added at 
least one new furry friend since March. 
 
While my daughters would love to get a pet, our more modest COVID commitment was to finally do 
some gardening in front of our house, where we’ve lived for four years with minimal landscaping.  This 
spring, we’d go out with the girls every single sunny day to shovel and plant, or as the Torah puts it in 
Genesis, “till and tend” our own little garden.  Miriam, my 3rd grader who loves to find worms, rolled up 
her sleeves and jumped right into the digging.  Judith, who turns 4 this weekend, preferred watering 
duty; she was so excited to be in charge of that hose and spray nozzle, you’d think we’d handed her the 
keys to the CRV.   
 
Camped out there on our front yard, we’d see the woman who daily delivers our mail and the sanitation 
workers who collect our garbage and recycling every week.  Pre-COVID they slipped in and out mostly 
unnoticed, but now we greeted and thanked them while we weeded. Admittedly, there were hot stretches 
this summer when we fell down a bit on watering and some of the plants did wither.  It was amazing 
though to see how they perked right back up given the proper attention and care. Gardening kept us 
busy, and it also kept us hopeful.   
 
Sheltering in place this past half a year, deep in the belly of the whale, we have had a lot of time to 
reflect, to seek out sources of hope, perhaps even to pray. And like Jonah, we too have encountered 
some sobering truths:  That there is a very thin veil separating life from death.  That pre-COVID, we 
were running around ragged, at an unsustainable pace.  That however much we’ve missed sitting in the 
bleachers at City Field or in a Broadway mezzanine, few things are as precious as sharing a cup of 
coffee with a friend, face to face.  And we learned that we’ve taken such daily pleasures for granted.   
 
Even more so, we took for granted privileges that so many of us in this community enjoy—access to 
affordable health insurance and excellent medical care.  The ability to birdwatch in a park without 
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someone calling the police or go out for an evening jog around the neighborhood without fear of getting 
shot.  For most of us, it’s been pretty cozy and safe in that whale, so much so that it will probably be a 
little jarring when we come out.  At some point though, this storm WILL start to subside, and we will 
slowly and safely begin to emerge.  Or maybe, like Jonah, we’ll simply get spit right back out of that 
whale whether we’re ready or not.  (I must admit, that’s kind of how I felt taking my kids back to school 
after half a year of hibernation.)   
 
But the $64,000 question is THIS: Once we’re fully out—whenever that finally happens—are we just 
going to return to life as we knew it?  Will we restore the same rhythms of our pre-pandemic existence?  
Or will we seize this moment to make permanent changes to our lives and our world? 
 
We read the story of Jonah every year on Yom Kippur because Jonah is a stand-in for every person who, 
even for sound reasons, resists those prophetic calls or turns away from our obligations to others.  That 
is to say, we are all Jonah sometimes. As Rabbi Harold Schulweis once confessed: “I hear Jonah from 
within the marrow of my bones. […] There are moments when I know in the depths of my being what is 
right, what God requires of me, what I should do. There are moments when I subtly, quietly repress the 
imperatives of my conscience, hide, and pretend I hear nothing.”i 
 
Yet our ultimate disappointment in Jonah is NOT that he initially flees God’s call.  After all, Moses too 
was a reluctant prophet, and took some convincing to take up his staff.  Unlike Moses though, it seems 
that more than fearing failure, Jonah resisted the charge to help save Nineveh because he knew he might 
actually succeed.  As the book’s end makes clear, for some reason Jonah did not believe the people of 
Nineveh deserved redemption—perhaps because they weren’t fellow Israelites or maybe because Jonah 
himself didn’t believe in second chances, even as God gave one to him. 
 
You see, I didn’t quite tell you the full story before.  There’s one more chapter to the Book of Jonah that 
reads like a post-script, but to me, is the real punchline: After the people of Nineveh repent and are 
forgiven, rather than celebrate, Jonah rages against God for sparing the city, so bitter and angry that he 
begs to die and then storms off into the desert.  Even as the prophet flees a second time, God does not 
give up on him, and causes a giant gourd to grow and provide Jonah shade from the blistering sun.  But 
then overnight, God sends a worm to devour the gourd, and once more Jonah bitterly weeps. 
 
Then the book abruptly ends with God’s rhetorical question to the prophet: “You cared about the plant, 
which you did not work for and which you did not grow, which appeared overnight and perished 
overnight. And should not I care about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 120,000 
persons who do not yet know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as well?”ii 
 
In other words, how could Jonah be so bereft at the loss of this plant while lacking any empathy for 
those whose lives had just hung in the balance?  Despite surviving the storm and the whale, Jonah never 
internalized the very message of God’s mercy and compassion that he was sent to convey.  As Dr. Erika 
Brown observes, over the course of the story, everything and everyone changes—including God, who 
reverses Nineveh’s fate—but Jonah himself emerges from whole ordeal exactly the same.iii 
 
What a loss it would be for us to emerge from the belly of this whale not having changed…to return to 
our harried, jam-packed schedules without ensuring we can STILL share regular meals with our family 
or take the time to marvel at God’s creations.  How unconscionable if we forget the heroism of all our 
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frontline and essential workers—at the post office and grocery store, hospitals and schools—once they 
no longer wear masks.  And how tragic it would be to have opened our eyes to the pandemic of racial 
injustice just to put right back on our blinders as soon as there’s a COVID vaccine.  
 
No doubt we will be tempted, once the world fully opens back up, to return to “life as normal,” and 
abandon all the wisdom we have acquired in the belly of the whale.  Inertia will kick in again and 
society will start to pressure us back towards old habits and priorities.  But in the words of the Notorious 
RBG, “LET US DISSENT.”  If she taught us anything, it’s that just because we’ve been doing 
something one way for years, doesn’t mean that it is the right way.  And as my old friend, Rabbi Lauren 
Holtzblatt, reminded us when eulogizing Justice Ginsburg at Friday’s memorial, “Justice [does] not 
arrive through a lightning bolt, but rather through dogged persistence. […And] real change, enduring 
change, happens one step at a time.”   
 
So with our first steps out of the whale and back to the world, let’s volunteer to be poll workers, to 
spread the word about early voting and secure absentee ballots. When we feel safe enough to shop at 
COSTCO again, let’s add a little extra to our carts and help replenish HOPE’s community pantry which 
is needed more than ever.  And as we joyously reunite with dear colleagues and relatives we haven’t 
seen in so long, let us also kindle friendships with the neighbors we hardly know or maybe didn’t even 
notice before.   
 
To help us do this, our congregant Beth Belisle has been working for months to organize the upcoming 
cultural conversations with our black brothers and sisters from Strait Gate Church.  As Beth shared with 
the rest of our Social Justice leadership, it will be uncomfortable at first—this raw and real dialogue—
and it will challenge us.  But that’s precisely the point.  When we hear today’s prophetic calls for justice 
echo in our ears, let us step up and show up, again and again. 
 
Over these Days of Awe, we pray a final line from the Scroll of Lamentations, evoking our ancestors’ 
longing to return from Exile: “Hashiveinu Adonai V’Nashuva, Chadesh Yameinu K’kedem- Return us to 
you God, and we will return. Renew our days, like those of kedem.”iv  Kedem is one of those beautiful 
Hebrew words with multiple meanings (and, as you may be thinking, also the name of the best kosher 
grape juice).  It can mean “of old” and is often translated as such in our liturgy, but kedem or kadima, is 
also “ahead,” pointing to the future.  So may we envision our return at the end of all this—not to past 
patterns of behavior, but Kadima, forward into a world transformed.   
 
Like the Book of Jonah, I’ll close with a question: As we emerge together from the belly of the whale, 
what will be our Teshuvah—our answer or response—when we see life with fresh eyes this year?  And 
what will be our first sacred acts to truly “return” to God and one another?   
 
 

(Musical coda: We Return by Elana Arian & Noah Aronson) 
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