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 Over two thousand years ago, in a discussion about fasting for Yom Kippur, our 

rabbis considered the situation of one seized by a bulmos, a ravenous hunger; a hunger so 

strong that one is likely to go berserk if they don’t have food.  The rabbis decided that the 

solution was to hold him down and force food down his throat on Yom Kippur.  I suspect 

that their decision was less about the comfort of the individual than a fear of what 

damage he could do when out of control with hunger.   Controlling the situation, keeping 

things under control, not letting things spiral out of control… we seemed to be hard-

wired for these impulses.   From our very beginning as human beings, we want to be in 

charge. 

 There is a old Jewish legend, which some of you know, that our souls are pre-

existent.  They dwell in heaven until one day, when a new life is conceived on earth, God 

chooses a soul to send down to earth into the developing fetus.  But the soul is not 

anxious to leave heaven, and pleads with God: "I do not want to go.  It's warm here, it's 

light. I’m surrounded by my friends.”   God, however, replies: "You have no choice."  

And the soul is thus sent down to earth.   

 The weeks go on, time passes, and at the end of nine months God says to the soul 

within the body: "It is now time to come out into the world”  But the soul refuses to leave 

and says: "I don’t want to go!  It's safe here in the womb, cozy and warm.  I want to stay 

where I am."  God, however, declares: "You have no choice", and the baby emerges into 

the world.  Months pass, the years go by and one day, God comes before the soul and 

says: "It is time to return to heaven."  But once again the soul bitterly complains: "I like it 

here in the world.  It's light and warm, especially in Southern California.  I have all my 

family and friends, I do not want to leave."  God replies, "You have no choice." And so 

the soul returns to its place in heaven. 

 We have no choice over our birth, and, usually, little power over our death.  In 

between these two poles, however, we seek to exert a lot of control.  As newborns, we 

seek to control our mother by our cries and smiles.  As toddlers, we’re taught to control 

our bowels; grade-schoolers learn to control a bicycle, and teens, rather unsuccessfully, 

their tempers.   As adults we learn to control our urges and curb our appetites.  We learn 

to manipulate the objects of this world, we seek controlling interest in the company. From 

birth to death, we seek to be in charge.  How we dread not having control, losing our self-

control, losing control of the car, losing our temper.  As we get older still, we fear losing 

control of our balance, our finances, our independence. 

 So we do all we can to try and remain in control.  To prevent our bodies wearing 

out, we eat kale and go on vegan diets, we enter marathons, climb on the exercise bikes, 

go on power walks and practice yoga.  We do the Sodoku puzzles and compulsively read 
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to keep our minds active; we check out the latest books on crowd-sourcing and the 

Commons to keep our competitive edge at work. 

 And yet, we get sick, our memory for some of us isn’t what it was, our company 

is bought out and we’re displaced, our girlfriend or boyfriend dumps us, there is the loss 

of a spouse, a parent, a friend.   We make the mistake of thinking that we should 

download the upgrade to a computer program and find that we no longer know how to 

run it. Time and time again, we find our computers hacked, and discover that someone is 

using our credit card number to charge expensive purchases.  We’re simply not in as 

much control as we’d like to be. 

 On a national and global level, the situation is even worse. Though we’ve traded 

in the SUVS and more and more of us drive hybrids and electric cars, the earth continues 

to heat up and the icecaps melt.  The weather seems to swing between unseasonable heat 

and unbearable cold, the oceans are clogged with garbage and the bumblebees that play a 

critical role in pollination, are dying out.  The newspapers are filled with dire warnings 

that we have passed the point of no return to fix climate change. 

 Though we sang “We shall Overcome” in the 60s, racism seems imbedded into 

the very fabric of our society and no one knows what to do with the fact that one of every 

three black men in America has been or is currently in prison.  The incidents of shootings 

in churches, movie theatres, and malls with automatic weapons seem to be a daily 

occurrence.  The truly rich in America no longer even care to hide that they’re supplying 

millions of dollars to get their candidates elected.  In the Middle East, the peace process 

between the Israelis and the Palestinians is at a standstill, ISIS continues to march on, 

millions of refugees seek to stream across borders, and we really can’t say for sure 

whether the treaty with Iran is a good-thing, a bad-thing or the only thing we can do for 

now. If we have limited control over the events of our own lives, we feel we have no 

control over national and world events.   

 What are we to do then, when events beyond our control occur?   I’d like to 

suggest, this morning, that our High Holy Day story of Jonah holds some clues for us; 

Jonah, whose story we will read on the afternoon of Yom Kippur.  For Jonah is the story 

of a man who, at first, stands on dry land but then, suddenly, his world is turned radically 

unsure as he finds himself at sea, in water which is unstable, ever-changing.  Then, no 

longer on secure ground, the boat he is on is battered by a tempest. 

 What is Jonah’s reaction to this loss of control?  He does what we have done.  He 

becomes depressed, cynical, and moody.  He goes down.  Jonah goes down to the port of 

Jaffa, he goes down into the hold of the boat, he falls into sleep, he is cast into the depths, 

and is swallowed up in the belly of the fish. Down, down, down goes Jonah, when his 

world is turned topsy turvy.   

 And it is there, deep in the belly in the heart of the sea, metaphorically, the time of 

deepest darkness and despair, it is there that I think that Jonah realizes an important truth:  

That there are times in our lives, not just at birth and at death, but right smack in the 

middle of life, when we are powerless. In the midst of the unstable waters, and a life that 

is no longer his to control, Jonah focuses on the fact that nothing stands still in the 

universe, and that uncertainty is not only part of life, it is life.   “Ah, now I understand,” 

says Jonah, “the world is unstable to begin with.  It’s not just, ‘the times, they are a 

changin’ but life itself is ever changing.”   
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Jonah realizes what some of us have discovered in our own lives when sickness or 

death or unexpected changes enter into our world.   He realizes the wisdom in the prayer 

of the theologian, Rheinhold Niebuhr: “God, give us grace to accept with serenity the 

things that cannot be changed.”  That’s the wisdom that Jonah has in the belly of the great 

fish.  He realizes that when our world is turned upside down, when our carefully laid 

plans are destroyed, when all the familiar ways and tricks and skills we have amassed are 

of no use, when our ego has been battered, our hearts have been torn, and our fears 

become palpable, then serenity and patience are called for.  So Jonah waits it out.  For 

three days and three nights he remains in the belly of the great fish.  He understands that 

sometimes, when disaster strikes, when darkness enters our lives, we need to be patient. 

 But there is something else we can do, as well.  There is the story told of the 

college president who, one day, was approached by a young woman. She said to him: “I 

am a graduate of your college, and I have never forgotten the words of wisdom you 

imparted to me on my day of graduation, when I came up on the stage to get my 

diploma.”  “Oh”, said the president, “what was that?”  And the graduate answered: “Keep 

moving”. 

 Keep moving.  That’s what Jonah does next.  After three days in the belly of the 

fish, he emerges back on dry land.  He picks himself up and he walks on.  That’s what we 

need to do, as well, when our world is turned upside down.  We get up from the floor, 

from the depths where we have been staying, and we rejoin life, once again.  Our life is 

not perfect. Our steps are tentative and unsure.  But we need to keep going.  It is why 

when we return home from the cemetery following a funeral, we are commanded to eat.  

It is why, when Shiva is concluded, we are commanded to go back to work, to rejoin the 

world; hurting, but moving forward, once again.   We wait it out, we keep moving, 

because there is dry land ahead.  This, too, is part of life.  There will come a time when 

we will be back in control again.  When happiness and laughter will re-enter our lives. 

 There is one final thing to do when we are not in control in the midst of life’s 

events.  After walking for three days, Jonah reaches his destination, the city of Ninevah 

and there, in the midst of the market, in the center of the city, he speaks.  His words are 

few, in fact, the shortest of any recorded prophet: seven words in all.   Yet, with those 

seven words, the people of Ninevah repent and change their ways.  Jonah teaches us that 

in a world where there is often no control or little control, there is still some measure of 

power that we have.  

   We have, Jonah teaches us, the ability to speak out.  We can demand changes.  We 

can give voice to our fears, and our doubts, and yes, our anger and frustration.  There is 

much in this world of ours that is ours to control.  That is what the second part of 

Niebuhr’s prayer says:  “God, give us… courage to change the things that should be 

changed.”   

 How we treat other people is still very much in our control.  The words we use to 

others are still in our control.  Our reaching out with the supporting hand to help up the 

fallen, heal the sick, give shelter to the homeless, is very much in our control.  Our words 

can inspire and uplift.  Our words and our deeds can make a difference.  Jonah speaks out 

and the wicked Ninevites change their ways.  “See,” God says to Jonah: “You can’t 

change some things, but you do have the power to change other things in the world.”  

  The story of Jonah ends with Jonah sitting outside the city of Ninevah.   The hot sun 

comes out and God causes a tall vine gourd to grow that provides shade for him.  
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Suddenly, a hot wind blows, the vine gourd falls away, the sun beats down on him and 

Jonah is devastated.  “That’s life,” God teaches Jonah.  “Birth, death, and, in between, 

there’s time when there’s shade and there’s time, too, when the hot wind blows.  Get 

back on your feet, it’s time to move forward, again.”   

We cannot control our birth or our death.  We cannot avoid evil entering into our 

lives or illness, disappointment, hurt, bodily injury, embarrassment, shame or loss.  We 

live in a world where the hot wind blows. In the midst of our helplessness, in the midst of 

our loss of control, in the midst of the tempest, in the midst of a world turned dark and 

upside down, we need to wait it out, and then, to keep going, to walk on ahead, for there 

is still plenty of shade to be found in life, as well; moments of joy and accomplishment, 

satisfaction and peace.  And, when the hot wind blows, we also to remember that we can 

stand in the midst of events to call out loud.   

May God, in this New Year ahead, grant us the gift of accepting the things we cannot 

change but give us, too, the courage to pick ourselves up, to speak out, and to change the 

things we can.  

 


