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Why Yonah Runs: A Close Reading of Sefer Yonah
Perek 3: Is Nineveh's Teshuvah Authentic or a Sham?

I. Yonah heads to Nineveh

1. Chapters 1-2

Chapters 3-4

1st command to go to Nineveh, Yonah
disobeys

2nd command to go to Nineveh, Yonah
obeys

“Teshuvah” of captain and sailors in face of
danger

Teshuva of king and people of Nineveh in
face of danger

Yonah speaks to G-d

Yonah speaks to G-d

Fish used to send message

Kikayon used to send message

Essential question: Can you run away
from your destiny?

Essential question: Can inauthentic
teshuvah still be valid?

2. Sefer Yonah 4:1-2

(1) This displeased Jonah greatly, and he
was grieved.

(2) He prayed to the LORD, saying, “O
LORD! Isn't this just what I said when I was
still in my own country? That is why I fled
beforehand to Tarshish. For I know that

slow to anger, abounding in kindness,
renouncing punishment”

You are a compassionate and gracious God,
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3. Sefer Yonah, 3

(1) The word of the LORD came to Jonah a
second time:

(2) Go at once to Nineveh, that great city,
and proclaim to it what I tell you.

(3) Jonah went at once to Nineveh in
accordance with the LORD’s command.
Nineveh was an enormously large city, a
three days’ walk across.
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(4) Jonah started out and made his way into
the city the distance of one day’s walk, and
proclaimed: “Forty days more, and Nineveh
shall be overthrown!”

(5) The people of Nineveh believed God.
They proclaimed a fast, and great and small
alike put on sackcloth.

(6) When the news reached the king of
Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off
his robe, put on sackcloth, and sat in ashes.
(7) And he had the word cried through
Nineveh: “By decree of the king and his
nobles: No man or beast—of flock or
herd—shall taste anything! They shall not
graze, and they shall not drink water!

(8) They shall be covered with
sackcloth—man and beast—and shall cry
mightily to God. Let everyone turn back
from his evil ways and from the injustice of
which he is guilty.

(9) Who knows but that God may turn and
relent? He may turn back from His wrath,
so that we do not perish”

(10) God saw what they did, how they were
turning back from their evil ways. And God
renounced the punishment He had planned
to bring upon them, and did not carry it
out.
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4, Command in Yonah 1:2

Command in Yonah 3: 1-2
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Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and
proclaim judgment upon it; for their
wickedness has come before Me.
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(1) The word of the LORD came to Jonah a
second time:

(2) Go at once to Nineveh, that great city,
and proclaim to it what I tell you.




5. Bereishit 7

(17) The Flood continued forty days on the
earth, and the waters increased and raised
the ark so that it rose above the earth.
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6. Breishit 19

(25) He annihilated those cities and the
entire Plain, and all the inhabitants of the
cities and the vegetation of the ground.
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I1. Arguments in favor of Nineveh’s teshuvah being authentic

7. In favor of Nineveh’s Teshuvah
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e DIVP TV DTN, adults and children

Teshuvah movement happens after only 1 day (city is 3 days walk)

the people believed in G-d

e Grassroots movement, followed by King:
o Official edict on fasting, sackcloth
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carry it out (Yonah 3:10).
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e God saw what they did, how they were turning back from their evil ways. And

God renounced the punishment that had been planned for them, and did not

8. Mishnah Taanit 2:1

What is the customary order of fast days?
Normally the sacred ark in the synagogue,
which was mobile, was kept in a locked
room. However, on fast days they remove
the ark to the main city square and place
burnt ashes upon the ark, as a sign of
mourning. And they also place ashes on the
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head of the Nasi, and on the head of the
deputy Nasi, and each and every member
of the community likewise places ashes
upon his head. The eldest member of the
community says to the congregation
statements of reproof, for example: Our
brothers, it is not stated with regard to the
people of Nineveh: And God saw their
sackcloth and their fasting. Rather, the
verse says: “And God saw their deeds, that
they had turned from their evil way” (Jonah
3:10). And in the Prophets it says: “And rend
your hearts and not your garments, and
return to the Lord your God” (Joel 2:13).
This teaches that prayer and fasting are
insufficient, as one must also repent and
amend his ways in practice.
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9. Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 16a

What does he say? Our brothers, it is not
sackcloth and fasting that cause atonement
for our sins. Rather, repentance and good
deeds will cause our atonement. This is as
we find with regard to the people of
Nineveh, that it is not stated about them:
And God saw their sackcloth and their
fasting. Rather, the verse states: “And God
saw their deeds, that they had turned from
their evil way” (Jonah 3:10)...

The verse states: “And let them turn, every
one from his evil way, and from the
violence that is in their hands” (Jonah 3:8).
What is the meaning of the phrase “and
from the violence that is in their hands™
Shmuel said that the king of Nineveh
proclaimed: Even if one stole a beam and

built it into his building, he must tear down

the entire building and return the beam to
its owner. (Although the Sages decreed that

one need only pay financial compensation
in a case of this kind, these people wanted to
repent completely by removing any remnant
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of stolen property from their possession).

III. Arguments against Nineveh’s teshuvah being authentic

10. Against Nineveh’s Teshuvah

e Why involve the animals?
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And he had the word cried through Nineveh: “By decree of the king and his nobles: No
human or animal—of flock or herd—shall taste anything! They shall not graze, and they
shall not drink water!
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They shall be covered with sackcloth—human and animal—and shall cry mightily to God.
Let everyone turn back from their own evil ways and from the injustice of which they
are guilty. (Yonah 3:7-8)

e What are the people of Nineveh being compared to here?

e Is this external or internal? Sackcloth and fasting or real inner change?

e How long did it last?

11. Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 16a TV NN 5311 TInbn .11
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3:8). What did they do? They confined the
female animals alone, and their young
alone, in a different place. They then said
before God: Master of the Universe, if You
do not have mercy on us, we will not have
mercy on these animals.
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12. Yerushalmi Ta’anit 2:1

Rebbi Simeon ben Laqish said, the people
of Nineveh repented in trickery. What did
they do? Rebbi Huna in the name of Rebbi
Simeon ben Halfuta: They put calves inside
and their mothers outside, foals inside and
their mothers outside; these were mooing
from one side and those mooing from the
other side. They said, if He does not have
mercy on us we shall not have mercy on
them...

Each man shall repent his evil ways and
robbery in their hands. Rebbi Johanan said,

what they had in their hands they
returned, what was in a chest, a trunk and
a cupboard they did not return.
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13. Yoel 2:

(11) And the LORD roars aloud at the head
of His army; for vast indeed is His host,
numberless are those that do His bidding.
For great is the day of the LORD, most
terrible—who can endure it?

(12) “Yet even now”—says the LORD—"Turn
back to Me with all your hearts, and with
fasting, weeping, and lamenting.’

(13) Rend your hearts rather than your
garments, and turn back to the LORD your
God. For He is gracious and
compassionate, slow to anger, abounding
in kindness, and renouncing punishment.
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IV. Towards a newer understanding of Teshuvah

14. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88b-89a

And Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: When
Moses ascended on High to receive the
Torah, the ministering angels said before

Gemara Shabbat 88b-89a .11
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the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, what is one born of a woman
doing here among us? The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to them: He came to
receive the Torah. The angels said before
Him: The Torah is a hidden treasure that
was concealed by You 974 generations
before the creation of the world, and You
seek to give it to flesh and blood?“What is
man that You are mindful of him and the
son of man that You think of him?” (Psalms
8:5). Rather, “God our Lord, how glorious is
Your name in all the earth that Your
majesty is placed above the heavens”
(Psalms 8:2).

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
Moses: Provide them with an answer...

Moses said before Him: Master of the
Universe, the Torah that You are giving me,
what is written in it? God said to him: “I am
the Lord your God Who brought you out of
Egypt from the house of bondage” (Exodus
20:2). Moses said to the angels: Did you
descend to Egypt? Were you enslaved to
Pharaoh? Why should the Torah be yours?
Again Moses asked: What else is written in
it? God said to him: “You shall have no
other gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3).
Moses said to the angels: Do you dwell
among the nations who worship

idols that you require this special warning?
Again Moses asked: What else is written in
it? The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
him: “Remember the Shabbat day to
sanctify it” (Exodus 20:8). Moses asked the
angels: Do you perform labor that you
require rest from it? Again Moses asked:
What else is written in it? “Do not take the
name of the Lord your God in vain” (Exodus
20:7), meaning that it is prohibited to swear
falsely. Moses asked the angels: Do you
conduct business with one another that
may lead you to swear falsely? Again Moses
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asked: What else is written in it? The Holy
One, Blessed be He, said to him: “Honor
your father and your mother” (Exodus
20:12). Moses asked the angels: Do you
have a father or a mother that would
render the commandment to honor them
relevant to you? Again Moses asked: What
else is written in it? God said to him: “You
shall not murder, you shall not commit
adultery, you shall not steal” (Exodus 20:13)
Moses asked the angels: Is there jealousy
among vou, or is there an evil inclination
within you that would render these
commandments relevant?

Immediately they agreed with the Holy
One, Blessed be He, that He made the right

decision to give the Torah to the people,
and as it is stated: “God our Lord, how
glorious is Your name in all the earth”
(Psalms 8:10), while “that Your majesty is
placed above the heavens” is not written
(because the angels agreed with God that it
is appropriate to give the Torah to the
people on earth).

V. Further learning:
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e Prof. Uriel Simon, JPS Bible Commentary, Jonah
e Dr. Leah Frankel, 2 P19 N1 NY151 MPYTN D217 : X1PN1 D'P1a



https://youtu.be/DjZIC7s4lpo?si=xnDrPhS6naYmV3B8
https://www.lib.cet.ac.il/Pages/sub.asp?source=102

