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    Yonah and Avraham:  
    Escapism, Obedience  

  and Living  
`   with Uncertainty 

 
 
Two narratives are read. One on Rosh Hashana, the other on Yom Kippur. They are seemingly unconnected, 
yet both are deeply disturbing: Akeidat Yitzchak and Sefer Yonah.  There is an interconnectedness 
underscoring these two stories that I believe holds the key to a major theological truth that is particularly 
pertinent during these Days of Awe.  By exploring each text and highlighting the parallel themes that abound 
in them I hope to uncover this message. 
 
The text of Yonah is obscure, almost belonging more to the genre of fables and fantasies than that of the 
Tanach.  It recounts the story of a man who attempts to run away from a mission given to him by God, gets 
thrown overboard by God fearing pagans and then gets swallowed by a large fish, only to be spewed out 
and return to where he began. 
 
The story of Yonah is a narrative that accompanies us from kindergarten but do we really understand its true 
significance? What is it that the Sages were trying to teach us by making it such an intrinsic element of the 
Day of Repentance?   
 
There are those that suggest Ninveh’s teshuva is there to teach us how quickly a nation of pagans repented 
and so “al echat kama vekama - how much more so” we should run to the gates of repentance.  But if that 
were the case why is there such great emphasis of the prophet himself and his travails as opposed to his 
message and the people of Nineveh? I believe that the first and last chapters of the books provide the key to 
understanding Yonah's attempt to flee God. 
 
In the first chapter we are told as follows: 
 

ם  ג.  ְלָפנָי, ָעְלָתה ָרָעָתם-כִי:  ּוְקָרא ָעֶליהָ --ָהִעיר ַהגְדֹוָלה, נִינְוֵה- קּום ֵלְך ֶאלב.  ֵלאמֹר, ֲאִמַתי-יֹונָה ֶבן-ֶאל, יְהוָה-ְדַבר,  וַיְִהיא יֹונָה וַיָּקָּ
 ד.  יְהוָה, ִמִלְפנֵי, ָבּה ָלבֹוא ִעָמֶהם ַתְרִשיָשהוַיֵֶּרד וַיִֵתן ְשכָָרּה , יָפֹו וַיְִמָצא ֳאנִיָה ָבָאה ַתְרִשישוַיֵֶּרד ; ִמִלְפנֵי יְהוָה, ִלְברַֹח ַתְרִשיָשה

וַיִָ לּו , ֱאֹלָהיו-וַיִזְֲעקּו ִאיש ֶאל,  וַיִיְראּו ַהַמָלִחיםה.  ִחְשָבה ְלִהָשֵבר, וְָהֳאנִיָה; ַביָם, גָדֹול-וַיְִהי ַסַער, ַהיָם-גְדֹוָלה ֶאל-ֵהִ יל רּוחַ , וַיהוָה
ַדם,וַיְִשכַב, יְַרכְֵתי ַהְסִפינָה- ֶאל יַָּרד,וְיֹונָה; ְלָהֵקל ֵמֲעֵליֶהם, ַהיָם-ַהכִֵלים ֲאֶשר ָבֳאנִיָה ֶאל-ֶאת וַיֹאֶמר לֹו ,  וַיְִקַרב ֵאָליו ַרב ַהחֵֹבלו.   וַיֵּרָּ
םְלָך -ַמה , וְנְֵדָעה, ְלכּו וְנִַפיָלה גֹוָרלֹות, ֵרֵעהּו- וַיֹאְמרּו ִאיש ֶאלז.  וְֹלא נֹאֵבד, אּוַלי יְִתַעֵשת ָהֱאֹלִהים ָלנּו--ֱאֹלֶהיָך-ְקָרא ֶאל,  קּום;נְִרדָּ

-ַמה:  ָהָרָעה ַהזֹאת ָלנּו-ַבֲאֶשר ְלִמי, נָא ָלנּו-ַהגִיָדה-- וַיֹאְמרּו ֵאָליוח.  יֹונָה-ַעל, וַיִפֹל ַהגֹוָרל, גֹוָרלֹות, וַיִַפלּו; ְבֶשְלִמי ָהָרָעה ַהזֹאת ָלנּו
ָעָשה -ֲאֶשר, ֲאנִי יֵָרא, יְהוָה ֱאֹלֵהי ַהָשַמיִם-וְֶאת; ִעְבִרי ָאנֹכִי,  וַיֹאֶמר ֲאֵליֶהםט.  ִמֶזה ַעם ָאָתה-וְֵאי, ָמה ַאְרֶצָך--ּוֵמַאיִן ָתבֹוא, ְמַלאכְְתָך

כִי --ִמִלְפנֵי יְהוָה הּוא בֵֹרחַ -כִי, יְָדעּו ָהֲאנִָשים-כִי:  זֹאת ָעִשיתָ -וַיֹאְמרּו ֵאָליו ַמה,  וַיִיְראּו ָהֲאנִָשים יְִרָאה גְדֹוָלהי.  ַהיַָבָשה-וְֶאת, ַהיָם-ֶאת
, ַהיָם-ָשאּונִי וֲַהִ יֻלנִי ֶאל,  וַיֹאֶמר ֲאֵליֶהםיב.  הֹוֵלְך וְסֵֹער, כִי ַהיָם:  וְיְִשתֹק ַהיָם ֵמָעֵלינּו, נֲַעֶשה ָלְך- וַיֹאְמרּו ֵאָליו ַמהיא.  ָלֶהם, ִהגִיד

ַע ָאנִי, ִכי:  ֵמֲעֵליֶכם, וְיְִשתֹק ַהיָם ַהַסַער ַהגָדֹול ַהֶזה ֲעֵליֶכם, כִי ְבֶשִלי, יֹודֵּ  

1. And the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying  2. Arise, go to Nineveh, the great city, and 
proclaim against it, for their evil has come before Me.    3. And Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from before the 
Lord, and he went down to Joppa, found a ship going to Tarshish, paid its hire, and went down into it to come 
with them to Tarshish from before the Lord.    4. Now the Lord cast a mighty wind into the sea, and there was a 
mighty tempest on the sea, and the ship threatened to be broken up.  5. And the sailors were frightened, and each 
one cried out to his god, and they cast the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them, and Jonah 
went down to the ship's hold, lay down, and fell fast asleep.   
6. And the captain approached him and said to him, "Why do you sleep? Get up, call out to your God, perhaps 
God will think about us, and we will not perish."   7. And they said, each one to his fellow, "Come, let's cast lots, 
so that we will know because of whom this evil has befallen us." So they cast lots, and the lot fell upon Jonah.   8. 

The seeds of a kikayon plant 

 



And they said to him, "Tell us now, because of whom has this evil befallen us? What is your work and whence do 
you come? What is your land, and from what people are you?"   9. And he said to them, "I am a Hebrew, and I 
fear the Lord God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land." 10. And the men were very frightened, and 
they said to him, "What is this that you have done?" for the men knew that he was fleeing from before the Lord, 
because he has told them.   11. And they said to him, "What shall we do with you, so that the sea subside from 
upon us, since the sea is becoming stormier?"  12. And he said to them, "Pick me up and cast me into the sea, so 
that the sea may subside from upon you, for I know that, because of me, this mighty tempest is upon you."  
(Yonah chapter 1) 
 
The very first thing to note is the movement formed through the text.  The entire narrative is one of descent.  
Yonah continually descends both physically and metaphorically.  He travels to Tarshish which is south and then 
on to the boat, down to the bottom of the boat and eventually down to the bottom of the sea.  The physical 
descent is paralleled to a psychological descent as well.  The only active verb describing Yonah's actions 

features in verse 3    ם יֹונָה ִלְברַֹח ַתְרִשיָשהוַיָּקָּ  - Yonah rose up to flee.  From that moment on, he becomes a 
passive player - almost actively passive.  He escapes his reality by going into a subconscious state of inertia. 

The leitwort throughout the text is ירד - to go down.  Yonah's flight leads him into a downward spiral of 
apathy.  This inactiveness stands in stark contrast to the other players in the narrative where there is a flurry 
of activity. The sailors, in their desperate attempt to save the ship, throw things overboard, attempt to pray to 

their gods and search for the reason this terrible thing is happening.  The text even describes the boat as '  ,
.ִחְשָבה ְלִהָשֵבר -  thought to break'.  Everyone, even an inanimate object is playing an active role, except 
Yonah.  This inactivity is Yonah's attempt to 'escape' his destiny.  He no longer wants to play a role in God’s 
plans and therefore defies Him by escaping in any way possible. 
 
The Malbim, a nineteenth century commentator, suggests that reason Yonah flees, is that he prophetically 
perceived that evil would befall Israel as a result of Ninveh’s repentance since later they would become ‘the 
rod of God’s anger’ in becoming God’s instrument in punishing Israel (Ninveh was part of the Assyrian dynasty 
that was to attack Israel and exile the 10 tribes of the Northern Kingdom).1 Since he loved his nation he did 
not want to play a part in their downfall. Though this commentary succeeds in painting Yonah in a positive 
light, and helps us to understand his flight from the Divine mission, it still leaves us with many questions on the 
text.   
 
In trying to digest the Malbim's commentary I found myself still struggling with Yonah's flight.  There seems to 
be something almost manic in his calmness.  It is as if he is attempting not just to escape a mission that he feels 
is unjust, but rather escaping something deep within himself:  an escape from an uncertainty that permeates his 
entire ethos and being.  
 
If we study the text carefully there are a few significant details that begin to reveal Yonah's inner world. In 
verse 12 he says to the sailors ‘I know that this great storm has come upon you because of me’. Avivah 
Zornberg in her book “The Murmuring Deep” reflects on Yonah's desire to have absolute ‘knowledge’ of the 
world.  Yonah is a man of certainty.   The world is an easier, better and less complicated place if we can 
attain absolute knowledge of its workings.  We have nothing to fear if we have knowledge.  It is easier to be 
a person who ‘knows’ God and the world than someone who lives with constant doubt and uncertainty.   The 
text subtly but purposely contrasts Yonah’s absolute ‘knowing’ with the ‘uncertainty’ of everyone else around 

him.  The captain of the ship beseeches Yonah to pray to his God saying  “ .וְֹלא נֹאֵבד,  יְִתַעֵשת ָהֱאֹלִהים ָלנּואּוַלי  
- Perhaps God will think of us and we will not perish.” (verse 4)   
 
Moreover there is an onslaught of questions by the sailors to Yonah (verse 8) reflecting the ability of these 
pagan worshippers to be open to uncertainty and change. Where there is certainty without questioning there 

can be no change.  Yonah does not change, he cannot change, being a man of truth ( יאמיתיונה בן )  and 
knowledge closes the mind of the individual to a shift in perspective.  The sailors at the end of Chapter one 
become worshippers of God. The maybes and questions have allowed them to make a paradigm shift in their 
beliefs. 
 
Yonah is called ‘Yonah Ben Amittai’ the idea of ‘truth’ being the essence of his name. The Talmud tells us that 
he was a 'true prophet' 2, not in the sense of speaking truth, but rather explaining to us that truth depicts his 
weltanschauung - his entire world view.  Truth is absolute knowledge, it is the ability to understand 
contradictions and to be left without uncertainty - this is what Yonah desired.  He sought a world that was 
black and white, where evildoers get punished and the righteous prosper.  Hence when God sends him on a 

                                                           
1 Malbim 1:2 
2 Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 11: 



mission to beckon an evil nation to repent, knowing as the Malbim suggests that they would repent and then 
eventually destroy the people of Israel, Yonah has what we would term in modern dialect a 'crisis of faith'. 
Everything he believed about God and His Justice, about truth and reality, has been usurped in one swift 
command from God.  His cognitive inflexibility leaves him no choice but to plumb the depths of the sea as he 
escapes God and himself in a deep existential crisis. 
 
The last chapter in the book finally reveals the obscurity of Yonah's flight.  Having been swallowed by a 
large fish which provokes him to offer a heart wrenching prayer to God, Yonah finds himself swept to the 
shore.  He then begs God to take his life.  The uncertainty of his existence now leads to thoughts of death, for 
only in death can Truth exist. He prays to God saying:  
 

- כִי ַאָתה ֵאליַָּדְעִתיִקַדְמִתי ִלְברַֹח ַתְרִשיָשה כִי  כֵן-ַאְדָמִתי ַעל-ֱהיֹוִתי ַעל-זֶה ְדָבִרי ַעד-ָאנָה יְהֹוָה ֲהלֹוא יְהֹוָה וַיֹאַמר-וַיְִתַפֵלל ֶאל ב

  :ָהָרָעה-ֶחֶסד וְנִָחם ַעל-וְַרחּום ֶאֶרְך ַאַפיִם וְַרב ַחנּון

  :מֹוִתי ֵמַחיָי נְַפִשי ִמֶמנִי כִי  ֹוב-נָא ֶאת-וְַעָתה יְהֹוָה ַקח ג

And he prayed unto the LORD, and said: 'I pray Thee, O LORD, was not this my saying, when I was yet in mine 
own country? Therefore I fled beforehand unto Tarshish; for I knew that Thou art a gracious God, and 
compassionate, long-suffering, and abundant in mercy, and repentest Thee of the evil. 3 Therefore now, O 
LORD, take, I beseech Thee, my life from me; for it is better for me to die than to live (Yonah 4) 

 
For the first time we hear why Yonah fled.  Because he 'knew' that God was a compassionate gracious 
God.  Note that only characteristic missing from the list of God's thirteen attributes, is that of emet- Truth.  If 
until now we have guessed as to why Yonah fled, his message here states it clearly.  He cannot deal with 
the notion that God is compassionate.  His entire belief system in which Justice is strictly abided by and that 
Truth reigns supreme was cruelly shattered in God’s call to Yonah to go to Ninveh.  It is this inability to live 
in the dialectical tension between Truth and Compassion, black and white, good and evil that Yonah has to 
escape from. 
 
Yonah then settles under shade and God makes for him a kikayon - some sort of plant (who seeds happen 
to be black and white! - see the picture) that provides shade for him.3  He is joyful at having it and then, just 
as quickly and in an extremity that replicates his radical theological stance, is devastated by its 
disappearance, so much so that he asks to die. In response, and as an end to the entire narrative God says 
as follows:  

  :ָמוֶת-ַעד ִלי-ַהִקיָקיֹון וַיֹאֶמר ֵהיֵ ב ָחָרה-ְלָך ַעל-יֹונָה ַהֵהיֵ ב ָחָרה-ֶאל וַיֹאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים ט

  :ַליְָלה ָאָבד-ָהיָה ּוִבן ַליְָלה-ָעַמְלָת בֹו וְֹלא גִַדְלתֹו ֶשִבן-ַהִקיָקיֹון ֲאֶשר ֹלא-ַעל וַיֹאֶמר יְהֹוָה ַאָתה ַחְסתָ  י

יְִמינֹו ִלְשמֹאלֹו ּוְבֵהָמה -יַָדע ֵבין-ִרבֹו ָאָדם ֲאֶשר ֹלא ֶעְשֵרה-ִמְשֵתים- ָבּה ַהְרֵבה-נִינְוֵה ָהִעיר ַהגְדֹוָלה ֲאֶשר יֶש-ַעל וֲַאנִי ֹלא ָאחּוס יא
  :ַרָבה

9 And God said to Jonah: 'Art thou greatly angry for the gourd?' And he said: 'I am greatly angry, even unto 

death.' 10 And the LORD said: 'Thou hast had pity on the gourd, for which thou hast not laboured, neither 
madest it grow, which came up in a night, and perished in a night; 11 and should not I have pity on Nineveh, 
that great city, wherein are more than sixscore thousand persons that cannot discern between their right hand 

and their left hand, and also much cattle?(Yonah 4)' 

 
The last three verses of the book are highly enigmatic.  They don't leave the reader with any conclusions. 
There is uncertainty and an open ended question which concludes the book and perhaps that itself is the 
message.  When God says to Yonah that the people 'do not know their right had from their left', I believe he 
is teaching him a fundamental lesson, that even now Yonah fails to grasp: If I believe that I possess absolute 
knowledge I will never be able to grow.  Only an individual who is open, who allows himself to be 
challenged, who is not fixated with one idea and doesn't live in a world dominated by the extremity of black 
and white thinking can be open to change and ultimately repentance.   
 
In the second reading that we encounter during Rosh Hashanah, we find an almost uncanny parallel to the 
story of Yonah. The narrative of Akeidat Yitzchak haunts us all. We read it and short of finding any answers 
the questions and challenges multiply and abound.  Akeidat Yitzchak and Sefer Yonah are some of the texts 
that I believe are there to challenge and make us ask.  They are there to confront our fear of 'not knowing', 
and despite it continue forward, asking, answering, asking and answering and then asking again. 

                                                           
3 It is fascinating that at exactly this point in the book the moment when Yonah reveals the motive behind his slight, 

God is described as ה אלוקים.  Hashem and Elokim together is a paradox, its incongruous, it's almost cognitively 
impossible to understand. Yonah, the prophet of truth, logic and rationale cannot comprehend the duality of these 
characteristics.  God says to him - to be a creator, to be the Master of the Universe, to give and take life, requires 
both compassion and justice, truth and hidden elements of truth.  



It is beyond our scope to delve into the dilemmas of the Akeida narrative or even to address the contentious 
and deeply disturbing issues that proliferate the text.  I want instead to offer a narrow reading of the story 
that will simply act as a contrast to the story of Yonah. 4  
 
The story is surprising on many levels.  Obviously the request of God itself is difficult to understand, but 
perhaps more surprising is the response of Avraham.  Just a few chapters earlier we meet a dynamic, strong, 
argumentative character, who though wholly God fearing, has no qualms in beseeching God to reconsider his 
decree to destroy the evil nation of Sodom.  Here however we encounter a different, submissive, obedient 
and passive character, whose assertiveness has totally disappeared. Avraham seems to adhere in a very 
dutiful and almost blind manner, to the shocking command that contradicts everything Avraham believes about 
God and humanity.  
 
Yet his silence screams out something different.  The feel of the text is not one of passivity but activity. The 
many verbs employed in the first two verses (he woke , he saddled, he took, he prepared, he got up, he went) 
hints to the reader that the Avraham of Sodom is still there. Though he may be engulfed by doubt, crisis and 
uncertainty, his active, assertive self still exists.  In the face of ambiguity and uncertainty, Avraham does not 
allow himself to sink into the depths of despair.  
 

He continues to climb the mountain. The narrative’s strong emphasis on the root עלה to go up acts as a 
subliminal message throughout.  It is not that he is not suffering. The overwhelming sound of the silence coupled 

with his painful almost pitiful continued response of 'הנני - I am here' to every question suggests that Avraham 
is suffering extreme inner turmoil.  It is impossible for him to even express the extent to which everything he 
has believed until now has been suspended, broken, fragmented.   It is perhaps because he understands from 
his argument earlier with God about Sodom that there are certain things we do not understand about God's 
workings in the world, that sometimes we have to 'teleologically suspend the ethical’5 and act despite all our 
uncertainties and doubts.  
 
Whilst Yonah cannot conceive of a world run by Mercy,  Avraham cannot conceive of a world run without it.  
Both men are called upon to fulfill a command that stands in contradistinction to their theological philosophies.  
Avraham, the paradigm of chesed (mercy and kindness), is called upon to commit a cruel, but arguably just 
act.6  Yonah, the son of Amitai - Emet, can only imagine a world of strict Din - Justice.  Truth is not found in 
compassion, and kindness, Truth is found in justice. And so he is called upon to deliver compassion to a nation 
of sinners.   
 
The response of each of the actors is the telling part.  Yonah's failure and hence his need to run away from 
the divine mission lies in the fact that he could not let go of his existing understandings of the world. To him the 
world was a world where evil deserves punishment, where bad people should cease to exist and good 
people should prosper. It is a world of justice and order.  It is a world of God’s ‘greatness’ and man’s 
‘submission’.  For God to allow the people of Nineveh to live departs radically from his preconceptions.   
 
Where Avraham ‘succeeded’ at the akeida (perhaps because he had already learnt this concept during the 
incident with Sodom) was that, in Kierkegaard's words, he had to teleogically suspend his ethical 
preconceptions. Avraham manages to let go of all previous notions of a good God and everything attached 
to that and simply listen to the command whilst climbing heavenwards. Here I depart from Kierkegaard's and 
other interpretations of Avraham as simply listening to the command.  I do not believe that he was not fraught 
with doubt and uncertainly - if he were not, we would have nothing to learn from him, he would be the 
antithesis of a religious person, he would have lost everything that makes him human - his compassion for the 
other.  But in the act of moving forward, in the unbearable silence of his 'hinnei' call and in the treacherous 
existential journey to the summit, he lives in his pain and fulfillment of the Divine call, the life of every religious 
Jew.7  

                                                           
4 I have not bought the entire text but it is highly recommended to read it through to get a feel for the themes and 
language evident in it. (Bereshit 22:1-19) 
5 I use Soren Kierkegaard terminology here to describe the act of having to 'rethink' one’s theological position with 
regards to ethics and God.  
6 The Malbim on the Akeida argues that since Yitzchak’s birth was itself miraculous and against nature, his existence 
was one of chesed by God.  In a world of strict Din and Emet Yitzchak could not and would not exist.  Hence God’s 
command was teaching Avraham the mida of Din.  
7 There is a beautiful midrash in Bereshit Raba56:8 that depicts this exact dialectic of a shift in perspectives: Said R. 
Abba: Abraham addressed God, Let me spread before you my complaint. Yesterday You told me ‘In Isaac your seed 
shall be named.’, Then you said, ‘Take your son....and offer him as a burnt offering....’. And now you tell me ‘Do not 
raise your hand against the boy!’ God answered him: I shall not profane My covenant and the utterance of My lips I 



I think this idea of acting and listening to the ‘command’ i.e. God's voice despite our doubts, despite our 
uncertainties is especially real and poignant in a post Holocaust world, when as a nation our image of a 
caring, protective God must have surely been shattered.  Yet we must still learn to re-imagine ourselves and 
our relationship to the Divine and continue to listen to, obey and take heed of his Voice and yet just as 
passionately question, search and challenge.  It is therefore no surprise that the 'answer' to the akeida lies 
entangled in a thicket.  No answers are clear, black and white or easily attained.  Answers will often require 
painful encounters with others and ourselves, they are realized thorough process and time, patience, 
perseverance and a never ending climb up a steep mountain.   The world is a complex place, and our mission 
in the world is even more complex, our relationship to God cannot always be seen through black and white, 
sometimes we have to untangle the ram from the thicket, we have to face up to God even though we feel 
deep down like sinking to the depths of the ocean.  
 
Yonah understands in the end that the flight from God and from his mission will not succeed. He learns what 
Avraham seemingly learnt through his dialogue with God at Sodom that sometimes reality is not as we expect 
and that the world does not provide us with absolute knowledge.  He learns that reality is fragmented and 
that in spite of all this we have to accept our destiny in all its complexity and leave ourselves open to new 
horizons and ideas even if that means engaging in a total paradigm shift.  In my mind this is the cornerstone 
of the Teshuva process, to be able to re-imagine ourselves totally. Like the sailors on Yonah's ship, change can 
only occur if we search, ask and embrace uncertainty.  For as Elie Wiesel famously said:  
 
 Favour the question, always question. Do not accept answers as definitive. Answers change. Questions don't. 
Always question those who are certain of what they are saying. Always favour the person who is tolerant enough 
to understand that there are no absolute answers, but there are absolute questions.8 
 
Wishing you and all of Am Yisrael a Gemar Chatima Tova 
 
 
 

Yonah and Avraham. A parallel: 
 

Avraham  
                                                                                   
3 days journeying to mission  
 
Motif of ‘rising’                                                                          
 
Active                                                                                           
 
God as Elokim (Din/Justice)     
 
Learns Justice                                                                          
 
Confronting uncertainty                                                          
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
shall not change.  When I said to you ‘take your son....’ I did not say ‘Slaughter him’ but ‘Bring him up’.  You have 
bought him up. Now bring him down. 
What the Rabbi's are imparting is that to Avraham’s eyes everything has changed, but in God's mind everything 
has remained the same.   Because our view is limited, something will look different to us today than the way we 
conceived of it yesterday. Therefore I must remain constantly open to shifts and changes in the way I perceive 
reality and my relationship to God. 
8
 From a 1996 interview with Elie Wiesel 

Yonah 
 
3 days stagnant in a whale 
                                                                         
Motif of ‘descent’                                                                        
 
Passive 
 
God as Hashem (rachamin/mercy)                                                                   
 
Learns mercy  
                                                       
Escaping uncertainty 
 


