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[ SETTING OUT: INITIAL REMARKS

Preface and Acknowledgements

When I began this study, I set out to explore the reasons that Biblical
characters consider taking their own lives. I wanted to understand what pushes a
person beyond sufferable depression, anger, sorrow and grief into the deep void of
hopelessness and suicidality, at least from the Bible’s perspective. What I have
discovered is that the Bible’s drive toward life reaches even into those depths.
Unable to preserve every life, the text nonetheless leans toward meaning and hope
whenever possible.

I should no longer be surprised by this orientation in the Jewish tradition. It
seems that whenever I set out to learn about death and despair, my compass turns
itself around and I find myself wandering back in the direction of life. That tradition
both acknowledges the daunting deluge of desperation and sends out even the
smallest life raft is in large part, the reason that I seek to be a student of Judaism and
the Bible.

What a fortunate student I have been! Iam deeply grateful to Doctors Rachel
Adler and Tamara Cohn Eskenazi. I cannot thank you enough for your thoughtful
feedback and for your insights into both text and human nature. [ am grateful for the
meetings that took place at all hours and for the articles that mysteriously appeared in

my mailbox. What I cannot express in words is what I have learned from you both

over the past four years. For now, I will simply say that from phenomenal courses




and seminars to mentorship and advice, from thoughts that helped to shape papers to
ideas that made sermons come to life, you have deeply enriched my time in
Rabbinical school. Thank you for your insights into textbooks and for being, in
Abraham Joshua Heschel’s terms, textpeople.

I want to thank the (extended) Chernow family - Eli, Arlene, Jordana, Luke,
Ilana and Colby. While I did not often take you up on your offers to bring food and
other supplies, the offers themselves were truly nourishing. Thank you for always
coming to “my side” of town and for your endless support. |

I am grateful to Dolores Robin Ribakoff for her insights into psychological
processes and suicidality. What I have learned from Dolores and Ron Bielefelt over
the years extends far beyond anything I could express in this thesis.

[ am also thankful to “Team Kalsman” who understood when my thoughts
were consumed as if I myself had been swallowed by a whale.

Finally, my gratitude to Kara Joy Thieleman is beyond words. Kara, you
supported every aspect of the writing process - the endless runs for coffee, my
monopolizing the computer, the piles of books on the floor and the incessant talk of
Jonah. More importantly, though, you brought to the forefront of my mind the issue

of life’s worth and meaning, the very inspiration for this thesis. Thank you for

probing into the nature of meaning and at the same time providing it.




Introduction

Alan Cooper opens his article, “In Praise of Divine Caprice: The Significance
of the Book of Jonah™' with the comment, “The book of Jonah gives common sense a
battering. At almost every turn, it seems to refute some unspoken assumption,
something taken for granted about the way things work in the world.” Cooper has
astutely observed that the book of Jonah abounds with surprising twists in plot and
atypical characterizations. Examples include a ship full of pagan sailors who pray and
sacrifice to the Jewish God, a prophet who asks to be thrown into the sea and an
entire city (including the livestock) that turns to repentance afier a single warning.

Perhaps the most startling reversal in the Book of Jonah is Jonah’s outcry of

PN PN 1Y “Better is my death than my life.”” This statement is revolutionary in

the Biblical narrative that tells numerous and variegated stories of the struggle for
life. The first chapters describe of the creation of life and the very first commandment
to human beings is to procreate (Gen 1:28). Biblical women and men throughout the
text go to great lengths so that they may procreate’ and preserve life.* In the
dichotomies between blessing and curse, life and death, God unequivocally
commands, “choose life” (Deut. 30:19).

Alternatively, human death is a source of great fear and sadness. Consider

the story of Hagar, who could not bear to observe the death of her son (Gen. 21:16),

1. Cooper, 144,

2. Sara of Genesis 16 and Hannah in 1 Samuel | are but a few examples.

3. Consider the story of Yocheved, Miriam and Pharach’s daughters who conspire against Pharaoh’s
decree to save Moses (Ex. 1) and the story of Michal who jecpardizes relations with her father in
order to save David (1 Sam. 19).




that of David who prayed, fasted and refused to rise in the hope that his son would
not die (2 Samuel 12) and the many laws regarding the impurity that death threatens
to spread (ex. Lev. 21).

Yet, embedded within this narrative of life are the stories of individuals who
are driven toward death. Some experience a passing moment of doubting the value of
life while others etch that impulse into permanence as they end their own lives.

Several Biblical characters turn to God, the source of life in the Bible, to request the

end of their lives. Jonah's cry, “Better is my death than my life” is perhaps the

quintessential expression of this sentiment.

In this paper, I explore the meanings and consequences of tov moti me 'chayai
in the book of Jonah. I focus on the interaction between God and Jonah that takes
place in chapter 4. I probe into the nature of Jonah’s crisis and the motivation behind
his drastic plea. Equally important is God’s response which on the surface sidesteps
Jonah’s outcry but upon closer inspection offers an altemative life-affirming
perspective.

In addition, I examine other Biblical passages in which a person longs for
death. These passages serve in part to highlight the distinct dynamics of Jonah,
chapter 4. They also help to provide a more complete picture of the Bible’s
perspective on moments of despair and of God’s insistence that human life is

valuable.




Context of the Book of Jonah

The book of Jonah is the fifth among the books of the twelve “minor”
prophets in the Hebrew Bible. It falls between the books of Obadiah and Micah.
Several scholars* note a second century C.E. scroll that is nearly identical to the
Masoretic text.’ In this scroll, Jonah is placed the same literary context.® Two Greek
codices, however, place Jonah as the sixth in the series of the twelve prophets.” In
these codices, Micah is the third book rather than the sixth thus Jonah falls between
Obadiah and Nahum. While Sasson comments that, “no single reason has
satisfactorily accounted for the Hebrew or Greek sequences of the prophets among
the Twelve...”® he does note that “An interest in Assyrian matters may well explain
why Micah follows Jonah in Hebrew Scripture and why Nahum takes this place in the
Greek sequence.” Indeed, the fate of Assyria, represented by its capital Nineveh, is
quite relevant to Jonah as we shall see.

The book itself contains no reference to a specific time in history. As Sasson

points out, Jonah is the only named character and no superscription precedes the

narrative.' Scholars differ as to the dating of the composition of the book of Jonah,

2 Kings 14:25 refers to a “Jonah ben Amitai” who prophesied during the reign of
Jeroboam (8th century B.C.E.). Various theories have arisen that relate the dating of

the book to the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C.E. Sasson notes that some have suggested

. For example, Sasson 13-15 and Simon xlii.

. Simon notes that there are 3 “minor” differences, xlii.

. Sasson notes that the books of Hosea and Malachi are missing from this text. Therefore, this
conclusion is based on scholarly conjecture. Sasson, 15

. Sasson, 14. The codices are Vaticanus and Alexandrinus.

. Sasson, 15.

. Ihid.

0.Sasson, 21.




a date before 612 during “the period when Nineveh was an active metropolis.”™"
Others argue that the description of Nineveh (“a great city... a walk of three days”
3:3) suggests a time delay between Nineveh'’s fall and the composition of Jonah."
Simon identifies “unmistakably postexilic elements” in the book’s language." While
Simon, Sasson and Bolin refrain from narrowing down a date much further than the
Second Temple period, Band notes that “most biblical scholars agree...[Jonah] was
probably published in the late fifth century, B.CE.™"*
Translation Notes

For most of the texts that are central to this study, I use my own translation,
relying on recent scholarly translations which are cited in the footnotes. However,
creating a detailed original translation of all necessary texts would be a project
beyond the scope of this study. For example, for Job, chapter 3, I use Clines’
translation and recommend his thorough and insightful notes. See Clines 67-105 for
his comments on this beautiful poetic passage. For the Qohelet passages, I use
Crenshaw’s translation. Likewise, [ recommend his notes and comments for a more
comprehensive discussion of translation issues. For several other short passages, I

use the NRSV translation. All of these are cited in the notes. In a few cases,

however, I dispute with one or two choices of words. For example, I prefer “Adonai”

to NRSV’s “The LORD”. In these cases, I make note of the changes.
Terms for God

I will begin by stating that I have found no ideal solution for the problem of

11, Sasson, 21.
12. Ibid.

13, Simon, xli.
14, Band, 179.




how to refer to God in Jewish scholarly work. When I first studied the Bible in an

academic context, it was appropriate to use “Adonai” as an English approximation of
the tetragrammaton. Based on my studies at the University of California at San
Diego, I tend toward the literal in matters of translation and would ordinarily prefer to
stay as close to the Hebrew as possible in any English rendering."*

However, I also profoundly value the Jewish tradition and the unyielding
honor accorded to the name of God. This paper is a work inspired by and submitted
to the Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion, an institution that knows
both the tension and the profound satisfaction found in having one foot in the
scholarly world and the other in the religious. On this particular matter, I opt in favor
of the Jewish religious perspective. I thus refer to God as Adonai, recognizing that
this term is an imperfect substitution, but among the better options that we have at
this time.

Another matter that lacks a definitive solution is language that refers to the
gender of God. Wherever possible, [ have avoided pronouns that assign God a
gender. In translation of the Bible, I follow the Hebrew where the pronoun used for
God is masculine. An exception to the above is that in all quotations of scholarly

work, I cite material exactly as it appears in the original.

15.1 am grateful to William Propp and Richard Elliot Friedman for initially introducing me to Biblical
scholarship and teaching me to read Hebrew text as precisely as possible.




Translation of the Book of Jonah

Chapter 1

(1) And the word of Adonai was to Jonah, the son of Amitai, saying, (2)“Arise! Go
to Nineveh, the great'® city and call out to it, for its evil"” has arisen before me.” (3)
And Jonah arose to flee toward Tarshish from before Adonai and he went down' to
Jaffa and he found a ship that was going'® to Tarshish and he paid the fare® and he
went down to it to go®’ with them to Tarshish [away]” from before Adonai. (4) And
Adonai cast a great wind upon the sea and there was a great storm on the sea and the
ship threatened” to break up. (5) And the sailors were afraid and they cried out, each
one to his god and they cast™ the cargo® that was in the ship into the sea to make it
lighter for them, but® Jonah went down into the recesses” of the vessel” and he lay
down and fell asleep.”® (6) And the captain of the sailors™ approached him and said

16. D7) appears 14 times in the book of Jonah. This term describes Nineveh (here, 3:2,3 and 4:11)
wind (1:4 and 1:12), a storm (1:4) fear/awe (1:10 and 16), the fish (2:1), Jonah’s unhappiness (4:1)
and gladness (4:6), and is part of a merism describing the repenters in Nineveh (3:5). It appears as
a verb as God chides Jonah regarding the plant that “you did not grow” in 4.:10. In some cases,
272 describes a natural phenomenon that God manipulates (often in order to make a point to
Jonah). In others, it modifies particular feelings (often associated with the ratural phenomena).
The message seems to be that God causes dramatic action on the earth which in causes human
beings to experience strong emotions.

. 'This term appears in other prophetic books, particularly in Jeremiah where it denotes either the
misdeeds (ex. Jer. 1:16) or the troubles (Jer. 2:27) of the people.

. TP also appears in 1:23 and 2:7. 1t joins NDY, O and 2V in creating a motif of up and down
motion.

. Literally, “coming”.

. Literally, “gave its price”.

. Literally, “come”,

. Implied.

. Here, 1 follow Limburg who captures the ambiguity of this phrase. The subject of this verb
(literally “thought™) is clearly the ship. Some translations neglect the this grammatical point (i.e.,
“one thought the ship was being wrecked” - Lacocque and Lacocque) while others overstate the
personification i.e., “the ship expected itself to break up™ - Sasson).

. The same verb attributed to God in v. 4.

. Usually, “vessels”. I concur with Sasson, Simon, Limburg and others that the intended meaning
appears to be “cargo”. In addition, this may be an aural play with the word 7{2_7)?.

. Literally, “and”. Jonah's actions are in given in distinction to those of the sailors.

. Simon (p. 9) points out that this is “the construct form of yarkatayim (as in ‘And for the rear of
the Tabernacle... for the corners of the Tabernacle at the rear’ [Exod. 26:22-23]), which is the dual
of yarketah... The basic meaning is ‘the farthest end.’” 1 understand this to mean the deepest hold
of the ship.

28. A hapax legomenon. Elsewhere, the term 712 is used. Here, the root is YO0, meaning “cover”.
Simon suggests that this means that the ship had a “full deck and covered hold.” (p.9).

29. OT7 indicates a particularly deep sleep, often associated with God, as in Dan. 8:18 and Job 4:13
and most notably, Gen. 2:21. Also a word play with ‘T,

30. Literally, “the chief of the ropers”. This is the only occurrence of bf_lh as a collective noun.




to him, “What is with you, falling asleep? Get up!®' Call to your god. Perhaps the
god will think® of us and we will not perish. (7) And the people said to one another,
“Let us cast lots and [then]® we will know on whose account this evil is upon us.”
And they cast lots and the lot fell upon Jonah. (8) And they said to him, “Tell us now
because of whom is this evil is upon us. What is your work? And from where did
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’* Adonai the God of the heavens who made the sea
and the dry land.” (10) And the people feared a great fear and they said to him, “What
is this you have done?” for the people knew that from before Adonai he was flecing
since he had told them. (11) And they said to him, “What shall we do to you so that”
the sea will calm around us?” For the sea was growing more stormy. (12) And he
said to them, “Lift me and cast me into the sea and the sea will quiet around you
because I know that it is because of me that this great storm is upon you.” (13)
However,”’ the people rowed to return to the dry land but™ they were not able
because the sea was growing more stormy around them. (14) And they called to
Adonai and they said, “Please Adonai, let us not perish on account of the life of this
man and do not put upon us* innocent blood because you are Adonai. Whatever you
desire, you have done.” (15) And they lifted Jonah up and cast him into the sea and
the sea stopped its raging.“ (16) And the people feared" a great fear of Adonai and
they sacrificed a sacrifice to Adonai and they vowed vows.*

Chapter 2

(1) And Adonai appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah and Jonah was in the belly of
the fish* three days and three nights. (2) And Jonah prayed to Adonai his God from
the belly of the fish. And he said:
(3) “I called out of my distress* to Adonai and he answered me.

From the belly of Sheol I cried out, You heard my voice.

31. The captain commands Jonah, using the same term that God usesis v. 2.

32. A hapax legomenon.
33, Implied.

34.0r “I am in awe of Adonai”. I use “fear” here in order to relate this verse to the other appearances
of Nﬁz in this chapter (ex. v.10)

35.Literally, “and”.

36.Literally, “from you”.

37.Literally, “and”.

38.Literally, “and”.

39.In other words, do not hold us accountable for the death of an innocent person. I keep this
translation more literal in order to capture the sense that responsibility for the death of Jonah isa
weight that the sailors do not want to bear.

40.Literally, “stood from its raging”.

41.See note #33.

42.The doubling of terms adds a sense of emphasis.

43. Simon writes, “The feminine form dagah is normally a collective noun (as in “the fish in the Nile
will die” [Exod. 7:18]). It is difficult to explain why it is used here. Perhaps it is simply a case of
elegant variation...” (p. 19)

44 Literally, “distress to me”.
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(4) And you cast me [to]* the depth, in the heart of [the]* seas
And your streams switounded me
All your breakers and your waves passed over me.
(5) And I, I said, ‘I have been driven away from before your eyes.
But may I continue to look upon the sanctuary of Your holiness?**’
(6) Water enveloped me, up until death®
The deep surrounded me
Reeds twined around my head.
(7) 1descended to the bases of the mountains®
The land, its bars® [locked] behind®' me forever
Yet,” you raised my life from the pit, Adonai, my God!
(8) When my life was growing faint™ I recalled Adonai
And my prayer came to You, to the sanctuary of Your holiness.
(9) Those who cling** to vapors of emptiness will abandon their favor.*
(10) However™ L, in a voice of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you,
What I have sworn, [ will complete. Deliverance belongs to Adonai!”
(11) And Adonai spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto the dry land.

45, Implied.

46. Implied.

47.1 concur with translations such as Sasson, Simon and NRSV which cast this as a question. This is
in keeping with the tone of the remainder of Jonah’s prayer.

48.Y9) typically means “soul” or “life”. Some translators read W9) as part of the body here. For
example, Limburg writes, “Water closed in on me up to my neck” (p.64) and Simon argues that,
“...nefesh also has the sense of mouth and throat (e.g., “Sheol has opened wide its gullet and parted
its jaws in a measureless gape” {Isa. 5:14]; see also Ecc.6:7). Others read into this phrase a more
abstract reference to life (ex. “Waters choked me to death,” Lacocque and Lacocque, p. xix). 1
concur that W) TY suggests death or near death.

49.Simon, Sasson, Lacocque and Lacocque and Limburg all translate 2N{7 as “base”. Simon explains
that in the only two other occurrences of AN{7 as a noun (1 Kings 6:25 and 7:37), it refers to form
or shape. He further connects the verb to both “cut™ and “boundary,” suggesting that‘D"lu’,) 3P
connotes the extremities (i.e., bases) of the mountains. He writes, “The Vulgate accordingly
renders this phrase as ‘to the edges of the mountains.” The reference seems to be to the foundations

of the mountains, which in biblical cosmography reach ail the way to the bottom of the sea...” (p.
22)

50. A possible word play with N7. M3 often refers to city gates (ex., Deut. 3:5, Ju. 16:3 and
- 1Sam. 23:7).

51. This phrase implies that the bars or gates have shut behind Jonah. “TY3 is used idiomatically with
A0 to mean “shut behind” as in Ju. 3:23 and Isa. 26:20.

$2. Literally, “and”.

53. See La. 2:12 and Ps. 77:4 for examples of the use of YY) as “grow faint.”

54. This is the only place in which ¥ appears in the piel. I follow Simon’s translation.

55. From God. Limburg translates, “abandon the one who loves them,” though I do not find the
evidence convincing evidence that “TOM refers to the deity. Sasson translates, “give up their hope

for mercy.” 1 prefer “favor” which refers to a more general status. In addition, though “hope for” is
implied, it is not found in the Hebrew text.
56. Literally, “and”.
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Chapter 3

(1) And the word of Adonai was to Jonah a second time, saying, (2) “Get up! Go to
Nineveh, the great city and call out to it the message® that I am telling you.” (3) And
Jonah got up and he went to Nineveh according to the word of Adonai and Nineveh
was a great city for God, a walk of three days. (4) And Jonah began to come to the
city, a walk of one day and he called and he said, “Another forty days and Nineveh
will be overturned.” (5) And the people of Nineveh believed God and they called for
a fast and they wore sackcloth from their largest to their smallest. (6) And the word
reached the king of Nineveh and he got up from his throne, and he removed the cloak
from himself and he covered [himself]*® with sackcloth and he sat upon the ashes. (7)
And he proclaimed, declaring® in Nineveh, “By judgment of the king and his nobles®
saying: The person and the beast, the cattle and the flock - do not taste a thing! Do
not graze and do not drink water! (8) And people® and beasts shall cover themselves
in sackcloth and they shall call out to God mightily. And people shall return from
their evil ways and from the destruction that is in their hands. (9) Who knows
whether God will turn and relent and turn back from his burning anger so that® we do
not perish.” (10) And Adonai saw their deeds that they turned from their evil ways
and God repented® of the evil that he said he would do to them and he did not do it.

Chapter 4

(1) And this was evil* to Jonah, a great evil, and he burned with anger.** (2)
And he prayed to Adonai and he said, “Please Adonai, was this not my word when [
was in my land?* Because of this, I anticipated®’ to flee to Tarshish, because I knew
that you are a gracious and merciful God,* slow to anger and abounding in kindness,
and repenting of evil.® (3) And now therefore™ Adonai, please take my soul from me

57. Literally, “the call”.

58. Implied.

59.Literally, “And he proclaimed. And he said.”

60.Literally, “Great ones”.

61.The nouns are collective.

62.Literally, “and”.

63.For a discussion of this term see the analysis of chapter 4.

64.Bolin cites G.I. Davies who points out that “in the remaining two instances in the Old Testament
where YY1 gal occurs without a subject and it followed by 2 or X + noun or suffix, the subject is
always an implied personal pronoun and ¥¥7 does not denote wickedness.” (Bolin, 150)

65. See the analysis of chapter 4 for a discussion of Jonah’s emotional reaction.

66. Sasson makes note of the rhyming assonance of this question:

67. Simon translates, “I hastened to flee” writing that XJ¥)T{? is “an auxiliary verb that serves an
adverbial function.” I concur with the grammatical point, but prefer to maintain the notion of
expectation found in the root OT{.

68.See Exod. 34:6-7 and Nu. 14:18. See the chapter 4 analysis.

69.Rachel Adler renders this phrase, “indulgent of evil”.

70.Literally, “and now”. I have included “therefore” in order to indicate the consequential nature of
MPY). For other examples, see Gen. 3:22, 27:3 and Is. 36:8.
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as better is my death than my life.” (4) And Adonai said, “Are you [so]™ good and
anm?”

(5) And Jonah went out from the city and he sat east of the city and he made
for himself there a shelter and he sat beneath it in the shade so that™ he would see
what would happen in the city. (6) And Adonai-God appointed a ricinus plant™ and it
arose above Jonah to be shade upon his head and to save™ him from his evil.” And
Jonah was glad about the ricinus, a great gladness. (7) And God appointed a
swallowing worm on the next morning and it struck the ricinus and it dried up. (8)
And it happened when the sun set, and God appointed a quiet™ east wind and the sun
struck upon Jonah’s head and he swooned” and he asked his soul to die™ and he said,
“better is my death than my life.” (9) And God said to Jonah, “Are you [s0]” good
and angry about the ricinus plant?” And he said, “I am so good and angry, I could
die™™.

(10) And Adonai said, “You cared about* the ricinus that you did not work
for and you did not grow that one night it was here and the next* it perished. (11)
And I, should I not care about Nineveh, the great city that has in it more than twelve
myriads of people who do not know their right from their left, and many beasts?”

71.Implied.

72.Literally, “until that”. Some translators write “waited” (Sasson) or “waiting” (NRSV). While this
may be the sense of the phrase, I suggest that it is implied rather than stated.

73. A castor oil plant found in Israel. The term 11‘?’? has not been decisively defined, only appearing
in this chapter of the Bible. Simon notes that “Targum Jonathan does not attempt to translate the
Hebrew noun... and takes it over literally. The Septuagint renders it as ‘pumpkin’...[the ricinus] has
large palmate leaves and is characterized by extremely rapid growth” (p.42). NRSV tranglates “a
bush”. Trible renders, “a plant”. Sasson leaves it as “a gigayon plant”. I follow Simon.

74.A play on words with 78,

75.Many translators (ex. Simon and Sasson) render “distress” here. [ prefer to keep this key term
consistent throughout the book. In addition, I will argue that the use of MY here in conjunction
with 281D suggests a state more severe than “distress™.

76.1 follow Simon who bases his translation on the root W N which means to be silent or speechless.
However, this is the only place in which (n)’%"ll_‘,\ appears as an adjective and its meaning is
debated. Other possibilities are fierce (Sasson), stifling (Lacocque and Lacocque) and hot
(Limburg). Sasson notes that “The phrase ruah qadim harisit consists of a feminine noun (ruak)
separated from its feminine adjective (harisit) by a masculine noun with which it is in construct
(gadim). Scripture has only one other equivalent phrase, at Exod 14:21, ‘The Lord pushed the sea
with a powerful east wind...” These attestations clearly indicate that whenever Hebrew narrators
call upon the east wind, they are alerting readers to God’s controlling presence.” (p. 303).

77.This verb can mean either to wrap oneself or to swoon. The latter meaning is also found in Isa.
51:20, Ez 31:15 and Am. 8:13.

78. Simon translates, “wished to die.” Sasson translates, “longing to die.” 1 prefer to retain the
dialogic nature of the verb PRVY. The use of NN does imply that the dialogue is internal, even
though God responds in verse 9.

79.Implied.

80.Literally, “until death”,

81.1 follow Simon here. Although DY is more often translated as “have compassion” or “have

mercy,” the issue here is not Jonah’s compassion or mercy about the plant, but rather his concern
over its loss.

82.Literally, “between one night it was here and between one night it had perished.”
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II._TURNING OVER: ADVENTURES AND INVERSIONS IN THE BOOK OF
JONAH

TRV DGR NYPY NPTV OR WAN)
And I say, “Oh that I had wings like a dove! I would fly away and be at rest!”
- Psalm 55:7

Chapters 1-3

The first three chapters of the book of Jonah provide the immediate context
and background for chapter 4. Here I review and discuss in brief several elements of
chapters 1-3 in anticipation of our discussion of chapter 4.

Chapter 1

From the very first words in the book of Jonah, we are brought into
conversation with the stories of other prophets. The call to prophecy of 1:1-2 is not
unusual nor is Jonah’s initial lack of enthusiasm to bring God’s word to people.
What is unusual is that God calls Jonah to prophecy to non-Israelites, perhaps an
early indication that Jonah’s story will not be quite like those of earlier prophets.
Further, while Jonah is not the first to resist his task of carrying God’s message, he
certainly takes prophetic reluctance to a new height. Unlike Moses (Exod. 3:1-14)
and Jeremiah (Jer. 1:6) who resist verbally, Jonah expresses his distaste for God’s
task by running away. God commands him to go east to Nineveh; he boards the first
ship heading west (v.3). God likewise responds in deed rather than word, casting a
life-threatening storm upoﬁ the sea (v.4). By the time we reach verse 5, there can be
no doubt that Jonah is unlike any other prophet. While the sailors call out to their

gods and jettison cargo in order to save their lives, Jonah retreats to the lowest

compartment of the ship and falls asleep. He descends as far as he possibly can (or so
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we think), avoiding responsibility and anyone who might hold him responsible. The
captain of the ship, however, refuses to let Jonah off the hook (v. 6). The captain
commands Jonah to call out to his God, borrowing God’s words DY and NP from
verse 1 (v.6).® The sailors, having no luck at stabilizing the ship, suggest casting lots
to find the party responsible for the storm. Not surprisingly, the lot falls on Jonah
(v.7). The sailors inquire about Jonah’s identity with four different questions (v.8).
Jonah replies with the single answer, “I am a Hebrew and I fear Adonai the God of
the heavens who made the sea and the dry land.” (v.9). The sailors confront Jonah for
bringing misfortune upon them (v.10) Holbert observes that they too borrow
language from God. In this case it comes from Genesis 3:13 when God confronts
Eve™ over the matter of the forbidden fruit. Without waiting for an answer from
Jonah, they ask what they can do to calm the seas (v.11). Jonah offers to be thrown
into the sea in the hope that the raging storm will calm. (v.12). The sailors, unwilling
at first to sacrifice Jonah’s life for their own make one final attempt to escape the
storm’s destructive path, unsuccessfully trying to row to shore (v.13). The sailors
then call out to God. They ask not to be punished for shedding “innocent blood” a
concern that apparently had not occurred Jonah. They conclude their cry with an
acknowledgement that God is omnipotent (v.14). While Jonah has referred to God in
terms of creation (“the God of the heavens who made the sea and the dry land”) back
in verse 9, the sailors describe God’s unyielding ability to act (“Whatever you desire,

you have done”). The sailors, perhaps unknowingly, acknowledge what Jonah has

83. Holbert, 66.

84. I address the commonalities with the Garden of Eden stories in the “Comments on Chapter 4”
section.
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still failed to recognize. It is as if they are saying, “When you want your prophet to
arise and go to Nineveh, that is exactly what he will do!” The sailors finally cast
Jonah into the sea which does indeed calm down (v.15). In the final verse of the
chapter, the sailors once again acknowledge God (v.16). They have adopted the fear
of God of which Jonah speaks in verse 9 and demonstrate their newfound
appreciation with sacrifices and vows.

Chapter 1 is an appropriate opening for a book full of reversals. Already, the

story is upside down and backwards. God’s prophet appears to be reckless and

self-centered. In comparison, the sailors are responsible and pious, repeating words
of God and seeming to understand the deity better than Jonah does.

With the exception of God’s initial command, Jonah and God communicate
with one another not in word, but in deed. When Jonah takes flight, God calls up
forces of nature to chase him down (a phenomenon that has only just begun). As in
Esther 3:7-8 and 1 Sam. 10:20-21 the casting of lots indicates that God continues to
monitor and influence the turn of events.

In chapter 1 we also see the first indication of Jonah’s possible death wish.
His descent into the inner recess of the ship can be understood to be suicidal or at
least a passive acceptance of death. His willingness to be cast into the sea also
suggests readiness for death. The latter point, though, indicates that Jonah is at least
ambivalent about dying. Afier all, Jonah does not hurl himself into the sea upon
confirmation that he is responsible for the storm nor does he intervene while the
sailors attempt to row to safety. On the other hand, Jonah does not attempt to bargain

with God. He does not ask for relief for the innocent sailors or for his own life to be
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spared. In fact, as far as we know, Jonah does not pray at all despite the captain’s
command.

In sum, chapter 1 describes a prophet who will heed neither divine nor human
command. Jonah seeks to avoid virtually all responsibility until he finally volunteers
to be cast into the sea, a gesture with several possible interpretations. We enter
chapter 2 with Jonah sinking into the depths of a sea that has finally calmed.

Chapter2

Chapter 2 takes the book of Jonah from the realm of the unusual to that of the
absurd. It opens with God appointing a great fish to swallow Jonah. He remains in
the belly of the fish for three days and nights (v.1). In verse 2 Jonah finally opens his
mouth and prays to God. Scholarly debate exists as to whether or not Jonah’s prayer
is original to the text or a later insertion.*® The primary basis for suspicion of its
originality is the content.* The prayer is closer to a psalm of thanksgiving than a plea
for mercy or a confession of guilt as we might expéct. In fact, it shares many phrases
with the book of Psalms.” While “most commentators have agreed that it is a
secondary intrusion into the book,” Magonet argues that the author “...puts into
Jonah’s mouth certain pious affirmations, yet each comes out in a particularly ironic
way in its context in the book.” Jonah’s psalm, according to Magonet, is like his

declaration in 1:9 and his accusation in 4:2 (see below). All of these are traditional

85. For discussions of this matter, see Simon xxiii-xootv and 15-18, Sasson 16-19 and Magonet
39-44,

86. Magonet, 39.

87. See Magonet, 50 and Lindburg 63-6. Magonet argues that “Even if one accepts the possibility of a
deliberate borrowing from the psalter, it is difficult to prove the dependence of one text on the
other.” (p. 44).

88. Ibid.

89. Magonet, 52.
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texts that Jonah “misuses™ and that point to a matter of irony in the text. In this

case, for example:

...the [ironic] element is not hard to find, for where in Jonah’s words is any
mention of the mission he was supposed to fulfill? Where is his repentance
for fleeing from God? The whole “psalm” is entirely restricted to the current
situation in which the prophet finds himself, with no allusion to any previous
event. Piously, he begins: ‘I called out of mine affliction unto YHWH...” but
why is he in affliction? Only because of something God has done! ‘For Thou
didst cast me into the depth, in the heart of the seas...””

Whether or not the effect is intentional on the part of the original author,

Jonah’s prayer fits right into this narrative of surprise as we shall see. The prayer is

filled with images of terror such as “Water enveloped me, until death. The reeds
surrounded me. Reeds twined around my head” (v. 6) and “The land, its bars
[locked] behind me forever.” (v.7). It suggests a profound realization of the
imminence of death and an equally profound gratitude for God’s power to save as in
“From the belly of Sheol I cried out, You heard my voice” (v. 3) and “When my life
was growing faint, I recalled Adonai” (v.8). Jonah speaks as one who approaches
God with subservience and humility: “But may I continue to look upon the sanctuary
of Your holiness?” (v.5) and “I, in a voice of Thanksgiving will sacrifice to You.”
(v.10).

At face value, this would appear to be a “rock bottom” experience for Jonah.
Like the alcoholic who reaches utter darkness and despair, Jonah plunges to the

ultimate depth. As Catherine Keller has noted, the DY that surrounds Jonah in

verse 6 is the Bible’s term for primordial chaos.” It is in the depths that the alcoholic

90. Not Magonet’s term.
91. Magonet, 52.
92, See Keller’s “Pre/Face” (xv-xx) for an introduction to her reading of OY .
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finally decides to turn his or her life around, and we expect Jonah t0o to emerge with
a new perspective. We anticipate that he, reborn into the living world, will surface
illuminated, with a willingness to reevaluate his convictions. At the very least, we
expect (perhaps God shares in this expectation) Jonah to integrate his newfound
humility and appreciation for life. As Jonah demonstrates, however, clarity rarely
comes easily. Once he emerges we would expect a prayer of thanksgiving or an
actualization of the sacrifices promised in verse 10. Having been delivered, we expect
him to integrate t_u's own proclamation that “Deliverance belongs to Adonai!” Alas,
Jonah’s journey is not yet over.

A discussion of chapter 2 would be incomplete without a comment about
humor in the book of Jonah. J. William Whedbee’s artful chapter “Jonah as Joke™
identifies the comic vision in the book highlighting elements of parody, satire and
caricature. Indeed, the book’s humorous tone is apparent in chapter 2. For example,
in a scene reminiscent of Balaam's encounter with the donkey (Num 22),> God
speaks not to Jonah but to the fish, leaving us to wonder which species God deems
the more intelligent life form. As far as we know, Jonah is silent for 3 days. When
he finally finds his tongue, it only seems able to speak phrases familiar to the Jewish
tradition but completely out of place here. The prayer evolves from exaggeration to
hyperbole and as Tamara Cohn Eskenazi observes, as soon as Jonah’s prayer gets
sickeningly sweet, the fish vomits.” On the matter of the appropriateness of Jonah’s

psalm in its context, Whedbee writes, “...it is precisely the interplay between the fit

93. Whedbee, 191-220.
94. Whedbee, 204.
95. In conversation.
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and no fit of psalm and story that feeds into a comic reading. In fact, the picture of
the pious prophet yearning to see again the Jerusalem temple jars with the image of
the fugitive who is trying to escape from God’s presence, but the jarring of images is
a way to heighten the parody.”™ Jonah’s carrying on does bring him salvation, but in
a thoroughly undignified manner. As Whedbee comments, “The graphically
humorous expulsion of the prophet from the fish serves both as an amusing response
to prayer and an ironic commentary on the utter freedom of Adonai to effect his
will.”” While this lesson may be evident to readers, we move on to chapter 3
w.ondering what, if anything, this wayward prophet has learned.
Chapter 3

Jonah’s harrowing journey has brought him back to square one. God’s word
comes to him for a second time (v.1) commanding him to go to Nineveh (v.2). This
time, Jonah obeys (v.3). However, as Simon notes, “...there is a hint to readers that
the external compliance is accompanied by internal opposition.”™ Simon points out
that the repetition of the command “highlights its need for reiteration”.” Further,
God’s specification that Jonah “call to [Nineveh] the message that I am telling you”
takes emphasis away from the content of Jonah’s proclamation and places it rather on
God’s demand for obedience.'®

The text highlights Jonah’s compliance a second time in noting that Jonah

“went to Nineveh according to the word of Adonai” (v.3) After describing Jonah’s

96. Whedbes, 203.
97. Whedbee, 204.
98. Simon, 26.
99. Ibid.

100. Ibid.
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physical journey, the text reports his short and seemingly simple message to the
Ninevites: “Another forty days and Nineveh will be overturned.” (v.4) Unlike any
population that is the target of prophecy, the Ninevites immediately believe the
prophet and begin to repent by fasting and donning sackcloth and ashes (v.5) The
king of Nineveh participates in the contrition (§.6) and calls for a nation-wide fast
and repentance (v.7-8). The humorous tone of the book is evident here and this time
the joke is on the king. First, the people are already participating in the exact actions
that he commands, pointing to a false sense of authority on his part.'” Second, he
calis for the animals of the kingdom (at least the beasts and the cattle) to participate in
the fast, to cover themselves in sackcloth and to call out to God. We wonder what the
sins of the beasts could possibly be and what their “atonement” could mean. The
apparently fumbling king, however, seems to understand the severity of the matter as
well as the real root of the city’s troubles. He calls for what no one has yet suggested
(least of all, Jonah!), that the people turn from their “evil ways” (v.9).

The king declares his motivation with the comment, “Who knows whether
God will turn and relent and turn back from his burning anger so that we do not
perish” (v.10). Whedbee observes that the king here demonstrates, “his keen insight
into the ways of the deity, manifesting the proper blend of diffidence and fragile hope
that divine mercy might be granted.”'* Indeed, God looks favorably upon the acts of
the king and the city. As Whedbee notes, “Nineveh’s massive repentance evokes

from God an act of reciprocal repentance.”® The chapter closes with God seeing the

101. Magonet Subversive Bible, 78. All other footnotes citing Magonet refer to Form and Meaning.
102. Whedbee, 206.
103. Whedbee, 207.
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repentance of the Ninevites and God deciding not to destroy the city (v.10)

Jonah’s oracle contains a brilliant pun that is detected at least as early as
Rashi.'™ The surface meaning of the term 79N suggests that God will physically
destroy the city. Jonah’s speech, then, serves as a warning of what is to come.
However, as Halpern and Friedman note, “..apart from meaning ‘physical overthrow’
the verb hpk denotes a change of character”.'”® Thus, with the very words that are
meant to foretell destruction, Jonah (unknowingly?) predicts salvation instead.

Chapter 3 brings the concept of repentance to the forefront of the plot line.
Having noted that Jonah does not repent from the fish’s belly, we now see that all of
the inhabitants of Nineveh are quick to demonstrate their contrition. Interestingly,
however, the term OM) does not appear in the book until it describes God’s change of
mind in 3:9. The matter of the Ninevites’ repentance will be important to Jonah. The

matter of God’s repentance will be central to his struggle throughout the remainder of

the book. It has been noted'™ that the book of Jonah could end after chapter 3. Were

this primarily a story about a wicked city saved through repentance, the curtains
could close with this happy ending. As we shall see, however, our prophet is far from

happy.

104. Rosenberg, 190.

105. Halpern and Friedman, 87. They cite 1 Sam. 10:6 and Exod. 14:5 (among others) as examples
of this usage.

106. See, for example, Crouch, 105.




Chapter 4: Analysis

That life is worth living is the most necessary of assumptions
and were it not assumed, the most impossible of conclusions.

- George Santayana '’

In Chapter 4, Jonah turns to confront God. He finally expresses what has
been troubling him since the beginning of the book. As we shall see, it is this distress
that prompts him to ask God to end his life and to cry out twice “Better is my death

than my life.”

Structure
I suggest the following structure for chapter 4 of the book of Jonah:

I. Jonah and God: Round 1 (4:1-5)
A. Jonah’s reaction {to the events of chapter 3] (4:1-3)
1. Anger (4:1)
2. Prayer (4:2-3)
a. Explanation of flight to Tarshish (4:2a)
b. Recitation of God’s attributes as a critique (4:2b)
c. Jonah’s first call for death (4:3)
i.. Wish: Jonah asks God to take his soul (4:3a)
ii. Reason: »0R N0 21D (4:3b)
B. God’s poses a question (4:4)
C. Jonah’s physical response (4:5)
M. Jonah and God: Round 2 (4:6-9)
A. God manipulates Jonah’s surroundings (4:6-8a)
1. Relieves him with the plant (4:6)
2. Destroys Jonah’s relief (through the plant) (4.7)
3. Worsens Jonah’s condition (through the wind and sun) (4:8a)
C. Jonah’s second call for death (4:8b)
1. Wish: Jonah asks his soul to die
2. Reason: »NN NN 210
D. God poses a question (4:9a)
E. Jonah’s reiterates anger and desire for death (4:9b)
F. The final word (question): God speaks (4:10-11)

107. As quoted in Solomon, 246,
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In discussing structure for the chapter, Sasson aptly notes that:

Chapter 4 gives us many opportunities to establish boundaries for the
units. One method is by narrative changes: in protagonists, for
example, when God begins talking, at v 4; in scene, for example,
when Jonah moves out of the city, at v 5, in countermove, for
example, when God arranges the first of three marvels, at v 6; in

narratr‘v;g tone, for example, when God defends Nineveh’s redemption,
atv 10,

Sasson himself opts to breaks the chapter between verses 6 and 7 based on
“the reversal of Jonah’s mood.”™'™ I concur that Jonah moves from great gladness to
great distress between these verses. However, his happiness is so fleeting that I
would not build a chapter break around it. In addition, I suggest that verses 6-8 make
up a cohesive sub-unit in which God manipulates Jonah’s surroundings and Jonah
responds. Jonah’s switch, from gladness to distress is only one in a series of

reversals. Magonet proposes the following structure:''°
[} 2,3  Speech of Jonah

2) 4 Speech of God

3) 5 Act of Jonah

4)  6ab Act of God

5) 6¢c Jonah happy

)] 7,8a ' Act of God
V) 8b Jonah “unhappy”
V) 8b Speech of Jonah

o) 9%a Speech of God

o % Speech of Jonah

I) 10,11 Speech of God

. Magonet bases this structure on the symmetry found within the chapter, in
particular between verses 2-3 and 10-11 (see below). Further, he argues that this

structure captures the “interesting balance between words and deeds.”"' While this

108. Sasson, 271. Italics original.
109. Ibid.

110. Magonet, 57.

111. Magonet, 56.
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structure is helpful in describing the type of interplay between God and Jonah, it
neglects the content of those interactions.

Trible proposes a structure as follows:'"

A. Episode Three (4:1-4 and 5)
1. Jonah and Yahweh (4:1-4.4)
a. Jonah’s reaction (4:1)
b. Jonah’s prayer (4:2-3)
¢. God’s question (4:40)
2, Jonah Alone (4:5)
B. Episode Four (4:6-11)
1. Yahweh’s appointments with Jonah (4:6-8)
a. Plant (4:6)
b. Worm (4:7)
¢. Sun and Wind (4:8)
2. Conversation between God and Jonah (4:9)
3. Yahweh’s Question to Jonah (4:10-11)

I concur with Trible for the most part. I find a break between verses 5 and 6
more compelling than those proposed above. This division lends itself to reading
the chapter in two sections, each of which is a round of dialogue between God and
Jonah (Trible’s “episodes™). The first round begins and ends with Jonah while the
second begins and ends with God.'®  This division also reflects Jonah’s move from
an unnamed space within Nineveh to a camp outside of the city. Verse §, then, could
arguably be the beginning of round 2 rather than the end of round 1. As Trible notes,
it “relates to [the episodes] variously as conclusion (4:1-5), transition (4:5) and

introduction (4:5-11).”""* I have followed her lead in keeping it in round 1 as it is a

response to God’s question of verse 4 (see below).

Jonah’s sudden move out of the city has led commentators to question the

112. See Tribie, chapter 9. This outline fits into her structure of the book as a whole,
113. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi.
114, Trible, 195.
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placement of verse 5. They have wondered why, according to the text, Jonah remains
in Nineveh as long as he does and why he leaves in the midst of a conversation with
God. Sasson has summarized the ways in which scholars have attempted to deal with

this verse.'”

As he notes, some have suggested reconstructing an earlier form of the
text. In the early part of the 20th century, Budde and Brewer propose that the verse
as we have it simply does not belong in the narrative. Around the same time,
Winckler suggests instead that it was mistakenly placed here and actually belongs
after 3:4. Others, such as Wolff read it as a flashback ™ The latter is not a new
theory. Ibn Ezra suggests, “[Scripture] returns to mention the matters of Jonah and
what happened to him before the lapse of forty days.”'"” Simon cites a similar

argument found in commentary of Tanhum:

This verse should come before ‘This was a great evil to Jonah.’
Because, however, it is not good to separate the story of what
happened to them and his resulting vexation, the narrator first
completed that thread and only then went back to recount what
happened to him after he delivered his message, namely, that he left
the city."* :

Magonet successfully resolves what he sees as the two major problems of
verse 5. The first is the primary issue for the commentators cited above, namely, the
timing of Jonah’s exit. Magonet suggests in response that, “the act of Jonah in
leaving the city is a direct answer to God’s question whether Jonah is right to be
angry.”""® The second problem for Magonet is the fact that God provides a source of

shade for Jonah (the plant) when he already appears to have one (the shelter).

115. Sasson, 287-290.
116. Sasson, 288.
117. Rosenberg, 193.
118. Simon, 39.

119. Magonet, 58.
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Magonet resolves this problem by explaining that plant serves primarily as God’s
counterresponse to Jonah. We have seen in earlier chapters that God and Jonah have
a tendency to communicate in deed rather than in word. Thus, Magonet’s solutions
are consistent with the rest of the book. In sum, I concur that “4:5 should be retained
9120

here as in its correct position.

Round 1: 4:14:5

Verse 1 is a direct continuation of chapter 3. The final verse in that chapter
notes the evil ways of the Ninevites and the evil of God’s promised decree (both
described as NY). As these two forces wane, the evil only increases for Jonah.
The Ninevites repent, God relents and (in the opening of chapter 4) Jonah resents.

At this point, a discussion of Jonah’s emotional state will prove useful since
the way in which we read nn affects our interpretation of the entire chapter.
Simon,'* Craig,'” and NRSV are among the many who translate nn as “anger”.
However, Bolin argues that Jonah’s reaction is more likely one of grief. He writes
that, “The only ancient version to read Jonah’s reaction as anger is Jerome’s
Vulgate,” and suggests that those who read anger in the verse follow a tradition of
vilifying Jonah as one who “represents an ethnocentric, selfish, narrow-minded Israel

of the post-exilic era.”'® Sasson agrees that the term “anger” is unwarranted.'** He

cites Gen. 4:5-6, Num. 16:15, 1 Sam. 8:18, and 2 Sam.13:21, 19:43 as examples of

cases in which 190 “can also denote depression, chagrin, annoyance.” In these

120. Magonet, 60.

121. Simon, 36.

122. Craig, 17.

123. Bolin, 150. According to Bolin, “The LXX reads Jonah’s reaction as distress and

grief... Similarly, Tg. Ps.-J. emphasizes extrememe displeasure.” See also Bolin, chapter 1.
124, Sasson, 274-5.
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examples, however, [ see no reason that the other emotions should preclude anger.
Can Sasson be certain that anger is not among Cain’s reactions in Genesis 4:5-67 The
events of these verses are the trigger (or so most Biblical readers deduce) that lead to
the Bible’s first murder! Can we rule out an angry Moses as Dathan and Abiram
bring their bitter accusations (Num. 16:15) or an angry David as he hears of the rape
of Tamar? Sasson puts forth 1 Sam. 8:18 as a particularly strong indication that nn
need not mean anger. In this scene, Saul witnesses the women rejoicing at David’s
return and proclaiming, “Saul has killed his thousands and David his ten thousands”.

Sasson claims that anger on Saul’s part would be “psychologically not very

1125

cogent.”“ His argument is that:

...anger is a relatively healthy emotion, much less corrosive than
dejection, despair or depression. Moreover, because it is usually
highly public, anger normally dissipates quickly. Not so is depression,
when it transforms into self-deprecation and laceration. Thus,
whenever Saul comes out of his brooding long enough to vent his
frustration, he turns unattractively whiny and meek.'”

Sasson’s conclusion that anger is not likely here does not appear to be backed
by either psychological or Biblical evidence. However, he is accurate in observing
that Saul has a propensity for irrational behavior (see, for example, 1 Sam 18:10-12

and 1 Sam 19:24). It would be more useful to include rage as a possibility for nn

127

rather than to rule anger out.'™™ In addition, depression is associated with anger.'®

Sasson’s characterization of Saul, then, does not preclude anger, but rather supports

it. The term n N is so closely associated with anger in most appearances that I would

125. Sasson, 275.

126. Ibid.

127. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi.

128. See Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 4th ed., s.v. “Mood Disorders.”
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be reluctant to exclude anger in these cases or in Jonah’s. Some examples are
Judah’s plea that Joseph not be angry (Gen. 44:18), Moses’ reaction upon seeing the
golden calf (Ex. 32:19) and David’s response to Nathan’s parable (2 Sam. 12:5).
Finally, I would argue that Jonah’s anger need not serve as evidence testifying against
his character. That he is angry at God is clear, though anger does not make Jonah
selfish and narrow-minded'”,

Verses 2-3 contain Jonah’s most lengthy speech in this chapter, to be matched
only by God’s final question (see below). The narrator tells us that Jonah’s utterance
is a prayer, which brings it into conversation with Jonah’s prayer in chapter 2. Sasson
compares Jonah's prayer in these verses to the cry to God of the sailors in 1:14. As
he notes, these pericopes begin with similar phrases with just one telling difference.

The narrator describes the act of the sailors: YWN? NMox WP (similarly, the
king of Nineveh commands that the inhabitants call out to God - DFIN "N W)
Of Jonah, however, the text states: W N§-ON Y9319 In chapter 2, the text also

uses IP9IP). Jonah's prayers, then, are unmatched by the outcries of any other
character in the book. Trible notes that, “The Aitpael form of the verb wayyitpallel,
connotes a complaint song or lament. Unlike [Jonah’s] first prayer, this one matches

the genre and fits the narrative setting.”"*® Sasson suggests that the idiom (9931

%) “is usually reserved for entreaties made to God.”™"

129. Bolin claims that historically, the “picture of Jonah/Israe] as bitter, narrow and petty has resulted
from an overemphasis on and misinterpretation of Jonah’s anger in ch. 4” (Bolin, 59). While I
agree that misinterpretation and overemphasis on anger may well have distorted Jonah’s

characterization, I do not find this to be a compelling reason to remove the anger entirely.
130, Trible, 199.
131. Sasson, 154.




Given the above, it is interesting to note that here Jonah opens this prayer with
the same words that the sailors use in chapter 1, 77§ 13X while in chapter 2, Jonah
launches immediately into his message (.70 *ANYP). The words Ny NN are
supplicative in nature and indicate that Jonah probably plans to ask for the same relief
that the sailors requested. As Sasson aptly notes, “We are quickly disabused of that
notion, however, for Jonah presently launches into a harangue.”** Here we find the
first in a series of reversals in chapter 4. The sailors had asked that their lives be
spared (1:5). As we shall see below, Jonah not only turns to conflict rather than
supplication, but when his request comes in v. 3, it is quite the opposite of the sailors’
prayer for life.

Indeed, Jonah turns immediately to his position of confrontation. His question

M T-DY SNPYTY M3 NY NIV makes apparent a gap in the telling of this story.

As readers, we may consider two narrative possibilities: that Jonah did or did not
make this statement previously. The narrator either reveals information after the fact
or adds an additional dimension to Jonah’s character by having him retrospectively
put words in his own mouth. Simon asserts, “Jonah does not quote an earlier
statement that is now being verified, because silence was an essential part of his
rebellion...”" Bolin suggests that the current quotation refers back to 2 Kings
14:23-25 where Jonah appears and “...highlights Yahweh’s temporary forgiveness of

a foreign king.”"** Trible writes, “The narrator uses the strategy of delaying

132. Sasson, 276.
133. Simon, 37.
134, Bolin, 151.
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information.”"** Sasson speculates, “Or could it be that Jonah, perhaps due to his
depressed and irked state, is consoling himself by inventing an ‘I told you so’ to
soothe his wounded heart?”"*® The Biblical author leaves this matter to speculation,
creating a (deliberate?) sense of ambiguity.

What is clear is that Jonah’s alleged earlier statement is meant to shed light

upon his flight from Tarshish. Jonah explains, T¢Y R NP *NNTP 127Y, and his
tone is worth exploring, particularly as it relates to the previous phrase. For Sasson,

the two comprise a “justification™™’ together, though elsewhere he refers to the X197

phrase as an “excuse™*

and to this one as an “apologia”.” Trible labels the first a
“rebuke” and the second a “justification™. ' Simon suggests that Jonah’s purpose
here is to justify “his acting in accordance with his own word/thought and against

“The word of the Lord’ (1:1)"'*! Perhaps including traces of all of the above, Jonah’s

comment is his declaration of motive. This phrase prepares us for what follows.

Jonah’s opportunity for reproach has arrived and he wants God’s undivided attention.
He says, in essence, “Listen up. I’'m going to tell you what my problem is that led us
both on this wild adventure. This is what I ran from in the first place and this is what
infuriates me now.”

Indeed, Jonah makes the precise nature of his critique clear in the next phrase:

MYID™OY OO TEH"27 DN TN O TeNTON PN 2 >Ry 7. We should

. Trible, 200,
. Sasson, 296.
. Ibid.

. Sasson, 277.
. Sasson, 296,
. Trible, 199.
. Simon, 37.
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notes Jonah begins his reproach with a statement about himself (’B&)“I}). Sasson
points to the thymes of verse 2 DY T PPNTP PHPTR MNP as evidence that the
focus of the narrative has narrowed onto Jonah.

Jonah claims to understand God’s nature. His description of God is his most
brilliant and daring piece of rhetoric. It is filled with double meaning and dripping
with sarcasm. It is a variation on Exodus 34:6-7 and contains fragments that appear
in many other Biblical citations. Yet, Jonah turns the words of Exodus 34 into a
sharp critique. He finds God’s mercy unacceptable. He fled, he implies, so as not to
take part in it. Now, having learned that there is no fleeing from God, Jonah opts for
confrontation. He chooses for his fighting words a virtual mantra of Biblical praise.

The other pericopes that use similar language to describe God are'*:

Citation Text

Exod 34:6-7 | 79027 DX TR Y0) 01 ON N | Ny Ry Moy | i A
NN MY | 728 NP Np NP NNON YUY TIY NS DoApNo TRl ) Do)
DYITOY DYIYOY DR MO DI DY

Num 14:18 | o039y nian 1 799 npx Mo g U9 W N TRO-a DN T8 Njm
DYITIN OWIYDY

Deut 4:31 Wt PHIY T TNV N2 TNV NP 79 N PN I DINTON D
opY YY)

Joel 2:13 TR N DN W00 TP MmN 109 DPTTON) B3I W
NI PN PRYM 0NN 12 YIP P T ATOY on TeHTa) DdN

DTN T2 TRR NOM
Jon 4:2 1270 SPRTACYY NPTy YT MR M N e NFMUON S9dm

TN DAN T O WDON RPN 02 SNy 02 YYD NNV SNTR
Yoy o

142. Based on the chart provided by Sasson, 280.
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Citation Text
Nah 1:3 1571 NWW3 N3 NI N NP N NS DT TN O TN N
TPY1PAN W)
Ps 78:38 ANRN-57 PNDY 19K 1Y N DY M) 1Y 1927 | o )
Ps 86:5 PRIPTOP TR AN NP AW T NPNTD
Ps 86:15 TP TON"IT) D28 TRX Y0} OV TN FTE PR
Ps 111:4 MY O VD YRR WY IR
Ps 112:4 PTH 0NN N DI T VNI N
Ps 116:5 PYI PP HBT NI DRDP WY 10DV WINPT N W0
Ps 145:8 APR-ITH OO T NI O D
Neh 9:17 UNT0IP DSW TRV Oy TRy WK PHNDS) YIREND) ¥RYD e
TROTIT) MENTTI DN W NYHY 1%y NN Q3 ORTIYP W)
Op3Y N (TR0
Neh 9:31 PN 0N WOOR P OPFRY NP1 7P OPVY Ny O30 TROI
2 Chr 309 TNID XP 221 Ot 97 DINTp O D0Y NFMDY 0333 %7
VPN AMYION OIN TN PPN OPTN 1IN DN W07

With the exception of Jonah’s statement, all of the above pericopes are

laudatory in nature. However, they deal with the matter of God’s mercy in various

ways. Exodus 34:6-7 notes the tension between Divine justice and mercy. God is

OIAN TN “slow to anger” and NMNYM YY) MY NI “forgiving iniquity and

transgression and sin”. At the same time, however, God Y)Y | 729 NP Nohp)

DY OV DYIYOY 003 527991 03Dy NN “surely does not clear [the

guilty],'* visits iniquity of parents upon their children and upon their children’s

143, Implied.
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children to the third and forth generation.” In God’s own words, then, God is both
forgiving and just. While graciousness and mercy are highlighted here, God does not
refrain from punishing those who sin. Numbers 14:18 and Nahum 1:3 echo these
sentiments. Alternatively, Psalm 78:38 and Neh 9:17 and 31 place particular
emphasis on God’s granting of forgiveness to those who sin. Of the variations on the
Exodus 34 quotation, only Jonah 4:2 and Joel 2:13 include the final attribute named
here by Jonah, NY70-OY O

The verb DN often implies a 180-degree turn around.'* Thus, it means
comfort for those who are in pain (as in Gen. 24:67, Ezek. 14:22, and most notably
Isa. 40:1) and repentance for those who have sinned (as in Judg. 21:6 and Jer. 31:19).

Jeremiah 18 demonstrates that O denotes various types of reversal as there it

applies to both Y1 (8) and N2V (10). God is often the subject of the verb, both as

comforter (ex. Isa. 49:13 and 51:3, Ps. 86:17) and as repenter (ex. Gen. 6:6, 1 Sam.

15:35 and Jer. 26:13). In fact, it is not unusual for the text to describe God relenting

from an action that is specified as Y7 (ex. 2 Sam. 24:26, Jer. 26:19 and 1 Chron.

21:15).

Still, it is significant that only Joel and Jonah include this attribute in their
descriptions of God. Joel offers the sinful people a chance at forgiveness, using the
term to urge them to repent. He has warned of the darkness and gloom that will be
their punishment; but God, he proclaims, might relent from evil. Jonah on the other

hand packs the final punch with this attribute. God does not, as in Exodus 34 and

144, Tamara Cohn Eskenazi.
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elsewhere, hold the wicked accountable. Further, the Joel text includes an important
subtlety that Jonah excludes. Joel asks Of))) 2W? YI¥ *N “Who knows, whether he
will turn and relent?” The Ninevites, too, wonder in 3:9: ©POND O 2N YIP-P
“Who knows whether God will turn and repent...?” Jonah, however, expresses a
measure of certainty, replacing YTV " with "Ny in 4:2.'¢

Cooper observes that the Exodus 34 text continues with the term NN while

Jonah moves immediately to My 9 0N, The God who was once described as
“slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love and truth” is in Jonah’s mind “slow to
anger, abounding in steadfast love and repenting of evil.” In other words, Jonah
replaces God’s quality of reliability with God’s tendency to be (in his mind)
unnecessarily forgiving. It is yet another reversal, in which Jonah accuses God of
undermining faithfulness! The text validates Jonah’s claim to know the truth with his
very name, YINN"13 MP.

Rachel Adler offers an alternate translation that highlights Jonah’s possible
intent. She renders the phrase, “indulgent of evil”'’ suggesting an even harsher
indictment of God on Jonah’s part. God is so deeply committed to repentance that

even the truly wicked go unpunished, an idea that is contemptible to Jonah.

Meir Sternberg’s method of reading the text gap-by-gap underscores nature of
Jonah’s complaint as a reversal. He reminds us that the narrator does not initially

give a reason that Jonah refuses to go to Nineveh, He writes, “...apparently... the

145. Pointed out by Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and J. William Whedbee.
146. Cooper, 154.
147. Adier, 329.
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reason is self-evident: Jonah is too tender-hearted to carry a message of doom to a
great city. He obviously protests against a wrathful God not with words, like
Abraham or Moses or Samuel, but with his feet.”'* Frolov, too, suggests that “the
author obviously tries to make the book look like yet another Sodom and Gemorrah
story.”*’ If so, then Jonah’s actual grievance would catch the reader completely off
guard. While I do not read the buildup to 4:3 exactly as Sternberg and Frolov do,
their comparison of Jonah to earlier figures is quite valuable. Where the usual
Biblical hero refuses to take part in destruction, Jonah, will not take part in
redemption!

Until now, I have argued that Jonah speaks with contention to the deity.
There can be no question of his negative spin by the time we reach verse 3. The
attributes listed above are the very cause of Jonah’s (first) request to die: N NPV
PP NI 2T AN WOrnn Ny NP2,  Here I suggest that Jonah’s request is (at
least in part) a continuation of his complaint against God. I do not imply that it lacks
sincerity completely. After all, anyone engaged in verbal sparring match with the
deity must use request for death sparingly as a tool. Still, the development of Jonah’s
argument suggests that this too is a jab. Having cited the motivation for his protest
he now illustrates its magnitude. The very meaning of his life (at this moment
anyway) boils down the point he makes. Jonah dares God to agree that his life has no
other value.

In fact, Jonah denounces the sanctity of life that God has honored throughout

148. Sternberg, 318.
149. Frolov, 100.
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this book. After all, this is a story of those who would die, if not for the mercy of
God. The sailors, the Ninevites and Jonah himself could have joined the ranks of the
inhabitants of Sodom and Gemorrah'® (cities of evil), Uzzah"'. (well meaning
bystanders who nonetheless transgress) and Lot’s wife'* (killed for disobedience) as
casualties of the God who at times values justice over mercy. In our story, however,
(and throughout much of the Biblical narrative) God demonstrates a desire to go to
great length to preserve life. The tempestuous storm claims not a single sailor. Jonah
neither drowns nor is he digested by the fish. The moment the Ninevites repent, God
grants them another chance to live. Jonah flings this effort back at God as he decries
the value of his own life.

As Rachel Adler points out, God reacts to Jonah like “the perfect therapist”.'”
Responding to the emotional message behind Jonah’s outcry, God asks, “Are you
good and angry?” God, it seems, will not take Jonah’s dare. God will not concur that
Jonah’s life depends on the validity of his position, demonstrating instead remarkable
interest in his state of mind.

Just when the dialogue gets heated between God and the prophet, Jonah once
again leaves town. The master of flight (perhaps aptly named afier a bird) leaves
Nineveh for a place outside of the city. He makes a shelter for himself and settles
down in the shade to watch what wiil happen to the city. At this point, round 1 ends.
The lights suddenly dim on the stage with the lonely prophet in his camp and with

God’s (first) question looming in the air unanswered.

150. Gen. 18.

151. 2 Sam. 6:3-7.

152. Gen. 19:17 and 26.
153. Adler, 329.
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Round 2: 4:6-11

We begin our discussion of round 2 with some speculation about the end of
round 1. The question is: What exactly does Jonah plan to see in Nineveh? The
prophet plans to watch something happen from a distance. Does Jonah hope that God
will change God’s mind once again and destroy the city after all? Does the prophet
fantasize that his own anger and despair may have caused a Divine change of mind?
Alternatively, does Jonah intend to torture himself by watching the Ninevites thrive in
a fully-functioning city? Does he plan to witness for himself the full extent of his
prophetic “success” which is for him, an unbearable defeat? Or, does he watch so
that he will see how long the city will remain “repentant™?'** Does he wait for his
opportunity to say “I told you so” as the Ninevites return to their old ways?

Whatever Jonah sees in Nineveh is outside of our view as readers. The
camera once again zooms in on Jonah and we lose sight of Nineveh and the future
implications of its repentance. For the third time, God calls upon forces of nature to
interact with Jonah. God appoints the kikayon plant for the specific purposes of
providing Jonah with shade {5¥) and saving (>*¥1p) him from his troubles. The latter
term emphasizes the severity of Jonah’s distress as it most commonly appears in the

Bible in relation to dire situations.'”® For example, Reuben pleads with his brothers
not not spill Joseph’s blood as he secretly plans PN"9N 1PWDY DPNINN 180 -

“to save him from their hand to return him to his father.” (Gen. 37:22). In Exod. 3:8,

God explains that he has come 0¥ PR 180 - “to save [the people] from the

154. Sasson, 289. Sasson discusses traditional Jewish commentaries that suggest this interpretation.
155. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi.




]
38

hand of Egypt” (Gen. 3:8). The prophets often speak of God’s power to save the
people from the onslaught of nations (ex. RN 920 N T2 OV o ¥IN OY in
Micah 4:10 and JP¥0P) JWYNY in Jer. 15:20). The narrator implicitly compares
Jonah’s state to situations that have threatened the very nation. We can infer, then,
that the evil that Jonah experiences is no small matter of discomfort. Likewise, the
plant is a significant saving measure on God’s part.

In response to this attention from God, Jonah surprises us once again by
feeling happy. In fact, the end of verse 6: fp11) NONY YRPRPD~DY MY NHYN
parallels verse 1: 7P¥1) NYRP-on P Jonah’s happiness over the plant matches
the distress he felt not long ago over Nineveh.

Alas, Jonah’s happiness is short-lived. God once again calls upon nature to
intervene. This time, a swallowing worm accompanies the first rays of dawn. With
four short words, the worm obliterates the plant that was Jonah’s source of happiness.
His condition then goes from bad to worse as God continues to manipulate nature: the
wind and sun attack Jonah and he, like the kikayon, withers in the desert heat. We

reach the climax of round 2 as Jonah longs to die and repeats his phrase: D10 310
»NR. Sasson comments, “For someone who has recently affirmed that ‘rescue is

from the Lord’ (2:10), Jonah seems to forget that death, no less than life, is God’s to
dispense”.'* God once again responds with a question. This time, God repeats the
query into Jonah’s emotions but adds an interpretation, “Are you good and angry

about the kikayon?” This time, Jonah replies with words, reiterating his interest in

156. Sasson, 317.
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death, “So angry I could die.”
The Final Word?

The final section of the chapter and the entire book is God’s relatively lengthy
speech. Focusing on Jonah’s feelings about the plant, God compares it to the city of
Nineveh. God may be making several points:

(1) An entire city deserves at least as much compassion as a single plant. God notes
that plant sprang up over the course of a single night. The implication is that a city
takes infinitely more care and investment. Therefore, its destruction would be
infinitely more devastating.

(2) The city contains innocents. The fact that those who do not know their right hand
from their left are in the city seems to suggest that many of Nineveh’s inhabitants are
innocent or child-like. God does not specify that the innocent should not be punished
with the wicked, but a trace of this ethic may be contained in God’s statement.

(3) Jonah does not have much right to complain about Nineveh’s fate (implied). God
merely hints at this point by noting that Jonah did not even “work for” or “grow” the
plant, let alone Nineveh. In contrast, God has the right to care about Nineveh. The
answer that God invites with a rhetorical question is, “Yes, you should care about
Nineveh.”

(4) God is truly asking. Perhaps the question is not rhetorical at all.'”” God

demonstrates ambiguity over how to deal with a nation in Hosea 11:8, asking: X

TOR27Y0Y T90) LINIYD PN IDTAD FINR TR IR TN O I9N

157. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi.
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PN ¥ - How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O

Israel?*** Perhaps God expresses similar uncertainty about the mercy granted to

Ninevites.

These points are not developed in the text. God hints at them without making
complete arguments. Taken at face value, God’s final point appears fraught with
logical flaws. For example, is the plant truly comparable to Nineveh? Jonah’s
perspective is that Nineveh ought to be destroyed due to its wickedness. It would be
quite absurd to discuss whether or not the plant should survive based on its morality.
Further, Jonah’s concemn for the plant has to do with his own self-interest. The text
explains that the purpose of the plant was to provide Jonah with comfort. Jonah, at
first glance, appears to be upset about losing the plant because he also loses physical

relief. Finally, as Sasson notes, God’s argument

...80 readily draws us into its inner logic that we may easily neglect to
question its basic premise. God forces Jonzah to focus on the gigayon plant
as the source of his dejection, when his despair actually comes from a

combglgation of circumstances, the withering plant being only one of
them.

Sasson resolves this issue by suggesting that the plant is meaningful for Jonah
as it represents God’s care. “Its demise,” he writes, “no less miraculous than its birth,
brings Jonah’s self-doubts back to full force, and he again turns to death as a solution
to his psychological impasse. It is in this sense, then, that Jonah answers God’s
question affirmatively.”® In other words, Jonah assumes that God understands the

symbolic value that the plant holds for him. Thus, when the plant is destroyed, for

158. NRSV
159. Ibid.
160. Tbid.
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Jonah, God’s tenderness toward him likewise withers.
Sheldon Blank offers an altemative interpretation. He expands God’s words,

suggesting that the full intent is:

You are terribly upset about that plant, which cost you no pains at all,
which you did not cultivate, which grew overnight, and faded overnight,
and should I not be distressed concerning this teeming great city, Nineveh,
which, be it noted, cost me no end of toil, which I did care for - and not for
one night either but for many long years."'

In other words, God responds in this manner because God understands
Jonah’s pain so poignantly and in fact relates to it. Blank suggests that this is one of
a handful of passages in which God responds to human grief with a statement of
Divine grief. Parallel pericopes include Jeremiah 45 and 8:18-23, Hosea 11:8, Isaiah
42:14 and Job 40:9-14. He writes, “Nowhere in the Hebrew Bible do the
‘personhood’ of God and his entanglement in the human situation stand out more
clearly revealed than in this recurrent pattern”.'

Rachel Adler offers yet another explanation of God’s response.'® Perhaps the
episode with the plant is a sort of “behavior modification plan” that God creates for
Jonah. Up until this point, Jonah has advocated for justice for Nineveh at the price of
compassion and salvation. That is, he has rejoiced over impending death and
mourned over the pardon that saves lives. With the kikayon, God creates a situation

in which Jonah’s inappropriate behavior is reversed so that he rejoices over life and

mourns over death. This interpretation will be explored further below.

Chapter 4 ends in a draw between God and Jonah. We never read of Jonah’s

161. Blank, 30. Italics Blank’s.
162. Blank, 41.
163. In conversation.
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response to God’s question. Sassson'® has detected a feature that highlights the
narrator’s refusal to declare a victor in the debate between Jonah and God: The text
allocates an equal number of words to Jonah and God during the course of their

dialogue. The speech breaks down as follows:'®

S er Verses Number of Words
Jonah 2-3 39

God 4 3

Jonah 8 3

God 9 5

Jonah 9 5

God 10-11 39

Bolin writes, “Each side is given ‘equal time’ as it were, to set for its position,
but in the end the topic remains insoluble.”'® Sasson writes, “This symmetry in

apportioning words is much too developed and obvious to be accidental”.'"” He

continues:

I can suggest that this balance and harmony are intended to keep us aware

that God’s responses are countermoves to Jonah’s utterances. If so, we

are encouraged to /imit the application of the lesson we derive from

Jonah’s last chapter to the unusual conditions that forced the

confrontation between God and a displeased prophet. In other words, we

are invited to perceive Nineveh’s good fortune as uncommon and not

easily reproducible; on future occasions, when populations sin badly .
enough to deserve divine punishment, God might not prove as |
charitable.'®

Sassson’s suggestion is a possibility, though the text itself does not draw this
conclusion. The fact that God’s response to Jonah makes up the final lines of the

book suggests that God holds in the upper hand in the debate. Either by God or by

164, Sasson, 317,

165. Based on Sasson’s table, 317.
166. Bolin, 149.

167. Sasson, 318.

168. Ibid, italics Sasson’s.




43

the narrator, the prophet is quieted. Still, the fact that God’s response is a question
suggests an ending that is less clear-cut.

Indeed, scholarly debate continues as to the ultimate message of the author.
Many exegetes have suggested that the answer to God’s final question is “yes”. Alan
Jon Hauser, for example, concludes that readers are “receptive to the writer’s basic
point that Jonah’s anger and vindictiveness are inappropriate in the light of the
forgiving nature of God.”'® John C. Holbert gauges that Jonah “...is the object of the
satiric attack of the book... Jonah is a Hebrew prophet disobedient and hypocritical,
angered by God’s will io save, yet claiming to affirm God’s power to do so... Jonah is
thus an attack on Hebrew prophetic hypocrisy.”'”

Serge Frolov, however, argues against those who condemn Jonah and his
quarrel with God. He contends rather that readers are meant to sympathize with
Jonah throughout the book and would answer God’s question with “no”. He argues
that “For the Israelites, yona was first and foremost a sacrificial species... it is
consistently recognized as a valid guilt offering,” and he thus represents “a suitable
animal for the atonement of sin.”'”" Jonah’s rebellion, according to Frolov, is based
on his refusal to play that role for the Ninevites.

Frolov continues:

Taxed out of their lives so that Nineveh or its successors could prosper
and occasionally robbed and raped by Mesopotamian invaders, [intended
readers] will view themselves as Jonahs. Knowing that the Northern
Kingdom has been destroyed by Assyria (or if one dates the book to the
period preceding the fall of Samaria, is being politically pressed and
economically exploited by it), they will hardly help applauding the

169. Hauser, 37.
170. Holbert, 75.
171. Frolov, 97. Italics Frolov’s.




prophet’s determination to save his country rather than its mortal enemy.'"
Frolov, who attributes his reading in part to his life as a “former Soviet

national” and “a Jew born after World War I1,” contends that a text or society that

teaches “sacrifice of an individual for the sake of the collective” inevitably leads to

“oppression and terror”.'” He argues that many post-exilic Jews would share his

perspective. Like them, he concludes that given the opportunity to suffer as the
atonement for the sins of others, “I would rather go to Tarshish.”'™

I would conclude that the text provides no definitive answer to the question of
whether Jonah is a hero or an anti-hero. The text, once again, creates an ambiguity
that should not be dismissed. Indeed, the inconclusive ending leaves it ultimately up

to the reader and interpreter to answer the question, “Should God care for Nineveh?”

172. Frolov, 100-101.
173, Frolov, 104,
174. Frolov, 105.




Chapter 4: Comments

[Javert’s] ultimate anguish was the loss of all certainty. He felt uprooted. His code
was no longer anything but a stump in his own hand. He was dealing with scruples of
an unknown species...a mysterious justice according to God going counter to justice
according to men. In the darkness he could see the fearful rising of an unknown
moral sun; he was horrified and blinded by it.

- Victor Hugo in Les Miserables'”

The Nature of Jonah’s Crisis

As Simon has noted, “It is particularly difficult to identify the central theme

that unites all the elements of the [Jonah] story into a literary and conceptual

whole.”'” Magonet deals with the thematic complexities of the book by presenting

four polarities that represent tensions running throughout the story. Noting that they

“must necessarily overlap” he investigates these distinct but interrelated themes:'”

(1) Knowledge of God / Disobedience of God
(2) Particularism / Universalism

(3) Traditional Teaching / New Experience
(4) The Power of God / The Freedom of Man

Similarly, Simon identifies four major themes through which traditional and
modern exegetes have read the book of Jonah (some of which overlap with

Magonet’s)."™ They are:

(1) Atonement versus Repentance

(2) Universalism versus Particularism

(3) Prophecy: Realization versus Compliance
(4) Compassion: Justice versus Mercy

Simon concludes that the first three do not encapsulate or reflect the book in

175. Hugo, 1323.
176. Simon, vii.

177. Magonet, 90.
178. Simon, vii - xiii.
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its entirety.'” He concludes that the forth theme, justice versus mercy “..is
compatible with the entire narrative from beginning to end and encompasses most of
its elements.”™ Before evaluating his conclusion, I will briefly discuss each of these

proposed thematic elements.

Atonement versus Repentance: This theme is centered around the fact that the
Ninevites, perhaps the the embodiment of wickedness after the fall of the kingdom of

Israel, repent.  Further, their repentance is accepted by God. Consider the

description of Nineveh in Nahum 3:1: ¥ N> non 719 ¥n2 AP opT MY oM

9  (“Ah! City of bloodshed, utterly deceitful, full of booty - no end to the
plunder”). The Ninevites, by their very nature, push the concept of repentance to its
outer limit. Andre and Pierre-Emmanuel Lacocque ask, “Who would opt for leaving
one’s city in shambles and mourning its dead, in order to become, in the very city that
committed the crime, the instrument of its forgiveness and salvation?”'*' Do the
inhabitants of the “city of bloodshed” have the right and capacity to repent? Further,
if they reprent, should they be forgiven? How far can forgiveness go? God and

Jonah find themselves at odds with one another over this question.

Whether or not God’s sparing of Nineveh is a direct result of their repentance
is a matter of deliberation. Simon contends that, “Nineveh merits its Creator’s
protection, not because of its citizens’ remorse but because it is a great metropolis,

teeming with children who have never sinned and with many beasts as well.”"*?

179. Ibid.

180. Simon, xiii.

181. Lacocque and Lacocque, 68.
182. Simon, xiii.
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Cooper also argues that the sparing of Nineveh is not the result of repentance, but he
argues for an alternative reason, namely, that “God is free to save whomever he

pleases, in whatever manner he chooses.”'®

The concept of repentance makes two additional significant appearances in

the book of Jonah. First, God is described by both Jonah and the narrator as OfY)

NYWJY.  As discussed above, this is not the only Biblical reference to God’s
turning from an act of evil or “repenting”. However, it is particularly significant
here as it is at the root of Jonah’s distress. Second, the text subtly calls into question
the meaning of repentance as the beasts of Nineveh participate in acts of contrition.
We can deduce from Jonah’s complaint that he does perceive much difference

between the “atonement” of the beasts and that of their human counterparts.

Universalism versus Particularism: This veil relies on the assumption that
Jonah protests God’s mercy based on his loyalty to the people Israel and his refusal to
let them fall to a nation of foreigners and idolaters. Israel’s particularistic viewpoint,
however, is challenged as, in Magonet’s words, “the pagans are ‘good’ and Jonah is,

if not thoroughly ‘bad’ at least highly problematical.”*

Simon rejects this proposition since it lacks textual evidence from within the
book. As he observes, “...the people of Israel and the kingdom of Assyria are not even
mentioned in the book. Nineveh is described as a wicked city like Sodom, whose

inhabitants deal unjustly with one another... The narrator makes no mention of its

183. Cooper, 8. Cooper argues that this concept would be especially critical for the post-exilic author
of Jonah for whom, “...divine freedom manifests the only tolerable sequel to the failed
covenant...” {p.. 6).

184. Magonet, 94.
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citizens’ worship of idols..”™ In addition, Simon notes that Jonah risks his life in
order to save the sailors who, like the Ninevites, are foreigners and idolaters. This act
would be inconsistent if the prophet were primarily concerned with Israelite

exclusivism.

Magonet agrees that “...the message conveyed here cannot simply be, ‘look
how nice the pagans are,” for presented on so simplistic a level, it becomes an insult
to the bitter experience of Israel following the destruction and exile.”'* Noting that
the sailors are more neutral than the extremes represented as “wicked Nineveh/holy
Nineveh” he suggests a more nuanced message that “teases the reader out of a

conventional attitude into a re-thinking of relationships.”’

We have seen that Cooper and Frolov also contend that the story pits Israel
(Jonah) against Assyria (Nineveh) though these readings differs from the traditional
“universalism / particularism™ argument. Cooper argues that the exiled readers would
find hope in the notion that the God who saved (and eventually destroyed) Nineveh
would at some time return the already-destroyed Israel. Frolov suggests that the
readers would sympathize with Jonah and his case that the innocents (Israel) ought

not to be sacrificed in order to expiate for the wicked (Assyria).

Prophecy: Realization versus Compliance: The thrust of this concept is that
Jonah refuses to prophesy against Nineveh for fear that he will lose credibility when
the decree is reversed. His anger at God, then, is based on his own loss of face.

Simon gauges that “...there is no real sign in the Book of Jonah of the prophet’s

185. Simon, x.

186. Magonet, 99,
187. bid.
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anguish that the prediction did not come to pass, nor anything like this elsewhere in

the Bible.”'*

Frolov’s case, however, is built in part upon this tension. Contra Simon, he
argues that the backdrop for Jonah’s story is Deut. 18:21-22. That text distinguishes
true from false prophecy. Jonah, identified as a prophet in 2 Kings 14:25, would thus

be aware of the Deuteronomy’s criterion:
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You may say to yourself, “How can we recognize a word that Adonai has not
spoken?” If a prophet speaks in the name of Adonai but the thing does not take place
or prove true, it is a word that Adonai has not spoken.

Necessary for Frolov’s position is a rejection of the significance of the
wordplay on 11291 in Jonah’s speech. He argues, “If there is a wordplay in 3.4, it is
exceedingly subtle and most probably accidental: the author could not expect it to be
grasped by the audience without explanations (which are never supplied).”®
Halpern and Friedman, as well as Whedbee, however, demonstrate the multitude of
meaningful puns and artfully selected words in the book. 1 would thus be reluctant to

discount the either the author’s intentionality or the reader’s comprehension of double

entendre.

Knowledge of God / Disobedience of God: Magonet’s suggested theme also

relates to Jonah’s refusal to comply with God’s wishes. He wonders, “How Jonah,

knowing God, can attempt to disobey.”'® For Magonet, though, the theme is not only

188. Simon, xi.
189. Frolov, 91.
190. Magonet, 90.
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related to Jonah’s loss of credibility but also to God’s relationship with Israel despite
the history of continual disobedience. The book tells a story of a prophet who knows
exactly what God wants, yet refuses to carry out God’s will . At the same time, it
questions whether or not anyone (including Jonah) can truly know God’s will. The
people Israel, he claims, “in turn identify with Jonah the prophet who can act in the
full knowledge of what God requires in a given situation, yet is prevented by his own
private desires from doing so; and with the far more uncertain (but “realistic”) sailors
and Ninevites...who surrender their own desires to what littie they can perceive of

God’s desires.”™

Traditional Teaching / New Experience For evidence of this theme, Magonet
points to abundant material in the book that is quoted from elsewhere in the Bible. As
" he notes, Jonah tends to use formulas found in the tradition whenever explaining
himself (ex. 1:9 and 4:2). In fact, Magonet contends that “The only statement that
[Jonah] makes which is independent of his past is the request to be thrown
overboard.” Magonet argues that these quotations serve at once to evoke the tradition
and to highlight the ways in which Israel (represented by Jonah) must adjust to
circumstances that are quite different from those of their past. Israe! must “break out
beyond traditional positions and limitations in the light of a new demand by God.”
Jonah, says Magonet, demonstrates this message through frequent alteration and
apparent misappropriation of quotations. “On several levels, ‘Jonah’ forces us to

re-read the tradition.”"

191. Magonet, 94.
192, Magonet 102,




The Power of God / The Freedom of Man As Magonet summarizes, “God
creates and rules the world according to His own plan. He is free to act as He wishes,
is ultimately responsible for all that happens and can force mankind to do His will -

and yet in certain circurnstances, man can himself successfully oppose God’s

decree”.'™ This tension, argues Magonet, is apparent in the contrast between the

futility of Jonah’s attempt to flee and the success of the Ninevites in averting God’s
decree. Further, he writes, “As an ironic aside Jonah has even been incidentally
responsible for the full-scale conversion of the sailors to the fear of YHWH - Jonah’s
very rebelliousness can be turned to serve God’s purpose!™™ Magonet contends that
God’s final message with the plant is that “..if man is to try to imitate the ‘feelings’ of
God, let it not be the ‘anger’ of God, which is God’s prerogative alone, but rather His
pity...[Jonah] must come to understand the inner quality of that very pity in God that
can forgive, overcoming his own willfulness in the process. Then the freedom of man

will come to accord with the will of God.”"”

Indeed, if the book of Jonah is any indication of when human beings can and
cannot influence Divine decisions, it would seem that God is more likely to be moved
by repentance (as in the Ninevites) than by rebellion (as in Jonah).'®

Compassion: Justice versus Mercy Simon concludes that this theme “...is
compatible with the entire narrative from beginning to end and encompasses most of

its elements.””’

193. Magonet, 107.
194. Magonet, 107.
195. Magonet, 110,
196. Tbid.

197. Simon, xiii,




Jonah, Simon argues, believes in strict justice, and takes issue with God’s
merciful stance. He writes, “To the advocate of strict justice it is clear wickedness
abounds not only because of the viciousness of evildoers, but also because the Judge
of all the earth does not treat them with the full severity of the law.”'*® Apropos of

this view is Rachel Adler’s translation of NYY)~DyY O as “indulgent of evil”.

Jonah’s accusation is that God is complicit in allowing evil to happen. Simon argues,

“Jonah fled to Tarshish, instead of delivering the prophecy against Nineveh, because

he was aware of the Lord’s predisposition to mercy, so that the true purpose of the
terrible verdict he was to proclaim to the inhabitants of the sinful city was to stimulate
them to repent.”'™ Jonah would prefer that the Ninevites answer for their wickedness
and suffer appropriate punishment than repent. The remainder of the book, then, is
the continuing struggle between the prophet who rejects mercy upon sinners and the

God who is merciful nonetheless.

Simon has indeed captured what I believe to be a central theme of the book,
and a theme which is most relevant to our discussion of chapter 4. However, I would
recast Simon’s conception slightly and argue that the text points to a modified version
of the struggie between justice and mercy. The Bible, after all, includes many
narratives that articulate the tension between Divine justice and mercy. Consider, for
example, the stories of Sodom and Gemorrah (Gen. 18), the golden calf (Ex. 32) and
the prayer of Nehemiah 9. This third passage provides a litany of the ways in which

the people have rebelled, highlighting above all God’s merciful responses. The very

198. Simon, xii.
199. Simon, 35.




53

history of the people Israel and their relationship with God is a history of the tension

between Divine mercy and Divine compassion.

Jonah’s story differs from these in its focus on the individual prophet. It does
address the matter of the proper balance between justice and mercy. More precisely,
though, it is the story of the individual whose concept of that balance collides
head-on into God’s. Jonah faces the inverse of a more common personal existential
crisis. Individuals typically wonder at the balance between Divine justice and mercy
when the scale seems to tip too heavily toward the side of “justice”.* Yet, the book
of Jonah turns everything on its head. It is Jonah’s crisis that appears to be
nehephach. Rather than a protagonist who is bulldozed by “justice™ we have one
who is utterly distraught at the thought of mercy. What is unique about the book of

Jonah is not God’s mercy, but Jonah’s extreme discomfort with God’s mercy.

After ali, within the Jonah text, it is not the people of Israel who stand to

suffer but Jonah himself. Even the punishment of the Ninevites, presumed
horrendous in the mind of the reader, is described with just two words: 197 M)
(“And Nineveh will be overturned”). In comparison, the narrator goes the great

length to depict the suffering of this individual prophet. As we will see below the

attention to Jonah’s personal feelings is quite unusual in the Bibie.

Sasson also detects a deeply personal crisis in Jonah’s protests. He writes

about 4:2-3:

Jonah’s message, therefore, would be serving double duty: we may think it is

200. Here I should note that I mean “justice” in a particularly broad sense. I mean to include the
notion on the part of the sufferer that the suffering is unwarranted and the assumption that it must
be based on some system of justice.
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about Nineveh, but Jonah above all means it to be about himself... “Even as
you were sending me to this god-awful city,” Jonah is asserting, “I planned
my escape to Tarshish; and I put this pian into effect because I have always
known the truth about you: that when it comes right down to it, you will
forgive and you will not punish: not Nineveh for its sins; not me for
disobeying you. Even as the seas were raging, even as I was falling into the
gaping mouth of a fish, I knew you to be full of bluster; when eyeball to
eyeball, as usual you blinked first!” And now comes the challenge, whether
delivered from an irked or from a dejected mind, “God, now that you know
how I really feel about this whole experience, you can go ahead and kill me;
erase, if you dare, that miracle you performed in the sea for me. ™

Whether or not the text supports Sasson’s specific conclusions about Jonah’s
protest, it does indicate that the focus is on Jonah and his reaction to God’s decisions.

We have noted Sasson’s observation of the many verbs that Jonah uses to describe

himself in 4:3 ORYT PARTP PHPTX PNPY).  In addition to these four verbs, the

words Y137 2PN NI MDD PY9) are inflected with a first person singular suffix.
Jonah, at least, is singularly concerned with himself. It may be just this self-centered
quality in Jonah that has contributed to a comic reading of the book. The prophet
takes himself so very seriously that we cannot help but draw out a measure of levity.
It is not only Jonah, though, who focuses on himself. The text itself also
points to Jonah through the many references to his feelings. The Bible is typically
quite reticent about the emotions and motivations of its characters®? Yet, the

following five pericopes (out of a total of eleven verses in chapter 4) are clearly about

Jonah’s feelings:

v.1 And he burned with anger.

v.4 Are you [so] good and angry?

v.6 And Jonah was glad about the ricinus, a great gladness.
v.9 Are you [so] good and angry?

v.9 [ am so good and angry, I could die

201. Sasson, 297.

202. Many scholars have noted this. See, for example Alter’s chapter “Characterization and the Art of
Reticence.” (114-130).




The text also notes that the plant saves Jonah 1Ny77 (from his evil/distress).
While this is not a direct reference to his feelings, it is another glimpse into his state
of mind.

Finally, consider the care that God gives to this individual prophet. As we
have noted, God calls up forces of nature to bring Jonah back to his mission (the
storm), to save and then entrap him (the fish), to provide shade (the plant) and then to
make a final point (the worm). God follows him from Israel toward Tarshish to the
depths of the ocean to Nineveh and then outside of the city. God engages him in
conversation, even asking twice about his feelings. In sum, Jonah, the narrator and

God all contribute to a primary focus on Jonah and his state of mind.
The Implications of Jonah’s Crisis

While I have argued that Jonah’s is in large part a personal story, I do not
mean to suggest it is only the story of single human being. That both the text and
God pay such attention to Jonah’s protest suggests that more is at stake than his
experience. Jonah raises questions that are global in nature and extend far beyond his
personal narrative. As we have noted, Jonah brings up his own version of theodicy,

an issue with universal relevance. The book asks, in effect:™™

Is life worth living when the system of justice in the world is incomprehensible?
Can one / should one affirm life apart from justice?
Is the goodness of life contingent upon matters of justice?

Jonah takes the position that life’s value is deeply enmeshed with issues of

justice. However, the text as a whole takes the opposite stance. Jonah says, in effect,

“If these are the rules of this world, count me out!” Yet, both God and the narrator

203. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi,
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refuse to do so, suggesting that Jonah must find another means of coping.

After all, the two instances in which Jonah asks to die are not the only
references to death in the book. In fact, they serve as a climax of a book in which
impulses toward life and death vie for prominence. The following outline traces life

and death images in the book of Jonah:

CHAPTER 1

v. 4 The ship threatens to break up. [death)

v. 5 Sailors take life-saving measures. [life]
Jonah does not, but rather goes into a deep sleep. [death]

v. 6 The captain commands Jonah to call to his god, explaining that they praying so
that “...we will not perish”. [life]

v. 12 Jonah is willing to sacrifice himself, “Lift me and cast me into the sea...” [death
to save life]

v. 14 The sailors ask God, “Do not let us perish [life] on account of this man’s life...
do not hold us guilty of killing an innocent person” [death]

CHAPTER 2 [As a whole, reflects Jonah’s drive for life]

v. 1 fish swallows Jonah [saves him from death while also threatening death]
v. 3 the belly of sheol, images of drowning [death]

v. 5 hopeful image of rising to life  [life]

v. 6 more images of drowning [death]

v. 7 "you brought my life up from the pit” [life]

v. 8 “my life was ebbing away” [death]

CHAPTER 3

v. 4 “Nineveh will be overthrown” {death]

v. 5-7 fasting and sackcloth - emulating the dead  [death with the hope of life]
v.9 The king of Nineveh hopes that “we do not perish”  {life]

CHAPTER 4

v. 3 take my soul, better is my death than my life [death]
v. 7 ricinus plant withers [death)

v. 8 longs to die, better is my death than my life ~ [death]
v.9 so angry I could die [death]

Looking at chapter 4 and at the book as a whole, we might conclude that death

wins out in this narrative. However, not only does Jonah live in the end, but no one
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dies in the entire book. As Eskenazi points out, Ezra-Nehemiah is the only other

narrative in which no one dies.® Whedbee also notes that no one dies in Song of

Songs.*® Remarkably, this book in which every human character’s life is threatened

ultimately affirms life. In addition to all of the thematic elements discussed above, a
motif running through the narrative is the preservation of life.
Good and Evil in the Book of Jonah

As we have seen, God takes great interest in the issues that Jonah raises. One

key to understanding God’s message may lie in the frequent allusions to the Garden

of Eden narrative of Genesis 1-3.** Jonah, it seems, invites us to consider and revisit

the Garden. Particularly compelling are the references to ¥T», 2% and ¥9 which

together comprise a key theme in Genesis.
Our reading of Jonah will depend in part on how we understand the
knowledge of good and evil in Genesis. Note that in Genesis 1, God sees that nearly

every step of creation is 20 (Gen. 1:4,10,12,18,21,31). The term 7Y only appears

in reference to the “knowledge of good and evil” (2:9, 2:17, 34, 3:22) Thus while
“evil” remains an abstract concept, the narrator defines “good” in the eyes of God:
Creation is good. Generation of life is good.

This phrase “knowledge of good and evil” in Genesis may be (and has been)

interpreted in many ways. Richard Elliot Friedman summarizes:

... This may mean knowledge of what is morally good and bad, or it
may mean qualities of good and bad in all realms: morality, aesthetics,
utility, pleasure and pain, and so on. It may mean that things are good
and bad in themselves and that when one eats from the tree one

204, In conversation.
205. Whedbee, 217.
206. See appendix 1 for a more complete list.




acquires the ability to see these qualities; or it may mean that when
one eats from the tree one acquires the ability to make judgments of
good and bad.®

Sarna suggests one possibility not included by Friedman: “It is more
satisfactory, however, to understand ‘good and bad’ as undifferentiated parts of
totality, a merism meaning ‘everything’**

Tamara Cohn Eskenazi suggests an alternative meaning that may shed light on

Jonah.™ She notes that the highly unusual term for God, 19X MY appears in

both Jonah 4:6 and Genesis narrative (see for example, Gen 2:15 and 3:1). Eskenazi

proposes that “knowledge of good and evil” refers to experiential rather tha

theoretical knowledge. After eating the fruit of the forbidden tree, the man and
woman begin to experience the world in ways previously unknown to them.
Immediately after eating the fruit, “the eyes of the two of them were opened”
(0PI DY IN29M - Gen. 3:7). The first thing that happens is they kzow that they
are naked (0D DPY °2 WP - 3:7). They, of course, have been naked all along.
What has changed is that they now experience nudity and all that it entails (ex. fear in
verse 10). Further, the results of their eating from the tree include a variety of future
experiences - they will come to know sorrow (vv. 16 and 17), desire (v.16) and toil
(v. 19 - literally “the sweat of your brow”). Emotions, both good, and bad are an
integral part of their lives. They are now full participants in the experiences that the
world has to offer.

Likewise, Jonah begins our story with a plenitude of theoretical knowledge.

207. Friedman, 17, [talics are Friedman’s.
208, Sarna Genesis, 19.
209. In conversation.
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As Magonet observes, nearly every time that Jonah opens his mouth, he draws from
the wisdom of his tradition. Keenly aware of “knowledge™ from his people’s past, he
“knows” about creation (1:9), about prayer (2:3), about insincere devotion (2:9) and
about deliverance (2:10). What we learn in 4:2 is that Jonah’s motivation for fleeing
is his “knowledge” about God. So certain is he, and so opposed to God’s viewpoint
that he travels to the depths (literally) in order to avoid his role in carrying out God’s
command. Jonah’s “knowledge” is twofold. (1) He knows that God will relent (this
turns out to be accurate) and (2) He “knows™ that God is “wrong” to do so. The latter
point is implied rather than stated outright. Still, Jonah acts and speaks with the
certainty of someone thoroughly behind his convictions.

Further, Jonah purports to know good from bad. In the book, 20 does not

appear until 4:3, yet "Y1 has appeared by then nine times. The following subjects are

deemed “evil” (see below for a discussion of the final reference):

Citation is evil? In whose eyes? In whose words?
1:2 Behavior of Ninevites God God

3:8 Behavior of Ninevites King of Nineveh King of Nineveh
3:10 Behavior of Ninevites God narrator

1.7 Storm at sea sailors sailors

1:8 Storm at sea sailors sailors

3:10 Punishment narrator narrator

4:2 Punishment not Jonah Jonah

4:1 twice Forgiveness of Nineveh Jonah narrator

[4:6 Jonah’s experience Jonah narrator]

For the other characters in the book, destructive forces are “evil”: the
wickedness of the Ninevites, the storm at sea and God’s punishment that would wreak

havoc on a people. For Jonah, however, only the forgiveness and Nineveh is “evil”

and the text emphasizes his reaction with the repetition of the word in 4:1. In
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addition, Jonah’s critique of God as NYI™DY ON), highlights that, unlike Moses
(Exod. 32:12), Jeremiah (Jer. 26:3), Joel (Joel 2:13) and the narrator of this book, he
does not find God’s destructive anger to be evil. Indeed, it is compassion that is a
problem for Jonah.

In 4:3, the first “good” that Jonah sees is not the salvation of the innocent
sailors or his own salvation from the whale but rather the prospect of his own death!
Jonah would reverse the very meaning of “good” from day one of the world’s
existence. Not only is death “good” for Jonah but it is “better than my life”. In fact,
the only appearances of the root 210 are when Jonah refers to his own death (4:3 and
4:8) and when God or Jonah refer to Jonah’s anger (4:4 and 4.9 twice).

It is significant that God initiates the use of “good” in reference to Jonah’s
anger. The threefold repetition of the connection between anger and goodness
indicates that it is central to our story. God asks Jonah to evaluate his reaction and
also implies that Jonah’s convictions are worth a second look. Anger is generally
considered a frightening and destructive force (see the examples above) in the Bible.
The only other reference to anger in this narrative comes in the King of Nineveh’s
hope that God will turn from the anger that would mean ruin for the city (3:9). The
narrator highlights the Biblical perspective by deeming God’s punishing reaction Ny
in the following verse. As we have seen, Jonah takes the opposite perspective that
forgiveness (at least in this case) is evil and that anger would be good.

God, then, urges Jonah to reconsider. An alternative translation of God’s

question could read, “Is anger [both yours and mine] so good to you?” This question
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is reminiscent of the one that God poses to Cain in Gen. 4:6: 19 NEP T NN MRY,

T - “Why are you angry and why has your face®’ fallen?” In both cases, God is
attentive to human anger and aware of the potential that it has for destruction. God’s
care comes in the form of questions that encourage reflection and awareness. God
urges Jonah to rethink what he “knows”.

God also provides the experience of salvation and mercy for Jonah. Despite
his journey in and out of the fish’s belly, Jonah has not yet integrated the message of
salvation’s goodness. Thus, God provides the plant. The narrator specifies that the
purpose of the plant is to “save [Jonah] from his evil.” As we have seen, the term
NNY attests to the severity of Jonah’s condition and to the Divine investment in its
improvement. Thus, we must consider the precise meaning of Ny in this case. As
Magonet and Sasson have suggested, the plant represents far more for Jonah than
shelter from the blazing heat. Perhaps’s Jonah’s “evil,” as God sees it, is the rigidity
of his thinking and his certainty of “knowing”. Perhaps, a la Adler’s “behavior
modification plan,” God challenges Jonah’s black-and-white notions of justice and
mercy, asserting instead that nuance and inconsistency are called for at times.

In sum, when Jonah asks for death, God answers with an alternative. As with
Cain, God suggests that one way to cope with imperfect circumstances is a shift in
perspective. In this case, God illustrates what it would mean for Jonah to shift and
refine his absolute definitions of good and evil. We cannot know whether or not

Jonah heeds God’s message. In keeping with the tone of the book, the implications of

210. Or “countenance”.
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Jonah’s final words are perfectly ambiguous. Indeed, he resolutely states, “I’'m so
good and angry, I could die.” On the one hand, we can read this to mean that Jonah,
once again not getting what he wants, reverts to an immature means of provoking the
deity. On the other hand, if Jonah is angry about the destruction of the plant (as God
suggests), this could be an entirely new anger for this prophet. Perhaps Jonah
surprises even himself with his violent reaction to loss and destruction. Perhaps,
having experienced God’s capacity to grant him joy with the creation of life, he now
faces another variation of his life turning nehephach. Difficult as it was for him in

chapter 1 to realize that God’s perspective is at odds with his, perhaps Jonah now

experiences the utter chaos that comes as his own certain convictions begin break

down.
Whether or not Jonah ultimatlely agrees, God suggests to Jonah that he ought
to rethink his “knowledge”. As painful as it is, says God, “Your life is better than

your death.”




OI. WALKING A WORN PATH: JONAH JOINS A BIBLICAL CHORUS

Jonah is not the only figure in the Bible who asks for death or longs for the
end of life. In this chapter, I compare Jonah to other characters who do so. I have
organized them according to similarities in their outcries. Elijah and Moses express
sentiments quite similar to that of Jonah. They are the three characters who directly
ask God to end their lives. Jeremiah and Job do not speak to the deity but rather utter
maledictions that reflect their situations of agony and their desires for nonexistence.
Rebecca and Rachel reach brief moments of despair in the midst of familial struggles.
Qohelet’s reflections upon life’s injustices occasionally lead him to doubt the value of
living. In each section, I discuss the elements that lead these individuals to call for
death as well as the responses of God and fellow human beings to their cries of
despair.

The fina! section of this chapter is a brief study of those characters who take

measures to end their lives. Ahitophel, Saul, Samson, Abimelech and Zimri all cause

or hasten their deaths. Their motivations are varied as are the degrees to which they

participate in their own deaths. The Bible does not censor these stories out of the
narrative. They highlight the fact that Jonah (and the others) maintain, and reject, the

option to end their lives.




Reaching Up: Elijah and Moses

I went down to the place where I knew she lay waiting

under the marble and the snow.

I said, “Mother, I'm frightened; the thunder and the lightening;
I’1l never come through this alone.”

She said, “I'll be with you, my shaw! wrapped around you,

my hand on your head when you go.”

And the night came on; it was very calm;

I wanted the night to go on and on,

but she said, “Go back, go back to the world.”

- Leonard Cohen in “The Night Comes On™*"!

Elijah and his plea to end his life have much in common with Jonah and his
story. The Elijah scene takes place after Elijah has slain the prophets of Ba’al and
Jezebel has threatened his life. Elijah flees to Be’er Sheva and interacts with God in
the wilderness, as Jonah does. 1 Kings 19: 4 and 5 closely parallel the Jonah
material. Here, the matching language is underlined:
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And he went to the desert, a day’s journey, and he came and he sat underneath one
broom plant, and he asked his soul to die and he said, “Enough! Now therefore
Adonai, take my life because I am not better than my ancestors.” And he lay down
and he slept underneath the one broom plant and behold! This was an angel touching
him and he said to him, “Get up! Eat!”

Verses 3 and 8 of Jonah chapter 4 read:
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211. Cohen, 345.
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The linguistic similarities between these pericopes are striking. The unusual
phrases “Take my life” and “And he asked his soul to die” create a strong association
in the minds of the reader. These are profound expressions of desperation directed
both externally (the former) and internally (the latter).

Scholars have noted further parallels between the prophets. For example,
many point out the symbolic number 40, which appears in Jonah’s warning to the
Ninevites (N997) MPy) OF YW T, - 3:4) and in Elijah’s journey to mount
Horeb (N9 DoY3W) O Od¥3 - 19:8).'* Magonet also points out, “Elijah walks
one day into the desert, Jonah walks one day into Nineveh.””* Several scholars™
note that both prophets seek shade in the wilderness underneath a plant.

Magonet compares the sleep of the two characters.”® In chapter 1 of Jonah,

while the sailors pray to their gods and cast out cargo, Jonah retreats to the recesses

of the ship, DT 19¥ (v.5). So too, we read of Elijah: W™ 3¢ (v.5). For

Magonet, the common use of 22¢}), combined with the two differing words for sleep,
shed light on the Jonah text. He concludes that, “two prophets, both fleeing, both
faced by imminent death, lie down and sleep; but whereas one sieeps a normal sleep,
the other sleeps a ‘deep sleep’ which is already cut off from contact with the world

about him, a sleep which is itself already close to death.”® PRTIR is indeed

212. For example, see Magonet, 69 and the Lacocques, 95.
213. Magonet, 69.

214. For example, see Magonet, 68.

215. Magonet, 68.

216. Magonet, 68.
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associated with a death-like state. It is also associated with communications with
God. It is the sleep of the adam as God removes a rib (Gen 1:21) and the sleep
associated with NPT NIYN NN (a terror, a great darkness) that falls upon Abraham
immediately before the Brit Bein Hab 'tarim (Gen.15:12) It is the trance-like state of
visions (Dan. 8:18 and 10:9), the sleep of dread and trembling (Job 4:13), and the
utterly immobilizing sleep with which God stills warriors (Ps. 76:7). These citations
support Magonet’s claim that Jonah’s sleep is especially deep and that it is a state
that approaches death. However, we should not write off Elijah’s sleep as a mere
nap. 1 Kings 19:5 continues Y13%¢ 07 12 1021 12 ¥ T0p M-I - “And behold,
this was an angel touching him and he said to him, ‘Get up! Eat!’” Thus, even though
Jonah’s sleep appears to be more intense, Elijah encounters a Divine being where
Jonah does not.

Nature plays a significant role in both narratives. In both stories, forces of
nature switch on and then just as suddenly, off. With Jonah, in almost every case
(with the exceptions of the storm in chapter 1 and the sun in chapter 4), the text
credits God with causing nature to act. In stark contrast, Elijah experiences a series
of dramatic natural phenomena, all of which highlight God’s absence (vs. 11-12).
Even the N7 NPT 1, the voice of a thin hush that is often cited as evidence of
God’s presence does not contain a direct reference to God.

Taken together, these two elements (sleep and nature) comprise yet another

surprise twist in the book of Jonah. God does not appear in a conventional Biblical

manner, yet appears where he is absent in Elijah’s story.




67

When God does respond to Elijah, it is, as with Jonah in deed rather than in
word. An angel feeds Elijah in verses 5 and 7. By urging Elijah to take part in
life-sustaining activities, God suggests that Elijah’s life is worth living. When God

later speaks to Elijah, as with Jonabh, it is in the form of a question asked twice: BN

N9 72 “Elijah, what are you doing here?” (vv. 9 and 13). In both cases, God’s

. question contains the pronoun you, placing accountability back in the hands of the

prophet.

In both cases, then, God intimates that the prophet bears some responsibility
for his situation and that the solution will not be found in death. God diverts attention
away from the prophetic denouncement of life and offers instead Divine contact and
care.

The Elijah scene brings to mind the outcry of yet another lonely prophet in the
wilderness. Twice, Moses requests that God end his life. In the first scene, Exodus
32, Moses mediates between God and the people of Israel following their most
grievous sin, the golden calf. Moses’ first reaction is anger toward the people. He
takes action such as breaking the first set of tablets, forcing the offenders to drink
powdered gold and rebuking Aaron. Having dealt with the people, Moses then

returns to God. He acknowledges the gravity of the sin in Exodus 32:31b: NQR N3N
ANY DN N7 W NPT NN TN OYR - “Oh, this people sinned a great sin
and they made for themselves gods of gold”. Moses’ plea comes in the following

verse PP WK TI99P N ) PR-ON) DDNYN NyH DX NPY) - “And fow
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217

therefore, if you will forgive®’ their sin... and if not, blot me out, please, from Your

book that You have written”. On this verse, Nahum Sarna writes:

This request seems to reflect a well-rooted and widespread Near
Eastern popular belief in the existence of heavenly ‘books.”...It is hard
to decide whether or not the notion of heavenly books was taken
literally in ancient Israel... In the present instance, Moses’ request is
framed in the figurative language of the book of life, so that he is
really asking to die if Israel is not forgiven.™*

Moses literally puts his life on the line on behalf of the people. He has
already spoken out against God’s wrath prior to descending the mountain. In verses
11-14, he has convinced God not to obliterate the people completely. That passage

reads:

TN WN HYR TN NN NI PP VREY VTN NI 09NN YD IPN N
NP DReS T NYYR VNG OYiyn Yined g 2N T ST MH3 OYIR YR
3} 2 PYp NYIDTOY ODIT AN WIND 2, NPTND 29 S¥p 0107 0 oN
DY NN NP OAZN TN 13 60) PyaY) W PTIY SR ey bop
I OOPY T :0PYp 109 DAY RY YDRODYRN W TNED RO DY 3917
Yy YYD [T WK NYINOY

But Moses implored Adonai his God saying, “Let not your anger, Adonai, blaze forth
against Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power
and with a mighty hand. Let not the Egyptians say ‘It was with evil intent that God
delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate them from the
face of the earth.” Turn from Your blazing anger and repent the evil for Your people.
Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac and Israel, how you swore to them by
Your Self and said to them: I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of
heaven, and I will give to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess
forever.z’l’9 And Adonai repenented the evil that He had said He would bring upon the
people.

Both Moses and the narrator refer to God’s renouncing of evil (O¥ DR

1¥9N), a concept that is of primary importance in the Jonah text. In addition, like the

217. Literally, “carry”. For other examples of this usage, see Gen. 50:17 and Nu. 14:18.
218. Samna, 210.
219. Based on JPS translation with “Adonai” substituted for “The Lord”.
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Ninevites, Moses hopes that God will turn from burning anger (Jon 3:9). Where
Moses asks God to “repent the evil”, it is as if Jonah asks God to “repent that You
repented the evil.”

In this text, Moses appeals to God’s own feelings of connection to the people
and responsibility to their ancestors. He invokes the Egyptians who are at this point
in the narrative the archetypes of evil, and the reputation that destroying the people
would leave behind. At no point in this passage does Moses bring up his own
feelings or position.

Verse 32 conveys an altogether more personal message. In Sasson’s terms, he
offers “a cry from the heart”.” The precise reason for this change is not clear.
Perhaps Moses senses that God’s anger is not yet tempered and hopes that a personal
plea will help. Perhaps the request for forgiveness requires more emotion and less

logic than the request to spare the people. In verse 30, Moses has specified that he
will ascend the mountain so that DNV TYA NN 3PN - “perhaps I will

propitiate on account of your sins”.

Jonah’s outcry is just the inverse of that of Moses. Moses seeks the
forgiveness that irks Jonah so. Moses wants to be written out of God’s “book” if God
will not forgive. Jonah wants out of a world in which forgiveness prevails. As
readers, we can readily understand why Moses takes the fate of this people so
personally. He has invested dearly in their plight and their journey. Jonah’s personal
stake is much less clear. Commentators (see above) have suggested that Jonah’s deep

opposition to the salvation of Nineveh stems from his loyalty to Israel and his interest

220. Sasson, 284-5.
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in Israel’s survival. Jonah may be, then, similar to Moses in his willingness to put his
life on the line on behalf of the people Israel. Alternatively, we can infer that Jonah

is as personally invested in his belief system as Moses is in his people.

God’s answer to Moses’ plea comes in verses 33-34:

oy iy | 72 NHYY T2 9990 RN P NPN TR M, YN NI W1 Y
PN OPNPN OP0Y PTRM >TP9 OPF 97 122 PR 0 12 PR RT IR O

VIR NPY WX 90"TR Y WK DY Oy IR T
And Adonat said to Moses, “The one who sins against me, I will blot him out from
my book. And now therefore, go, lead the people where I told you. Here is my angel
for you. He will go before you and on the day of my visiting, I will visit their sin

upon them.” And Adonai sent a plague to the people that had made the calf that
Aaron made.

God’s response contains two layers of meaning. The first is that despite
Moses’ plea, God will not refrain from punishing the people. Verse 34 reinforces this
notion as God sends a plague upon the people. The second message is that not only
will God punish those who sin, but that only those who sin will be erased from God’s
record. The implication is that God, not Moses, will determine the day of his death.
God once again sends the message that life is more valuable than any single issue
might trouble a human being.

Moses’ second plea for God to end his life is the most direct that we have

encountered so far. Numbers 11:11-14 reads:

NI 0W) TYY3 10 TR Np Nigp) 713¢p 11 npd nim-ba ngio pedy e
PN MNNTY FPATY 2INCON THD DYY~5 NN I S 20 2pY TR DY
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And Moses said to Adonai, “Why have you made it bad for Your servant? And why
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have 1 not found favor in your eyes that you have® placed the burden of all this
people upon me? Did I conceive all this people, bearing them, that you would say to
me, ‘carry them in your bosom as a nurse carries the suckling one’ to™ the land that
You swore to their fathers? From where do I have meat to give this entire people
since they cry to me saying, ‘Give us meat and we will eat!” I, I cannot carry this
entire people alone, since it is too heavy for me. If this is what you do to me, kill me,
please kill, if I have found favor Your eyes so that®™ I will not see my evil®.

This time, the text paints a vivid picture of Moses' distress. Moses renounces
his responsibility for the people (“Did I conceive them...?”), critiques God for placing
the burden in his hands (“...that you would say to me...””) and dissociates himself from
them entirely (“...the land that You swore to their fathers”). His frustration is
palpable in the verses that follow. We can imagine a helpless Moses searching the
barren desert as the demands of the people ring louder in his ears. In the next verse,
Moses rejects his grave responsibility as “too heavy”. Finally, we reach the climax of
his outcry: 34 W) %337 - “kill me, please kill”. Moses then frames his would-be
death as a mercy killing (“...if I have found favor in Your eyes so that I will not see
my evil”). Death, he says, would be a kinder fate than the life he lives. He specifies
that the insufferable pain would come not the peopie or from God, but rather from
seeing his own “evil/distress”.

Once again, Moses’ personal interest in the issue at hand is much clearer than
Jonah’s. In fact, this contrast highlights the absence of background that we have for
Jonah. By the time we reach the present examples, the text has characterized Moses

and developed his struggle. This is also the case with Elijah, but not so with Jonah,

221. Literally, “to”.

222. Literally “upon”.

223. Literally, “and”.

224. A key word here as it is in Jonah. Many translators use “wretchedness” here {ex. JPS). 1
translate “evil” in order to keep it consistent with my translations of 7 in the Jonah text.
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Jonah’s resistance begins essentially when his story begins. Without very little
background (the only previous reference to Jonah comes in 2 Kings 14:25) we
wonder whether Jonah, like Elijah and Moses, has put any work into the idea that
becomes a matter of life and death for him.

God’s responds to Moses by providing relief from his burden. In verse 18,
God commands Moses to appoint 70 elders of Israel who will share in the leadership
responsibility. Once again, God does not directly address the prophetic cry for death,
but rather takes action that coaxes the life force back into prominence. The Moses
examples are also significant in that Moses does have the ability to move God toward
life, but not away from it. Of all of the passages cited above, the only one in which
Moses is wholly “successful” in his plea is Exod. 32:11-14. The human being, unable
to persuade God to end a single life, nonetheless can influence God to save an entire
people.

The stories of Jonmah, Elijah and Moses cross paths thematically and
linguistically at many points. One factor that the three stories share in common is
sense of failure on the part of the prophet. Moses states outright in Numbers 11 that
his leadership role is too burdensome. Elijah is also concerned with his sense of

shortcoming. He does not request death because he is afraid or exhausted as we might

expect, but rather because SDIAND PN AIWY™ND - “I am not better than my ancestors”

(1 Kings 19:4). Jonah cries out for the end of his life, ironically, after he has

succeeded as a prophet. In Jonah’s case, it is his personal, not his professional
mission that has failed. In fact, his professional success in convincing Nineveh to

repent is the very cause of his sense of personal failure.




All three characters ask for God to end their lives in response to their specific
current circumstances. They are provoked by immediate feelings of anger, frustration
and impotence. The desire to die seems to rise and fall for these prophets. Perhaps
the impulse is fleeting in the first place, perhaps they find God’s response satisfying
or perhaps they simply decide to abandon this means of making a point with the deity
in favor of one that is less risky. In any case, no character asks for death more than
twice. Moreover, none of these characters is so distraught as to end his or her life
without God’s help.

Bolin suggests that the message of these three texts is the supreme power of

God over the human being who attempts to tap into God’s domain, namely the forces

of life and death. The requests for death of Moses and Elijah, he notes, result in
“diminishment in or revocation of God’s power and authority from the individual.”**
God’s response to Moses, he notes, is to transfer some of Moses’ leadership role to
seventy elders. God ultimately appoints Elisha as Elijah’s successor and terminates
Elijah’s role as privileged prophet. Bolin notes that in the case of Jonah, this scene
“serves to reinforce the key theme... the absolute power of Yahweh over creation and
an equally unfettered freedom in the exercise of that power.”” In support of his
case, Bolin notes, “Of course, the most significant shared feature is the fact that these
entreaties for death are denied by God.”™

Bolin’s “diminshment in power” however, can reflect a more complicated

interaction than a power struggie. Recall that both Elijah and Moses seek relief from

225. Balin, 175,
226. Ibid.
227. Thid.
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the burden that their leadership (or “power™) has brought on. Perhaps their frustration
is best summed up in Elijah’s outburst “Enough!” of 1 Kings 19:4. Bolin is right,

however, in observing that no human character has the power provoke God to end his

or her life. In fact, when they contend that life is not worth living, Divine contact

indicates otherwise. Jonah is a prime example of God’s tenacious concern to bring a

despairing prophet to choosing life.




Trodden Down: Jeremiah and Job

“I woke up this morning afraid [ was going to live.”
- Elizabeth Wurtzl™®

Jeremiah and Job express longing for death of an entirely different sort than
that of Jonah, Elijah and Moses. They express anguish as the result of suffering that
appears to have no end. Jeremiah is the quintessential rejected pfophet. Called but
reluctant to speak the word of God, he is forced to utter grim prophecy to a people
who will not listen. As Abraham Joshua Heschel writes, “Jeremiah’s was a soul in
pain, stern with gloom... The days that were to come would be dreadful. He called, he
urged his people to repent - and he failed. He screamed, wept, moaned - and was left
with a terror in his soul.”™ Job’s story is one of incomprehensible suffering. Job has
lived a righteous and pious life when he suddenly loses his oxen, his sheep and his

camels in rapid succession. His crisis turns deeper and more personal as his children

die and he is inflicted with painful sores. For ali this, Job wants nothing more than an

audience with God. Unwilling to curse or reject God, Job yearns for a response that
does not come until chapter 38. In moments of utter despair Jeremiah and Job long
for the only relief they can imagine: death. Thus they offer haunting laments, each
cursing his very birth.

Even before Jeremiah’s own suffering leads him to lament that death may be
preferable to life, he describes that sentiment in others. Perhaps foreshadowing his

own despair, he cries out in 8:3:

TNID YY) INSYIRNTIR DY IYIN PRGN 55D ohnpmi pan

228. A chapter title in Wurtzl's book Prozac Nation.
229. Heschel, 105.
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And death will be chosen over life by all the remnant that remain from this evil

family in all the places of those who remain where [ have driven them, thus says
Adonai of hosts.

Jeremiah prophecies about a horrendous time to come. He has warned that due
to the sins of the people of Judah (7:30), corpses will soon cutnumber gravesites
(7:32), mirth and gladness will come to an end (7:34) and the bones of kings and
prophets will be removed from their tombs and scattered upon the ground (8:1-2).
This time will be so unbearable, says Jeremiah, that those who remain will wish that
they were dead. The desire for nonexistence becomes more personal for Jeremiah in
20:14-18:
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Cursed is the day on which I was born, the day that my mother gave birth to me. Let
it not be blessed! Cursed is the man who brought my father news saying, “A male
child has been born to you,” making him very glad. Let this man be like cities that
Adonai overthrew and did not relent and let him hear a cry in the morning and an
alarm at noontime as he did not kill me in the womb and my mother would have been
my grave and her womb always pregnant. Why is it that I came out from the womb to
see toil and grief so that™® my days will end in shame?

The word ON% or “womb” appears three times in verses 17 and 18. The close

connection of this word to feelings of compassion and mercy (an alternative meaning

of the three letter root) may provide insight into the nature of Jeremiah’s cry.

Jeremiah speaks of the man who announced his birth complaining that *}niH™ND

230. Literally, “and”.
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onNJ» which reads “he did not kills me in the womb”. While ©N7 here means

“womb” the phrase also connotes the sentiment, “he did not kill me out of
compassion.” Indeed, the death for which Jeremiah longs is a mercy killing. Death,
he suggests, would be relief from the toil, grief and despair that mark his existence.

Jeremiah curses the day on which he was born. In his agony, he looks
disdainfully upon the “good news” of his birth. Unlike Jonah, Elijah and Moses, he
does not ask explicitly for death. As Breuggemann points out “...this curse is not
addressed to God or to anyone...”®!, While he longs for death, he does not blame
those who brought him life. He refers to his parents, but does not hold them
accountable for his suffering. Brueggemann suggests, “The poet is bereft of anyone
to whom address can be made, utterly alone with only shrillness against a hostile

abyss.”®? He does bear a grudge toward the unnamed man who announced his birth.

Brueggemann interprets:

Jeremiah has made entry into this community only when the news of
his birth is announced by the messenger. If the news had not been
announced, he might have been unnoticed, unvalued, assaulted,
uncalled... [The messenger] could instead have suppressed the news
and killed the baby. Perhaps there is a subtle irony. As Jeremiah
himself is rejected as a messenger, so Jeremiah would reject the
messenger who caused him to be present and known in the world.
Jeremiah knows all about messengers being rejected, and he wishes his
birth message had never been delivered®™*

Heschel comments on the nature of Jeremiah’s cry. According to Heschel,

Jeremiah cannot bear the conflicting impulses within him. He comments:

‘Filled with the wrath of God,’ it was beyond his ability to weigh,
measure or control the outburst of anger. The occasion of such an
outburst may at times have been a personal one; its possibility and

231. Brueggemann, 185,
232. Ibid.
233. Brueggemann, 186.




intensity derived from sympathy. The tension of being caught, heart
and soul, in two opposing currents of violent emotion, was more than a
human being could bear.”*

Whatever the immediate cause of his suffering, Jeremiah makes it clear that
given the choice, he would take death over life. The man who announced his birth to
the world is unforgivable, for that man made Jeremiah’s life and his suffering a
reality.

This text has the terms DN, OM and 79N in common with the Jonah text.

Jeremiah’s image of the “cities that Adonai overthrew and did not relent” provide a
backdrop for Jonah’s desire for Nineveh. For Jonah, this would be Divine justice
finally brought to a city of sinners. Jeremiah similarly calls for retribution for those
who have sinned (ex. Jer. 15:15). In this case, however, Jeremiah calls for vengeance
on the messenger who bears responsibility for his being and his suffering.

Jeremiah who has led a life of suffering and curses the day of his birth
nonetheless shows restraint when it comes to accusations. Willing to blame an
unnamed messenger, in this passage he will not directly confront the God who chose
him for this task and a lifetime of suffering. Jonah, on the other hand, turns
immediately to God. In contrast to Jeremiah, Jonah does not look to a single human
being (least of all himself?) to find the source of his suffering, preferring to take his

complaint straight to his Creator.

Like Jeremiah, Job regrets being alive. While he weaves this sentiment into

several of his outcries (see, for example Job 9:21,10:1 and 18), he expresses it most

forcefully in chapter 3:**

234. Heschel, 125,
235. Translation from Clines, 67-68. For the Hebrew text, see appendix 2.
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After that, it was Job who broke the silence, with a curse on his day. And Job said,
“Perish the day I was born, the night that said, ‘A boy is begot!” That day would it
had become darkness! That God above had taken no thought for it, that no light had
shone on it! Would that gloom and death’s shadow had claimed it for their own, that
cloud had settled upon it, that eclipses had affrighted it! That night - would that deep
darkness had carried it off, that it had not been counted among the days of the year,
not found its way into the reckoning of months! If only that night had been barren,
and no cry of joy been heard in it! Would that the cursers of days had laid a spell on
it, those skilled at rousing Leviathan! Would that the stars of its dawn had been
darkened, that it had waited in vain for the light, and never seen the eyelids of
morning! Because it did not shut the doors of the womb, nor shield my eyes from
trouble.

Why did I not die a new-born, perish as I left the womb? Why did the knees receive
me, a mother’s breast suckle me? Then I should have laid myself down in tranquility,
then I should have slept and taken my rest, with kings and ministers of state, who
rebuilt ruined cities for themselves, with princes rich in gold, who filled their houses
with silver. Why was I not buried like a stillborn child, like an infant that never saw
the light? There the wicked cease to rage; those who have spent their powers rest.
Captives are at utter ease; they hear no slavedriver’s shout. Small and great alike are
there; and the slave is free from his master.

Why is light given to the troubled, and life to those bitter in spirit? They yearn for
death, and yearn in vain, would dig for it rather than for a hidden treasure; they
would rejoice exultingly and delight to attain the grave. Why is light given to one
whose path is hidden, one whom God has hedged about? For my sighs are my daily
bread, groans pour from me like water. For what I most feared had befallen me, all

that I dreaded has come upon me. 1 have no repose, no quiet, no rest. Turmoil has
come.”

This poignant and passionate poem is among the most desperate cries in the
Hebrew Bible. Clines refers to it as a complaint, though he notes that it shares
features in common with a curse, a lament, a monologue and a malediction.® Job
yearns for darkness, for night, for death while casting off light, morning and life.
Being alive means suffering to Job. He fantasizes about his death at conception (v.7),
at birth (v.3) and as a newborn (v.11), finally settling on images of the grave.

In the first stanza, Job, like Jeremiah, longs for the disappearance of the day

236. Clines, 76-7.
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on which he was born. He does not curse the day, per se, but simply wishes it would
fall out of existence. Commenting on the futile nature of Job’s wish, Clines writes,
“The potency of his imagination is not weakened by the impossibility of his wish.”’
His desire, even more so than Jeremiah’s, is contrary to the Biblical motif of
yearning for birth and life. He wishes that the night of his conception had been, of all
things, barren (793 - also in Isaiah 49:21).

Clines’ translation of TYM ») “would it become darkness™ may understate
the reference to creation in Genesis. Clines argues, “This is not a defiant gesture
against God but the anguish of a man who has found the creation of himself the very
opposite of the ‘good, very good’ of Gen 1.”*® Indeed, we cannot conclude
definitively that Job means to incite the deity. However, as Catherine Keller observes

the phrase N %P is a deliberate reversal of the language of Genesis 1:3 and it

demands a closer look.™ First, it ought to be translated “let there be darkness” in
order to reflect the reference to Genesis that is clear in the Hebrew.? Second, we
cannot preclude the possibility that God is Job’s intended audience. At the very
least, Job must be aware that the God whose words brought on creation will
“overhear” the malediction. Third, as Whedbee notes, it is clear “...that Job hurls a

curse and a challenge against the whole creation... he apparently desires to throw all

of creation back into primordial chaos.”™' As Job invokes the first days of creation

with images of light, darkness, morning, stars and the Leviathan, his complaint

237. Clines, 84.
238, Ibid.

239. Keller, 128.
240. Thid.

241. Whedbee, 230.
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suggests a scope that is wider than the current pain in his life.

In the second stanza, Job focuses on the moment of his birth, wondering why
he was not spared a life of pain from that moment on. Clines suggests that this stanza
is a lament that “sets its heart not on some improvement of the sufferer’s lot, but on
the dissolution of his life.”** Job places in opposition the turmoil of his life and the
rest he imagines in the afterlife (verse 13: PA% | ORI LIPYN) NIV NRYO)
7). In fact, he romanticizes non-existence. Clines cites Davidson who observes,

“The picture of the painless stillness of death fascinates him and he dwells long on it,
counting over with a minute particularity all classes, kings and prisoners, slaves and
masters, small and great, who there drink deep of a common peace, escaping the
unquietness of life.”**

In the third and final stanza, he generalizes his experience to others. Unlike

any other Biblical character who longs for death, Job seems aware of an entire class

of people who experience that impulse. For those who are D)y “troubled” and >2)p

V9) “bitter in spirit” light and life are a curse rather than a blessing (v.20). They

would not merely accept death but actually rejoice and delight in it - ©DRYD

WQRPINGN? 79 WY 39N (v.22). Still, as Clines notes:

...beneath the surface of vv 20-23 purportedly about troubled humanity
in general, the principle concern is still the troubled individual Job,
who in the last verses (vv 24-26) speaks again directly of himself.

And here finally the Leirmotiv of the whole poem is stated in its most
explicable form: unlike the ease of Sheol which he desires, he has
here in life no “ease” (M) at all, but only “trouble” (¥37) that comes,

242. Clines, 89.
243, Clines, 89.




and keeps on coming, against him.*

Job calls for death in another moving passage. Chapter 6, verses 8-13 read:
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Would that my request would find fulfillment® and that God would grant my hope.
And God would be willing®™ to crush me. He would let loose his hand and cut me
off! And it would still be my consolation if**’ I recoiled®® in merciless pain for I have
not denied® the words of the Holy One. What is my strength that I should wait and
what is my end, that I should prolong my life? Is my strength the strength of stones?
Is my flesh bronze? Is there no help in me? And strength cast from me?*

In chapter 3, Job longs for the afterlife and wishes himself out of existence. In
this passage, he makes a bolder statement about his desire for death. He does not
address God directly, but makes clear his “hope™ that God crush him and let his life
go. Clines argues that the “consolation” of which Job speaks would be the comfort in
knowing that he never crossed the boundary of his faith and betrayed God (as his wife
has urged him to do in 2:9).%' Clines adds, “..this is not merely a protestation of
innocence by Job, but a desperate appeal for a speedy end to his life because he fears
he cannot maintain his right behavior much longer (cf. vv 11-13).”%?

In verses 11-13, Job turns to his current state of anguished weakness. Waiting

244, Clines, 98.

245. Literally “my request would come”. Here, I follow Clines.

246. Alternatively, “pleased”.

247. Literally “and”.

248. Again, I follow Clines. He argues against NRSV and others who translate “exult” for 10 ..
159). This is a hapax legomenon.

249, See Clines, 159 for a discussion of ‘TN and its typical meaning “hide”.

250. Here, I depart from Clines and NRSV who do not translate this last line as a question. I find the

use of oin a compelling reason to do so.
251. Clines, 172,
252. Clines, 174.
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is unbearable for this man who sees only suffering on his horizon. Job compares his
utterly defeated self to resilient materials that can endure continuous harsh treatment.
Unlike stone and bronze, the human Job has a pain threshold and is nearing his limit.
His most desperate cry, “Is there no help in me? And strength cast from me?”
expresses ultimate despair. It is reminiscent of the cry in Jeremiah 8:22, “Is there no
Balm in Gilead?” Job sees no resources from which he would draw relief. Even his
friends have betrayed him as he describes in verse 14. The only respite Job can

imagine is the relief that would come with death.

In both passages, Job expresses a sentiment much like Jonah’s YR 200

»n.*  Still, he will not curse God and die as his wife urges him to do in 2:9. Even
in the midst of despairing lament, Job is propelled forward, perhaps by his desire to
confront God and to understand the unintelligible system of justice. Indeed, his

complaint seems to comprise a force of its own. As he comments in 7:11:
W9 103 NN W3 NI TVON N i)

Therefore, | cannot restrain my utterance; I must speak in the anguish of my spirit; I
must protest in the bitterness of my soul. >

Whedbee comments on the nature of Job’s speeches:

Job moves from his own plight to a radical and comprehensive indictment
of God and a frontal challenge to God’s justice in the universe. As
interpreters have long argued, what began as a trial of Job has now turned
into a trial of God; thus the moral vision of the vniverse comes to stand
under a severe and searching scrutiny.**

Rejecting the counsel and justification that his friends offer, Job demands a

trial (9:14), laments the absence of a mediator (9:33), refers to an “advocate on high”

253. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, in conversation.
254. Clines’ translation.
255. Whedbee, 237.
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(16:19) and finally speaks confidently of a “redeemer” who will vindicate him
(19:25).*° This language of the courtroom highlights that Job ultimately wants not
death but a forum for his challenge. He wants (and finally gets) a response from the
God who controls human suffering.

J. William Whedbee suggests that the “Book of Comfort™ of Jeremiah 30-31
and God’s “Speech from the Whirlwind” of Job 38-41 provide God’s responses to the
two maledictions and God’s affirmation that life is valuable even when for those who
are deeply suffering. " The scope of this study does not allow for complete analyses
of these passages. However, I concur that both passages are Divine responses to cries
of human suffering. Jeremiah’s “Book of Comfort” is filled with assurances that God
will restore Israel (see, for example, Jer. 30:3, 18-22, 31:4, 9) and the implication that
Jeremiah’s suffering has not been in vain (ex. 31:16). Likewise, Job, who wants
nothing more than an answer, finally hears God’s poetic description of a world that is

beyond human comprehension.

That Job possesses a powerful will to live is confirmed by the final narration

of the book. After God speaks to him from the whirlwind, he acknowledges God’s

response (42:1-5) and repents (42:6)™, and God restores his blessings (42:12-14).

The final two verses read:

YT PR 3TN M [NACPY AP TRV DoY) Mpva IO A opn
DY YAV Y8 PN IR YT
And Job lived after this one hundred and forty years and he saw his children and his

256. Whedbee points out this sequence, 240,

257. 1am grateful to Dr. Whedbee and his students Lelsie Barnard, Sam Cross and Sara Eron for

sharing their insights into these passages with me.

258. JPS and NRSV are among the many translations that read ON) as repentance in this case. Clines,
however translates, “Therefore I melt in reverence before and I have received my comfort
(XNIM2Y) even while sitting in dust and ashes.” In either case, Job’s will to live is confirmed by
the final verses of the book.
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children’s children, four generations. And Job died, oid and full of days.
Thus Job, the man who once wanted nothing more than to fade out of

existence experiences continued generation of life and lives to old age. In fact, he
lives far beyond the 120-year life span that God grants humanity in Gen. 6:3. Even

the archetypal sufferer, who at one time wished for creation to reverse itself, finds

himself propelled out of the proverbial fish’s belly and driven relentlessly toward life.




Breaking Through: Rebecca and Rachel®?

Most people have from time to time wished to be dead, null, beyond sorrow.
- Andrew Solomon®°

In a handful of instances, Biblical characters express longing for death in a
single verse. Woven into longer narratives of familial and personal struggles, these
outcries capture the attention of fellow human beings and God alike. Unlike any
passage that we have examined thus far, in all three of these cases, the speaker is a

‘woman. In each case, as the root of the despair is a matter of interpersonal or family

relationship.

In Genesis 25:22, Rebecca conceives and the following verse reads:
IFTIN YT 12000908 T Nigp 197ON IpND AR D030 WY

And the children struggled inside of her and she said, “If so, why do I live?”*' And
she went to seek Adonai.

Context tells us that Rebecca is at first unable to conceive, Isaac prays on her
behalf, God is entreated, and she then conceives (all in v. 21). Still, we do not know
whether she suffers primarily from physical pain, from regret over conceiving or from
a suspicion that the struggle between her twins will not end in the womb. If Rebecca

has such a premonition, God confirms it in verse 23. God’s answer is more an

259, We should make note of one additional brief call for death. Inn 2 Sam. 19:1, David learns of
the death of his son Absalom and cries out
223 %3 DIZYIR PHND RO WP oDy N3 Mobymn
My son, Absalom, my son, my son, Absalom! Would that I had died! Me, in your place, Absalom, my
son, my son!

1 have not included this incident in this study as it is not clear that David calls the meaning of
life into question. Rather, he wishes for an exchange of Absalom’s life for his. Still, it is worth noting
that the triggering event for David, as with Rebecca and Rachel, has to do with his child.

260. Solomon, 244.
261. Literally, “Why is this me?”
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explanation than a response to her complaint:
PYY T2 I YRY O ONPI ITIR TRRN DD 29 13933 (D) 070 Y

Two nations are in your womb and two peoples born of you shall be divided; the one
shall be stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger.**

Whether or not God’s answer satisfies Rebecca is left to speculation. Neither
God nor Isaac revisit Rebecca’s outcry but the text continues to tell the story of the
twins’ struggle through chapter 33. In fact, Rebecca plays a role in their struggle (ex.
Gen. 27:5-17) which suggests that she has found in herself the drive to live and even
to affect the course of history.

Rebecca once again calls the value of her life into question in Genesis 27.

Esau has threatened Jacob’s life and Rebecca has instructed Jacob to flee to Haran.

Rebecca then turns to Isaac and says (v.46):
P NP WD Nhan PR ND-NLRR NYN AP NEFDON NN N3 290 N3 0¥

o»n

I abhor my life because of the daughters of Het. If Jacob takes a wife from the
daughters of Het like these, from the daughters of this land, why do I have life?

Sarna explains that Rebecca needs to explain to Isaac why Jacob must flee
without exposing her own role in the deception earlier in the chapter.® As we know
from Genesis 29:34, Esau has married two Hitite women who have become a source
of bitterness to both Isaac and Rebecca. Still, it is quite a leap for Rebecca to “abhor”
her life and doubt its value. Isaac responds by sending Jacob away (28:1) but does not
address the extreme nature of her request or her apparently wavering will to live.

This second comment of Rebecca’s brings up the matter of hyperbolic speech

both for Rebecca and for Jonah. If Sarna is correct, then Rebecca’s cry is more in the

262. NRSV,
263. Sarna, 195.
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spirit of manipulation than agony. What more compelling way to make a point than
to suggest that the very meaning of one’s life depends upon it?

Rachel also speaks of her own death. Genesis 30:1 reads:

©°)3 22NN IPPIN MNP ADNND TN PN APYY N N 2D 0N Nym
RPN PNONY

And Rachel saw that she did not bear Jacob {children)** and Rachel envied
her sister and she said to Jacob, “Give me children, and if not, I die!”

Rachel’s intention is not completely clear. NRSV translates, “Give me
children or I shall die” indicating that she intends to end her life or anticipates that
she will die. Alternatively, Sarna suggests in a footnote she means, “Life without

children would not be worth living,***

The text notes that Jacob responds to her outcry with anger, and asks (v.2):
W39 T 30 Wi I o g

Am [ in the place of God who withheld from you fruit of the womb?
Rachel then has her handmaid Bilhah bear children for her (vv. 5, 7) and she

eventually bears children herself (30:22, 34:17). Both Jacob and God (the text
specifies that it is God who opens her womb in 30:22) respond to Rachel’s complaint.
By now, we have seen that it is characteristic of God to respond in deed, implicitly
answering that the unhappy human being’s life is in fact worth living. This
interaction, however, is the only glimpse that we get into an emotional reaction on the
part of the person who hears the complaint. Jacob’s anger may reflect his fear of
losing his beloved wife, his reluctance to take responsibility for her in ability to

conceive and his own sense of impotence at this critical moment. The third

264, Implied.
265. Sama, 207,
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possibility is intriguing. It paints a picture of Jacob so real and so human. Indeed,
when a loved one expresses suicidality or describes an utterly fruitless search for
meaning, anger, frustration, powerlessness and fear are often evoked.

This text points to the remarkable absence of anger on God’s part in the book
of Jonah (and for that matter any of the other texts of our study). While much
attention is paid to Jonah’s anger, the text never once discusses whether or not God is
angry with Jonah. The only reference to God’s anger comes in 3:9 where the king of
Nineveh speculates that God might “turn back from his burning anger so that we do
not perish.”

Rebecca and Rachel both experience moments of feeling that life is
meaningless. Whereas Jonah cannot divorce matters of justice from life’s meaning,
these two women find life’s value in familial relationships, particularly in matters
pertaining to their children. Rebecca is dubious about the meaning of life when her
children struggle. Rachel likewise rejects life when it looks as though she will not

have children at all. In both cases, the women express their doubts about life with a

single comment. In both cases, however, they continue living and in fact pursue

solutions to their sources of woe.
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Cycling Back: Qohelet

And though it seems grand
We’re just one speck of sand
And back to the hourglass we’re going...
- Emily Saliers in “Deconstruction”

Rebecca and Rachel’s message that the desire for death will pass is confirmed
in the wisdom of Qohelet where the preference for death over life makes several brief
appearances. The speaker expresses this sentiment 3 different times, each with its

own circumstances and motivation. In the first, Qohelet has sought to consider )0
TPV NP1 wisdom and folly and madness (2:12) While he comments that
121 JYna »pa0) N3 ¥PY BN (“The wise one has eyes in his head and the
fool walks in darkness” - 14a), he also reflects: N7 TN MIPHY NN DY DY)
0727 (“And [ also know that what happens to one happens to all” - 14b). Qohelet
finds the latter notion deeply troubling. If this is so, he wonders in verse 15, N2}

MOPRAN (“And why have [ been wise?”) The fact that the wise and the foolish

face the same eventual end in death leads Qohelet to comment in verses 16-17:

TR TN NBY) T30 DNGD DD Y2 Qpivp PPN DY 0pn7 1Rt PRI
Upyn nnp Ny nbyen oy v1 22 onptm i v STy oanD
AN YT 230 Y907

For there is no remembrance of the wise, as there is never any of fools, because both
are already forgotten in the days to come, and the wise die like fools. Then I hated
life, for the work that was done under the sun was grievous to me because everything
was vapor and shepherding the wind.**

266. All Qohelet transiations are based on Crenshaw unless otherwise noted. In this case, I have
followed the Crenshaw translation but replaced “futility” with “vapor”. As Tarama Cohn
Eskenazi teaches, “vapor” is the more literal translation while“vanity” (also NRSV’s “vanity”™) is
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Qohelet’s distress relates thematically to that of Jonah. Qohelet longs for a
more just system than the one in which “the wise” and “fools” are subject to the same
fate. Ironically, it is the ultimate levelling that comes with death that causes Qohelet
to hate life. He would likely agree with Jonah that God’s mercy on the Ninevites is
unwarranted. The two speakers share a similar grievance though they discover it at
different points in the life cycle. While Jonah rails against the chance at /ife granted to
fools, Qohelet's concern is the death that claims wise ones. Both argue that the matter
of who shall live and who shall die should reflect a system based on merit. Both
reject a world in which life and death are handed out “indiscdminqtely”.

In the second passage, oppression and despair lead Qohelet to doubt the value
of living. He opens this section with a discussion of matters that once again relate to

Jonah’s concerns. 3:16-17 read:

YY) TRY PIID O YY) Ny LeYRD DIgR Ypyn NnR I TiY)
2 XD NYOD DO VY WWINTTI PPTIOTIY 2303 NN RPN Y

oY NYYRD 7
And furthermore 1 saw under the sun that wickedness was in the place of judgment

and in the place of righteousness, wickedness. I reasoned that God will judge the

righteous and the wicked, because there is a time for everything and concerning every
deed there.

On the one hand, Qohelet sees an absence of justice and in its place,
wickedness. On the other, he seems to trust that God will eventually set things
right.®’  Still, after pondering the nature of humanity, he returns to the topic of

wickedness. In chapter 4, verses 1-3 read:

DOPYYD NYRT | NI YR NDP DY W DPYYD-D N M 3N PP N

an interpretation that provides an unnecessarily negative spin on the word 92N,
267.  Qohelet expresses both perspectives elsewhere. See, for example, 3:17, 7:15 and 8:14.
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Again [ turned and saw all the oppressions that were penetrated under the sun, and oh,
the tears of the oppressed, but there was no comforter for them. In the hand of their
oppressors there was power, and there was no comforter for them. And I praised the
dead who had already died more than the living who were still alive. But better than

both of them is the one who still has not been, who has not seen the evil deeds that
are done under the sun.

Oppression seems to be a category beyond wickedness for Qohelet. The “tears
of the oppressed” and complete absence of comfort are so unbearable, that he, like
Jeremiah and Job, reasons that any lifeless state is preferable to being alive. In fact,
while death is preferable to life, not being born is better still. For Qohelet, the
privileged state is never having entered this world and thus never having seen the
oppression that plagues him. We should note that while it is suffering that drives him
to this position of despair, it is not his own suffering, but rather the pain of others that
he has observed. Again, he shares Jonah’s concern for justice. Both are distraught by
the “evil deeds that are under the sun.”

In the third instance, Qohelet questions the value of life in a detached and
philosophical tone. In the section that Crenshaw labels, “The Disappointments of
Wealth”** (5:9 - 6:9), we find the following comment (6:3):

NNV VYNNG 1UN MY iRy [ 37) Ny N2 DY) ik N mHDON

Ty
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If a person begets one hundred children and lives many years, and if the days of his
years are many, and he is not satisfied with the good, and also if he does not have a
burial, I said that a stillbom is better off than he **°

268. Crenshaw, 119.

269. This translation is based on Crenshaw’s. However, I have changed his “say” to “said” in order to
reflect the Hebrew literally. What follows is an additional comment on the final ambiguous
phrase: NRSV translates, “...if he does not enjoy life’s good things, or has no burial, I say that a
stillborn child is better off than he.” According to this rendering, Kohelet teaches that two things

_
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Here Qohelet suggests that a certain life without appreciation is not worth
living. Qohelet compares the person endowed with the Bible’s most precious
blessings (many children and a long life) who is unsatisfied with his or her life to the
stillborn baby. As if echoing Job 3:11 and 16, Qohelet decides that the stillborn is
better off. This passage is not an impassioned expression of longing for death but
rather a distanced judgment that a poorly lived life is hardly a life at all.

In contrast, Qohelet expresses profound appreciation for life elsewhere in the
text. For example, in 9:4, he clearly concludes that life is valuable:

NP TR0 210 2N A7397 NP3 Y2 DUND~D3 YN (] 7h W R

For whomever is chosen among all the living has hope, for a living dog is better than
a dead lion.™

Crenshaw comments that, “In the ancient Near East ‘dog’ (a scavenger) was a

metaphor for a contemptible or worthless person, whereas ‘lion’ designated a prince
of person of great worth.” For Qohelet, though, life is ultimately superior to death
overcoming the wretchedness or nobility of the individual.

Indeed, throughout the book, we detect various sentiments that would appear
to be in contradiction with one another. For example, as noted above, Qohelet
expresses a tension between the lack of justice that he sees and the trust that God will
ultimately act as judge. He observes that the wicked prolong their lives (7:15) and
elsewhere that they do not (8:13). He both touts (7:19) and doubts (2:15) the value

of seeking wisdom. It is therefore useful to read Qohelet as an inner dialogue. As

make a person’s life virtually meaningless. The first is lack of appreciation of one’s blessings in
life. The second is not being buried. Crenshaw translates “...even if it does not have a burial, I
say that the stillborn is better off than he.” He suggests that the “it” i3 anticipatory and refers to
the stillborn, who would not have a burial according to traditional Jewish custom. Though
Crenshaw’s reading is not obvious from the Hebrew, I find the logic more compelling,

270. Crenshaw’s translation.

—————————————
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Tamara Cohn Eskenazi®” teaches, Qohelet searches for philosophical insights and his
search involves examining and various perspectives and positions. During any
particular exploration, he cycles through emotions, “trying on” outlooks that often
include despair and hope. Through Qohelet, we experience the processes that lead us
from one stance to another.

Certain \;iewpoints, however, are more lasting than others. Eskenazi suggests

that Qohelet’s periods of searching are often marked by the terms NN or XX

When he reaches a more stable conviction, he tends to speak in the imperative. The
following pericopes demonstrate that despite the disappointments and frustrations of
this world, Qohelet finds value and pleasure in living. He teaches a way of life that is
based upon embracing rather than rejecting life. He often expresses sentiments such

as those found in 3:12-13, 8:15 and 9:7:

Y 2200y DG ) 2 103 219 NP DIAYTONP 03 310 PP Iy R
DN TN NPN Y093 219 NN

(3:12-13) I know that there is nothing better in them than to rejoice and to fare well
during life. And also that every person should eat and drink and experience good in
his toil - it is a gift of God.

NiYP) Y5N770N % YRYD NDR DR 210PR W Mpwna SRy pNavh
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(8:15) And I praised pleasure, for there is nothing good for a human being under the
sun but to eat, drink, and be happy, and it will accompany him in the toil of the days
of his life that God gives him under the sun.””

PRI OIND 1Y 739 7P P2 219733 DY TaND Nk SN 12

(9:7) Go, eat your bread with joy and drink your wine with a glad heart, for God has
already approved your actions.

271. In her Hebrew Union College course “Bible 3: Writings™.
272. Crenshaw’s translation.
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Qohelet seems to understands that in the vast majority of cases, the desire for
death does not last. The philosopher who contemplates the cycles of nature (1:5-7)
and the ephemerality of human existence (ex. 1:4) concludes that even a death wish is
fleeting. Like all human emotions and whims, this too comes and goes. This too is
Yan.  We never find out whether or not Jonah reaches this conclusion. The abrupt
ending of the book leaves us wondering what becomes of Jonah and his death wish.
However, his rapid responses to the plant and his desire for life in chapter 2 suggest

that he too experiences a range of emotions triggered by changing circumstances.

The desire for death, then, may be as temporary for him as it is for Qohelet.
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Opting Out: Suicide in the Bible

The man who kills a man kills a man

The man who kills himself kills all men.

As far as he is concerned, he wipes out the world.
- G. K. Chersteron™

Our study would not be complete without an exploration of the stories of the
characters in the Bible who take their own lives. Without consulting God or giving
long dramatic speeches, these individuals take matters into their own hands and
simply end their lives. Perhaps the most chilling example is the case of Ahitophel.
Ahitophel starts out as a military advisor to David and then switches camps as
Absalom garners support for his rebellion (2 Samuel 15). He advises Absalom to
escalate the challenge to the king by sleeping with David’s concubines, “before the
eyes of all of Israel”. While the text then compares Ahitophel to those who “inquire
of the word of God”™* (2 Sam. 16:23) and David himself has acknowledged the
significance of Ahitophel’s advice (15:31 and 35), Absalom appears to lose
confidence in his counsel. Rather than taking Ahitophel’s advice to pursue the king
immediately, Absalom consuits another strategist, Hushai. In fact, Absalom’s salient
reason for seeking a second opinion appears to be doubt about that of Ahitophel.
Absalom asks Hushai, “This is according to the word that Ahitophel has spoken.
Should we go his way? If not, you speak.” (17:6). Hushai, who turns out to be a

double agent, suggests that Absalom’s followers take time to gather a larger army and

massacre David’s entire camp. In what must have been a humiliating moment for the

273. As quoted in Solomon, 252.

274, Alter suggests an alternate translation, that Ahitophel! is compared to “one would inquire of an
oracle of God” noting the “sour irony in likening the sordid, if pragmatic, counsel to have sex
with the king’s concubines of a s divine oracle” (p. 295)
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once-favored advisor, the text reads, “And Absalom and every person in Israel said,
“The advice of Hushai the Arkite is better than the advise of Ahitophel.”” (17:13).
The narrator adds, “And Adonai had ordained to frustrate the good counsel of
Abhitophel in order that Adonai would bring evil to Absalom” (17:14). Whether or
not Ahitophel attributes his downfall to the deity and whether or not he knows that
Hushai’s loyalty lies with David, Absalom’s rejection of his advice is catastrophic for
him. Time seems to slow down as the text hauntingly reports, “And he saddled his
ass, and he got up, and he went to his house, to his city, and he commanded his
household®™ and he strangled himself and he died, and he was buried in the tomb of
his father” (17:23).7¢

We find a questionable case of suicide in the story of Saul. Two passages
present differing accounts of Saul’s death. Both, however, describe a scene in which
Saul asks someone (in one case his armorbearer, in the other an Amalekite) to assist
him in ending his life. The narrator tells the version in which suicide obtains. 2
Samuel 31 describes a battie between Israel and the Philistines. The text explains that
three sons of Saul have been killed and that the scene looks grim for Saul (31:2-3).
The opposing archers find him and inspire in him terrible fear (13:4). Saul then
requests of his armorbearer, “Draw your sword and pierce me with it, lest these
uncircumcised ones come and pierce me and deal ruthlessly with me.” (31:4) The
armorbearer, however, it too frightened to grant Saul’s request. The text ends Saul’s
life with a six-word narration, “And Saul took the sword and he fell on it” (31:4).

The Amalekite tells the second version of the story, reporting Saul’s death to

275. Often understood as putting his affairs in order. See Alter King David, 301.
276. iIncidentally, his burial indicates that there is no cultic stigma attached to suicide in Samuel.
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David. In this account, Saul leans upon his spear while chariots and horsemen
pursue him. Upon seeing the Amalekite, Saul requests, “Stand next to me and kill me
for confusion®” has taken hold of me, for while life is still in me...”™"(2 Sam 1:9).
The Amalekite continues, “And I stood over him and I killed him, for I knew that he
would not live after having fallen” (2 Sam 1:10). In both stories, Saul has a hand in
his own death, though they vary as to whether or not he completes the act himself.
Likewise, Abimelech takes part in his own death though he does not pull the
proverbial trigger himself. Abimelech is involved in a series of military conquests
when he attempts to capture Thebez (Judges 9). The men and women of Thebez flee
to a tower within the city and gather on the roof of the tower (v. 51). Abimelech
approaches the entrance to the tower with the hopes of burning it (v. 52). An
unnamed woman then throws a stone on Abimelech’s head that crushes his skull (v.

53). Verse 54 reads:

YR P YIN719 NI T390 oY 12 8 12 N | 130~ 4 N
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And he hurriedly called to the young man who carried his armor. And he said to him,

“Draw your sword, lest they will say to me”™ ‘A woman killed him.”” And his young
man stabbed him and he died.

Abimelech clearly states his motivation. He would rather die immediately
than suffer posthumous humiliation. Perhaps the text comments on his motivation in

2 Sam 11:21. In that verse, Joab asks:
NRYNRIND SR 391 29 Py Ny NN NPD IYITTR TR T ndnop

277. A hapax legomenon, meaning uncertain. Others translate “a fainting spell” (Alter) or
“convulsions” (NRSV). BDB suggests a connection to the verb meaning “weave”.

278. Here, 1 follow Alter who suggests that this clause, “is most simply construed as a broken-off
sentence that the failing Saul does not have the strength to complete” (Alter, King David, 196).

279. Literally, “to me”.
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Xim
Who struck Abimelech son of Jerubbesheth? Did not a woman cast an upper
millstone upon him from the wall and he died at Thebez?

Ironically, no mention is made of his servant. Thus, the one thing etched into
history is the very fact he hoped to conceal by causing his own death.

Another major character who plays a role in his own death is Samson the
judge. The scene takes place when Samson is in the Philistine prison and has regained
his great strength. The Philistines bring him out to perform and he asks to lean on the
pillars of the building (v. 26). The text specifies that the house is full of men and
women and an additional three thousand stand upon the roof. In verse 28, Samson

calls to God:
WY YR NOXTOR) RN DN ™D DYSN T N RANT N 1098 NI, WY
TORYIIN

My lord Adonai, Please remember me and please strengthen me just this time, Oh
God and I will avenge the Phalistines, one vengeance for my two eyes.

Samson makes clear his motivation: vengeance. With retribution on his
mind, he takes hold of pillars and calls out >RYI9 DY3YNI NIND  “My soul will

die with the Philistines!” (v.30). Samson then brings the prison house crashing down
to the ground, taking the lives of thousands of Philistines along with his own.

In 1 Kings 16, Zimri, servant of King Elah of Judah kills Elah (v.10), takes
over the kingdom (v.10) and kills Elah’s family (v. 11). The people of Isracl learn of
the revolt and revolt in turn (v.15-17). Verse 18 reads:

TPRIPE IR RPY TN TR0 VI TN NP VI NIIPOR YU i i
T U3
And it was when Zimri saw that the city was captured. And he came to the palace,
the house of the king. And he burned the house of the king around himself with fire

and he died.

b———
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For three of the characters who take their own lives (Saul, Abimelech and
Zimri) it appears that death is imminent via another means. They control their own
demise, choosing not to face what they imagine to be a worse fate. No evidence
suggests that they would otherwise posess or act upon a death wish. Samson makes
his own life a casualty of the vengeance he will take. Ahitophel’s motivation may be
the humiliation of being rejected, the fear of reprisal from David or simply a sense of
utter failure. In fact, a sense of failure seems to run through these stories. Only
Samson is “victorious” in his final act. His “triumph” is bittersweet at best and tragic
at worst.

In all of these cases, the events that trigger suicide are issues between hurman
beings. No character is motivated by a grievance against God and only Samson calls
out to God as he takes his life. Samson’s is an interesting case, however, in the
implication that God grants the strength Samson needs to bring the prison house
down. It is the one case in which God appears to participate in the granting of a death
wish. Still, this case is clearly the exception. In all other cases, God is virtually
absent from scenes in which Biblical figures take their own lives.

These characters provide a foil for Jonah and the others who call for death but
do not take their own lives. Those who do end their lives highlight the will to live
that is present, albeit hidden, in those who do not. In addition, they emphasize the
matter of conversation with God. Jonah, Elijah and Moses take their grievances
directly to the deity. Jeremiah, Job, Rebecca, Rachel and Qohelet voice complaints
that concern God, though they often refrain from outright blame. We can conclude,

then, that the Bible distinguishes between those who are determined to take their own

-———
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lives and those who contemplate the value of living, often involving God in their

deliberations. Samson is the only possible example of one person who invokes God’s

name and God’s supernatural powers and takes his life nonetheless.
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IV. REGAINING BALANCE: THOQUGHTS OF CONCLUSION
But there was no need to be afraid of tears, for tears bore witness that man had the
greatest of courage, the courage to suffer.

- Viktor E. Franki®®

As we have seen, the book of Jonah takes our assumptions about the Biblical
world and turns them upside down. In the context of the Bible’s profound emphasis
on the sanctity of life, Jonah’s perspective is utterly nehephach as he cries, “Better is
my death than my life.” He is not unique, however, in his death wish. Taken
together, the stories of those who seek the end of life illustrate an impulse of
hopelessness that goes against the grain of the Biblical narrative.

The motivation behind these calls for death is rarely stated outright. Each
character, however, faces some crisis of meaning. Each character doubts the value of
living in the midst of overwhelming suffering, injustice or impotence. Jonah, Elijah
and Moses bring their grievances directly to God, asking the Creator of life to take
their lives back. Jeremiah and Job, surviving perhaps on the mere fumes of a life
force, long for either the womb or the grave. Their maledictions express a desire for
nonexistence in any form. Rebecca, Rachel and Qohelet express brief but significant
moments of antipathy toward life. Even when declaring a preference for death,
however, their actions demonstrate that they are at least ambivalent. Their despair
does not lead them to rash or irreversible actions. Every one of them finds the
strength to live on.

Not so with Ahitophel, Saul, Abimelech, Samson and Zimri. The Bible does

280. InAMan's Search for Meaning, 100.
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not exclude the reality of suicide in its portrayal of the tension between hope and
despair. In their book Cognitive Therapy of Depression, Beck et. al. explain, “A
person’s degree of suicidal intent may be regarded as a point on a continuum. At one
extreme is an absolute intention to kill oneself and at the other extreme is an intention
to go on living. Many different forms of intent may be found along the
continuum.”®*' Indeed, the Bible teils a handful of stories of those with “an absolute
intention to kill” themselves.

In the majority of cases, however, our characters appear to fall elsewhere on
the continuum. With or without the individual’s awareness, he or she possesses a will
to live that overtakes the will to die. Beck, et. al., offer therapists the following
technique when counseling a suicidal patient: “...it is useful for the therapist to treat
the decision to commit suicide as the outcome of the struggle between the patient’s
wishes to live versus his wishes to die... the therapist’s effort should be directed
toward shifting the votes in favor of living.”?*

It is not my intention here to impose the modern language of psychology onto
an ancient text or to suggest that the Bible deliberately describes therapeutic activity.
What I do contend is that the Biblical author has tapped into a struggle that is timeless
and universal - a tension between awareness of the sanctity of life and the sometimes
unbearable nature of living. While engaged in this internal wrestling match, most
Biblical characters find the balance eventually tipped toward the side of life.

In many of the Bible’s cases, God moves to influence the decision. God does

not initiate discussions of the meaning of life, death and dying or the will to live. Nor

281. Beck, et, al,, 210.
282. Beck, et. al, 214.
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does Divine fury rain down on those who would reject the sanctity of life. In fact, not
once does God rebuke an individual for ingratitude as we might expect. Rather, God
subtly acts in ways that “shift the votes”. God’s response may come in the form of an
explanation, an improved situation or simply the potent succor of Divine contact.
God’s (often implicit) message consistently comes down on the side of life.”™
Consider the primary text of our study: the book of Jonah. Jonah, like many

of the other figures, is desperately unhappy with the ways of the world. Recall that

when his story begins, Ais universe is turned upside down as he is‘ caught between the

rock of disobeying God and the hard place of taking action that is antithetical to his
convictions. Once he makes his choice, the nehephach nature of his struggle is
reflected in his every move and in every countermove of the story. No wonder Jonah
exhibits ambivalence (at best) about living. Yet, he too manages to wake up every
morning and carry on with his day. It would seem that he has more life force in him
than even he wishes to have at times.

It is true that when the opportunity for confrontation arises, Jonah verbally
hurls the gift of life back at God. Yet, his motivation appears to be only in part a
death wish. We can also identify well-documented anger and a likely desire to move
God toward a change in policy.?* As Jonah attempts to incite the deity, God takes

him seriously, yet tempers the drama of the scene. To be sure, God will not be moved

283. Inthese cases. Elsewhere in the Biblical narrative, other matters take priority (consider, for
example, the story of Nadav and Avihu of Leviticus 10). What I mean here is that whenever a
humnan being involves God in weighing the value of life and death, God influences him or her to
choose life.

284. This is another phenomenon observed by psychologists. Beck et. al. note that “[Some] suicide

attempters report that they have gambled with death in order to produce some interpersonal
change.” (212).
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to destroy Nineveh. At the same time, God is as invested in Jonah’s life as he is in
the survival of an entire city, providing a remarkable amount of attention and care.
The life force continues, even in an unchanged universe.

Of course, the story concludes and we never discover Jonah’s final reaction.
Still, it is clear where both God and the narrator stand. In the midst of many
uncertainties, the text is certain about the value of life. The book of Jonah ends with

a question, but the unresolved debate is about mercy on a wicked city, not about the

meaning of life. The question that is not left hanging in the air is, “Should Jonah

continue living?”

Indeed, in the majority of Biblical stories about those who struggle with a
wavering desire to live, the individual ultimately continues living. The Bible
recognizes that behind an expressed desire for the end of life is often a desire for the
end of pain. As Beck, et al., observe, “...statements such as ‘I cannot stand things
anymore’ do not necessarily represent a wish to kill oneself, they are frequently a
manifestation of a desire to block out all experience or sadness, at least for a period of
time.””* Solomon confirms this notion in his comment, “I have often wanted to kill
myself for a month”.** Somewhere in the middle of Beck’s continuum, most Biblical
characters pursue an end to their pain, not an end to their lives.

In the book of Qohelet, we learn that when the pain recedes so too can the
suicidal impulse. In his movement from hating to taking pleasure in life, Qohelet
demonstrates that desire for death can be as temporary as any emotion. We cannot

discount the gravity of suicidality or ignore those individuals (in the Bible or in life)

285. Beck, et. al, 211.
286. Solomon, 246.
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who find the only relief from their anguish in killing themselves. However, in most
cases (in the Bible and in life) moments of wanting to die are just that - not
insignificant moments but moments nonetheless. The ephemerality does not lessen

the pain, yet it fosters an acknowledgement that buried deep beneath hopelessness is

the possibility of hope.
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Literature on the Book of Jonah

The following three reviews of the literature on the book of Jonah provide
comprehensive and insightful discussions of scholarly works and the topics that they

address:

(1) Sasson’s chapter “Interpretations™?’

organizes his discussion of Jonah literature
into three major categories: The Narrator, The Audience and Character Roles.

(2) Similarly, Bolin’s section entitled “Modern Exegesis of the Book of Jonah”#*
reviews the literature by topic. Examples of headings include, “Jonzh as Allegory”
and “Jonah and Literary Criticism”.

(3) Scolnic’s “The Book of Jonah: An Annotated Bibliography” discusses 13 works

on or related to the Book of Jonah.

Here, I discuss in brief the works that I have cited that were published after
the works above or are otherwise not discussed:
(1) Rachel Adler’s “A Carnival at the Gates: Jonah and Laughter on Yom Kippur”
Adler discusses the humor in the book of Jonah and it:;: relationship to Yom
Kippur. She explores the effect that reading this book of exaggeration and
inversion, in other words “the funniest book of the Bible”* has on worshipers
engaged in the otherwise serious business of atonement. Adler contends that “By

mocking the sins of the spirit, Jonah sends us back into our afflicted bodies to be

287. Sasson, 321-51
288. Bolin, 33-62
289. Adler, 321,
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made whole, to know ourselves as bodies flooded with spirit. If we have understood,

we will be able to extrapolate from our own growling bellies, aching heads, boredom
and weariness to the infinitely precious and vulnerable spirit-flooded bodies of other
living creatures.”*”
(2) Thomas M. Bolin’s Freedom Beyond Forgiveness: The Book of Jonah
Re-Examined

Bolin provides a translation followed by textual, grammatical and thematic
analyses of each of Jonah’s 4 chapters. He challenges “the method in Biblical studies
which uses Israelite history and the Bible to mutually support and explain each
other”®! and thus offers “An interpretation of Jonah... independent of any historical
speculation derived from hypothetical reconstruction of Israelite history”.®* Bolin’s
grammatical analyses are particularly thorough as are his discussions of previous

scholarship.

(3) Serge Frolov’s “Returning the Ticket: God and His Prophet in the Book of
Jonah”

Frolov argues against those who read Jonah as an anti-hero, a villain and a
thoughtless rebel. Rather, he suggests that Jonah is God’s intended sacrifice who
flees because he refuses to be sacrificed. Frolov contends that the author of Jonah is
“an opponent of Deutero-Isaiah (admiring the fate of a righteous servant of God...who

gets afflicted and ultimately dies for ‘the sin of many’; cf. Isaiah 53).” Thus,

290. Adler, 331.
291, Bolin, 7.
292, Ibid.

293. Frolov, 102
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suggests Frolov, the author intended for the original post-exilic readers of Jonah to

sympathize with Jonah in his dispute with God.

(4) Jonathan Magonet’s The Subversive Bible
Magonet’s “The Book of Jonah and the Day of Atonement” he suggests that Jonah is

the “most subversive “book” of the Bible™ and, like Adler, explores additional

gleanings from the book in relation to Yom Kippur. He comments on topics such as
Jonah’s challenge to “all sorts of pietistic acts which may become substitutes for the
real requirement of God,”™ and emphasis on the power of repentance to move God.
In addition, he offers an original and insightful symbolic reading of Nineveh and the

prophet himself for the Day of Atonement.

(5) Raymond F. Persons Jr.’s In Conversation with Jonah: Conversation Analysis,
Literary Criticism, and the Book of Jonah.

Persons applies theories of conversation analysis to the book of Jonah. He
analyses the book on several levels: line-by-line, through narrative developments of
plot, character, atmosphere and tone and finally through theoretical (and then actual)
responses of readers. Particularly informative (and entertaining!) are his appendices.
These are collections of ways in which centuries of readers have (1) explained
Jonah’s account of 4:2 and (2) written in Jonah’s answer to God’s final question.

(6) Yvonne Sherwood’s 4 Biblical Text and its Afterlives: The Survival of Jonah in
Western Culture
Sherwood follows the book of Jonah from its early religious interpretations

through its appearance in modern popular culture and explores everything in between.

294. Magonet, 76.
295. Magonet, 78,
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She offers her own reading that echoes the book’s brilliance through her use of

language, humor and familiar texts. Sherwood’s book is a multidisciplinary
exploration that analyzes interpretation as well as it does the book of Jonah.

(7) Uriel Simon’s The JPS Bible Commentary: Jonah

Simon cites traditional Jewish sources as well as modern scholarship in his
commentary. In his own words, he writes with a “dual commitment: academic rigor,
which aims at uncovering the original meaning of the book of Jonah and a Jewish
commitment to Scripture as the taproot of our national existence and wellspring of
our religious life.””™ Simon breaks the book of Jonah into seven literary units. He
views Jonah’s story as a progression from violation [of God’s commandment] to
submission to fulfillment [of God’s commandment] to a second rebellion and finally
to acquiescence.

(8) J. William Whedbee’s chapter “Jonah as Joke™ in The Bible and the Comic Vision.
Whedbee’s chapter artfully traces the comic vision through the book of Jonah.
Whedbee highlights elements of parody, irony and caricature. He makes a
compelling case that “Jonah’s satiric humor is deft and decisive, intensifying the play
of contradiction and subverting traditional prophetic forms.””” Whedbee, too, echoes
the book of Jonah with his own humor and word plays that poke gentle fun at Jonah

while at the same time taking him quite seriously.

296. Simon, Introduction vi.
297. Whedbee, 218.




114

APPENDIX |: JONAH AND THE GARDEN OF EDEN

The following terms are found in both texts (the citations listed are in Jonah):

Elements and Forces of Nature:™
M 14,48

o 1:4, 1.9, 1:11 (twice), 1:12
(twice), 1:13, 1:15 (twice), 2:4

om 2:6, 3.7
w18
DY 1.9

YA 1.9, 1:13, 2:11

7 2:1 (twice), 2:2, 2:11
omn 26

mim 3.7, 3:8, 4:.11

vy 4.8

Life and Death (See Above)

nn 43,4.8,49
o 4.3,4:8

Verbs

o7 IS5, 16

N 12, 1.6, 1:14, 3:1 (twice) 3:4,
3.5, 3.8

yr  1:7,1:10, 1:12, 3:9, 4.2, 4:11
v 25

T™on 33,34

Good and Bad

» 1:2, 1:7, 1:8, 3:8, 3:10 (twice),
4:1 (twice), 4:2, 4:6
A0 4:3,44,438,49

Other

woy 1:14,2:6,2:8

YUY My n 1:9

DMONR NP 46

NN 1:8

™ 25

oy 2:1, 3:3, 3:4 (twice)
9MON 36

o 3:7,3:.8,42

o1 4:2,4:5,4:8

298. In addition to these references, the ricinus plant, the storm and the worm are forces of nature that
God calls up in a creation-like fashion. Jonah himself bears the name of an animal.
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