ABSTRACT

A TRANSLATION AND CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF MIDRASH YONAH

ERIC EISENKRAMER

The goal of this thesis was to translate Midrash Yonah and create a critical
commentary that drew upon other versions of MY and parallels in Rabbinic Literature. I
analyzed versions and manuscripts of Midrash Yonah and created a model of the
evolution of MY. In addition, I collected and evaluated the material from Rabbinic
Literature about the book of Jonah with the goal of discovering what issues about Jonah
troubled the rabbis. The contribution of this thesis is that it presents much of the
Rabbinic material on Jonah in one place: a modern idiomatic translation of Midrash
Yonah along with a critical commentary, Rabbinic texts on Jonah, and an appendix which
compares eight versions of MY in Hebrew.

This work is divided into three sections plus two appendices. Section 1 analyzes
the version.s and manuscripts of Midrash Yonah. Section 2 presents the Rabbinic
material about the book of Jonah. Section 3 offers a translation of one version of MY
along with a critical commentary and is divided by chapter. Appendix A supplements
Chapter 11 of Section 3. Appendix B compares eight versions of Midrash Yonah in
Hebrew.

| The versions of Midrash Yonah appear in works by modern scholars, in
manuscripts, and as sections within the classic Rabbinic Midrashim. The Rabbinic texts

about the book of Jonah appear in Rabbinic Literature.
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Introduction




The path that led me to Midrash Yonah as a thesis topic began with a fascination

with the book of Jonah. The more I learned about the renegade prophet, the more I
identified with him because | see a part of myself in Jonah. Jonah’s most admirable trait
is that he questions God and how God runs the world. He has a fundamental problem
with God’s justice, saying that God should punish sinners rather than forgive them if they
repent (Jonah 4:1-2). I do not agree with Jonah; we should all have the opportunity to
repair our sins. But like Jonah, I sometimes feel the need to challenge God’s justice. 1
want to know why we live in such an incomplete world. Why is there so much pain and
suffering? Why would a good and just God allow such brutalities as the Holocaust? In
short, my problem is theodicy. What draws me to the book of Jonah then, is the model of
a prophet who challenges God from the deepest parts of his soul, and even risks his own
life by disobeying God, rather than give up his fundamental questioning of God.

One may claim that Jonah’s acts demonstrate cowardice rather than moral
principles. Jonah’s flight demonstrated at least to some degree a lack of conviction; he
could have confronted God directly, like Abraham did at Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis
18). However, I view Jonah’s actions as a principled stand against God and God’s justice
(Jonah 4:1-2). In response to Jonah’s challenge, God simply overpowers him. Jonah is
trapped by the storm (Jonah 1:4-15), he is trapped in the fish (Jonah chapter 2) and God
kills the plant which protected him from the sun (Jonah 4:5-9). By the end of the story,
Jonah is so demoralized and defeated that he twice begs for his own death (Jonah 4:3,
4:8). The end of the Biblical book does not convince me that Jonah has completely given

up on his question of God’s justice. God asks Jonah why not forgive the Ninevites




(Jonah 4:11), but the book ends without a response from Jonah. How would Jonah reply

if given the chance?

I began this thesis with the choice to focus on the book of Jonah since I wanted to
see what happens to a person who challenges the way God made the world. Will the
questioning of God’s justice lead only to futility, despair and death as in the book of
Jonah? Are there other responses to a person like Jonah who honestly does not
understand why the world is so imperfect?

Along with my affinity for the book of Jonah, another one of my interests is

Midrash. One of the earliest midrashim I learned was the well-known story of how
Abraham destroyed his father’s idols and placed the axe in the hand of the largest one.'
In reading about Abraham in the Bible, I always wanted to know what kind of person he
was that he could leave his homeland (Genesis 12) and argue with God at Sodom and
Gomorrah (Genesis 18). The Bible never explains how Abraham is so faithful to God
and how he has such courage. This midrash shows me Abraham’s depth of character and
inner strength. It helps me better understand Abraham as a person, what he was like and
what motivated him. In the case of Abraham, as so often occurs in the Bible, the text
provides a very scant picture of the actual people who are so important to us as Jews. In
contrast, the Midrash lets us see what the Biblical characters are thinking and feeling, and
shows us who they are.

| The genre of Midrash also appeals to me because the rabbis teach us how to live
by way of example. When I read about Abraham’s incredible moral courage in

overcoming his father’s idolatry, it motivates me to search my own life and figure out

! Harvey Fields, 4 Torah Commentary for Our Times (New York: UACH Press, 1990),
38.




what idols I need to break. What issues do I need to fight against in our society, like

homelessness and environmental destruction? And at a deeper level, what parts of myseif
am I not facing that cause me harm? What are my own faults that I need to confront and
destroy like those idols? When I read Midrash, I see myself in the characters and look to
how they can help me be a better person.

The book of Jonah provided me with the question: What happens to a person who
challenges God? I hoped the Midrash would provide me with the answer. Could the
rabbis help me understand why Jonah questioned God? Thus, I turned my attention to the
rabbis and began to research every piece of Rabbinic literature about the book of Jonah.
For the most part, these derashot (Rabbinic interpretations) were found by searching for
texts where the rabbis quote the book of Jonah as a proof text. As I discovered, the
Rabbinic midrash on Jonah falls into two categories: 1) short derashot that interpret one
or two verses of the book of Jonah, and 2) longer narratives that re-tell all or a part of the
book of Jonah while adding Rabbinic material.

I found about 150 derashot in Rabbinic literature. Most of them only offered
commentary on short pieces of the Biblical book In so doing, the rabbis were mostly
concerned with four issues about Jonah: 1) Who is Jonah? 2) Why did he flee? 3) Who
is the fish and why was Jonah saved from the fish? 4) Who are the Ninevites and who is
the King of Nineveh? How do the Ninevites repent?

Then I looked for all of the longer midrashic narratives on the book of Jonah.

With the help of Dr. Benjamin Richer at Hebrew University, I discovered 14 different




versions of “Midrash Yonah."? These narratives re-tell the Biblical book, quoting it as a

proof-text, but also adding much interpretative material. Many of these new
interpretations are not spontaneous creations of the author/s, but rather are drawn from
earlier Rabbinic sources. The different versions of Midrash Yonah quote previous
Rabbinic texts directly, edit them to fit into the narrative, or sometimes expand upon
known Rabbinic motifs. In short, the versions of MY re-tell the narrative of Jonah and
use Rabbinic midrashim both directly and indirectly.

Some of the 14 narrative versions of Midrash Yonah appear as chapters in larger
Rabbinic works. Others stand alone as separate narratives on Jonah. Some versions re-
tell the entire book of Jonah, while others only deal with the first two chapters. The 14
narrative versions I examined included the first printed edition, all of the known
manuscripts, and three versions of Midrash Yonah collected and interpreted by modern
scholars.’

The question then became how to present all of the material in a direct and
accessible manner. This thesis is divided into three sections plus two appendices.
Section 1, “The Textual History of Midrash Yonah,” presents a model of the evolution of
the 14 narrative versions of MidrashYonah. Section 2, “Rabbinic Views of Jonah,”
Qiscusses the 150 individual derashot and the four questions that bothered the rabbis
about Jonah as mentioned above. Section 3, “Midrash Yonah” is the core of this thesis.

It contains the text and translation of one version of Midrash Yonah, Jellinek’s Beit Ha-

? This title is taken from the versions of Midrash Yonah found in Beit ha-Midrash and
Otzar ha-Aggadah. Adolph Jellinek, Beit ha-Midrash (Jerusalem: Bamberger &
Wahrman, 1938), Vol. 1, 96-102. Judah David Eisenstein, Otzar ha-Midrashim (New
York, 1915), Vol. 1, 217-222.

¥ See the Bibliography for the full list of the 14 versions of Midrash Yonah.
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midrash Vol. 1, 96-102, plus a commentary. [ chose Jellinek’s version because it is the

most complete, offering the largest amount of material on all four chapters of the book of
Jonah. Also, it is based on the first-printed Edition from Prague in 1595.

After translating the Jellinek version into an accessible idiomatic English, I wrote
a commentary to Midrash Yonah. [ compare MY to the Biblical text to see how it
interprets the book of Jonah. Much of the commentary also cites and interprets parallel
sources in Rabbinic literature. I include parallels found in the 150 individual derashot
along with parallels from the 14 full length narrative versions of Midrash Yonah.

In writing the commentary, some of my guiding questions were as follows: How
does Midrash Yonah interpret the Biblical text? How does MY view Jonah, the sailors
and the other characters from the book of Jonah? How does Midrash Yonah use earlier
rabbinic sources? What is the literary style of MY?

This thesis has two appendices. Appendix A includes a Mishnaic and two
Talmudic texts in Hebrew that are discussed at great length in Chapter 11 of the
commentary. Appendix B is a chart which compares eight of the full length narrative
versions of Midrash Yonah in Hebrew. For easy reference, I divided this appendix by
chapter and verse exactly as in the commentary. It is meant to supplement the

commentary, offering parallel readings in other versions of Midrash Yonah.




Section One:
The Textual History of Midrash Yonah




In trying to trace the textual history of Midrash Yonah, I examined rabbinic compilations
which present a lengthy narrative on the Book of Jonah, the first printed edition of
Midrash Yonah and the extant manuscripts. As a supplement to this chapter, see
Appendix B, “Parallel Narrative Texts and Manuscripts of Midrash Yonah,” which

compares eight versions of Midrash Yonah in Hebrew.

A. Midrash Yonah

Midrash Yonah was first printed in Prague on the 1% of Sivan 1595 by Gershom Ben
Yosef Betzalel. It is appended to another work entitled, “The journey of Rabbi Patachyah
of Regensburg.” Midrash Yonah was printed at least 14 more times before the 20®
Century. It circulated primarily in Germany, Poland, Slovakia and America.’

Jellinek printed a copy of Midrash Yonah in Beit ha-Midrash, Vol. 1:96-102 based on the
first printed edition. He makes only minor corrections to the Prague edition using the
Yalkut Shimoni version.” I use the Jellinek text as my primary text in this thesis and in

the Commentary section.

' See Tamar Kedari, “Midrash Teshuvat Yonah Ha-Navi ” Kovetz Al Yad 16 (2002): 70.
? From an unpublished translation by G.E. Padauer of Jellinek’s introduction in German
to Midrash Yonah. The original introduction is found in Beit ha-Midrash, Vol. 1, xix-xx.
The Yalkut Shimoni version referred to comes from: Yalkut Shimoni (New York: Horev,
1925), Vol. 2, 550-551.




B. Extant Manuscripts

Versions of Midrash Yonah appear in the following manuscripts:
1. Warszaw - Uniwersytet, Inst. Orientalistyczny 258 "Teshuvat Yona ha-Navi."
A colophon on page 331 dates this manuscript to 1429-1430.”
2. Parma - Biblioteca Palatina Cod. Parm. 2295, ff. 133-135. DeRossi listed this
manuscript in his catalog in the 13" or 14™ Century.*
3. St. Petersburg - Russian National Library Evr. 1. 13 ff. 276-277.
4. London, Beth Din & Beth Hamidrash 146, ff. 10-15. Dated 1678.
5. New York - Jewish Theological Seminary Ms. 5601, ff. [55]-[64]. 18th cent.,
Morocco.
6. Mosayuf - 13073, ff. 69-72. This partial manuscript was written in 1496.%
7. Darmstadt - Hessisches Landes- und Hochschulbibliothek Cod. Or. 25 ff. 121r-
122r.

I examined all of the manuscripts above, except for Mosayuf Ms. 130 and Darmstadt Ms.
25 which were illegible. My conclusions are based on my research of the other five

manuscripts.

3 Teshuvat Yonah Ha-Navi, 69.
4 Ibid., 70.
3 Ibid., 69.



C. Early Text Witnesses

In comparing all 14 versions of Midrash Yonah, I discovered two different
manuscript traditions, one which leads to the Editio Princeps and the other which is
contained in Warsaw Ms, 258 and Parma Ms. 2259. [ divide the Editio Princeps
manuscript tradition into three parts: early versions, which cover Jonah Chapters 1-2, late
versions, including the first printed edition, which cover Jonah Chapters 1-4, and the
Yalkut Shimoni text witness, which has characteristics of both the early and late versions.
The printed edition of Midrash Yonah seemed to evolve from the Pirkei de-Rabbi
Eliezér" and Midrash Tanchuma’ text witnesses, through the Yalkut version and
eventually into print. The Parma/Warsaw tradition also evolved from the Pirkei de-Rabbi
Eliezer version of Midrash Yonah, but was never printed.

The early versions of Midrash Yonah contain a running narrative on the Biblical
book of Jonah that covers chapters 1-2. The versions that fit into this category are the
Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Midrash Tanchuma and Ms. St. Petersburg text witnesses.® They
are all almost exactly parallel although differences can be found.

From a literary perspective, the early text witnesses are designed as a tight unit
which create an extended narrative on Jonah Chapters 1-2. One motif in particular that
unifies these versions is the Leviathan. All three versions begin by noting that Jonah fled
on the 5® day of the week. This reminds the reader of Gen. 1:21 where on the 5™ day

God creates the great sea monsters (taninim), the greatest of whom is Leviathan. In the

S Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10.

” Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Parashat va-Yikra 8.

® The St. Petersburg Ms. seems to be an extension of the Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer version.
It contains the exact text as that of Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10. It also includes a
responsum on why Jonah fled from God which was clearly added later.




middle of the narrative, the early versions describe at length Jonah’s encounter with

Leviathan. And finally near the end, Jonah can only be saved from the fish if he
promises to sacrifice Leviathan. The repeated use of Leviathan suggests that the early
versions were written as a unified whole.

Another literary factor that suggests a unity of these early versions of Midrash
Yonah is that everyone in the story finds salvation at the end. Jonah is spared from the
fish and the souls of the sailors are saved when they convert to Judaism. The early text
witnesses appear to be a single literary creation that re-tells the book of Jonah, Chapters
1-2 by adding many midrashic motifs. Perhaps we can date this layer of Midrash Yonah

from the 9th century when Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer was compiled.

D. Late Text Witnesses

The late versions of Midrash Yonah provide easy comparisons with the early
versions. The late text witnesses are much longer than their forerunners, creating a
narrative that covers all four chapter of the Biblical book of Jonah as opposed to the first
two. Included in the group of late text witnesses are tﬁe first printing of Midrash Yonah
in Prague 1595, Jellinek’s version in Beit ha-Midrash, Ms. London 146 and Ms. JTS
5601. The London and JTS manuscripts appear to be copied directly from the first
printed edition and almost exactly parallel it. Simply by dating alone, we also know that
all of the late texts come after 1595. The London manuscript is dated 1687 and Ms. JTS
5601 is dated from the 18™ Century.

The late versions clearly adapt the material on Jonah 1-2 found in the early

versions, making a few minor changes. For example, the late text witnesses leave out the
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allusion to Jonah fleeing on the 5" day and the proof text about the sailors conversion is

different in the early and the late text witnesses. The late versions also add a significant
amount of new material to the commentary on Jonah Chapters 1-2. For example, they
include a much longer prayer of Jonah which still includes Jonah’s shorter prayer found
in the early text witnesses. They also contain a motif about how Jonah almost gets
swallowed by a second fish which is pregnant, and a parable concerning a king and his
son.

In addition to the new material on Jonah Chapters 1-2, the late versions also add
commentary on Jonah Chapters 3-4. For the most part, the material on Jonah Chapters 3-
4 is not as unified a literary unit as the material in the early versions on Jonah Chapters 1-
2. Concerning the repentance of the Ninevites, the late versions list one midrashic motif
after another. These smaller midrashic units, many of which come from the Babylonian
Talmud, the Palestinian Talmud and other earlier rabbinic sources, contradict one
another. For example, some portray the Ninevites as sincere in their repentance, while
others deride them. In their re-telling of Jonah Chapters 3-4, the late versions of Midrash
Yonah seem like an anthology of rabbinic material on Jonah chapters 3-4.

Finally, the late texts append a lengthy piece about Jonah from the Zohar.? This
Aramaic text has nothing at all to do with the previous commentary on Jonah 1-4 and is a
free-standing piece. The Yalkut Shimoni text witness, Parma Ms, 2295 and Warsaw Ms.
258 do not contain the Zohar piece. In addition, they all date prior to the first printed
edition in 1595; Warsaw 258 has as colophon dating it to 1429-1430, Parma Ms. 2295

appears in DiRossi’s catalog in the 13® or 14" Century and the Yalkut material comes

? Zohar (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1964), Vol. 2, Vayakhel, 198a.
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from the 13® century. Since neither the early text witnesses nor the Yalkut Shimoni,

Parma or Warsaw manuscripts contain this section from the Zohar, it was added to

Midrash Yonah at some point not long before the first printed edition appeared in 1595.

E. Yalkut Shimoni

The Yalkut Shimoni version seems to be a middle step in the evolution from the
early versions to the first printed edition. The Yalkut Shimoni .dates from the 13"
Century and is an anthology of Midrash covering the entire Tanakh. As a general rule,
the Yalkut Shimoni paraphrases previous rabbinic traditions, as seen in its narrative on
Jonah. I will examine how the Yalkut Shimoni version treats both Jonah Chapters 1-2, in
comparison to the early text witnesses, and Jonah Chapters 3-4, in comparison to the late
text witnesses.

Concerning the first two chapters of Jonah, the Yalkut picks up many traditions
found in the early texts. For example, it includes a lengthened piece about Jonah fleeing
on the 5™ day as seen in the early texts. The Yalkut also contains a repeated trope from
the early versions not mentioned previously: the idea that God will become angry at
Israel if the Ninevites repent. The late versions do not contain this tradition. However,
the Yalkut Shimoni version also picks up on traditions seen in the late text witnesses. For
example, it includes the motif about the pregnant fish found only in the late versions.
Thﬁs, the Yalkut seems to know material that appears in both sets of text witnesses.

Regarding Jonah Chapters 3-4, the Yalkut Shimoni version demonstrates many
unique characteristics. It includes rabbinic traditions found in the classic rabbinic

compilations which do not appear in the early or late versions of Midrash Yonah. For

7




example, the Yalkut Shimoni version contains a piece about the King of Nineveh as the
Pharaoh of the Exodus, and a tradition concerning a debate regarding the size of two
cities, Nineveh and Resen.

However, the Yalkut Shimoni text witness closely follows the themes and
structure of the late versions, even if it has a tendency to shorten and paraphrase the
traditions. For example, the late versions insert two large rabbinic pieces into the
commentary on Jonah Chapter 3 that have little to do with Jonah, a text on the order of
the fasts and a text on the four things that remove a guilty decree against a person. These
two traditions which come from the Babylonian Talmud are copied by the Yalkut
Shimoni and the late versions.

In short, the Yalkut Shimoni version of Midrash Yonah is difficult to classify in
the textual history of Midrash Yonah. It includes traditions found only in the early
versions and traditions found only in the late versions, plus additional material not found
in either. In my view, the Yalkut Shimoni text witness is a middle stage in the
development that would eventually lead to the first printed edition. It actually includes
more material than the late texts, which perhaps the editor of the printed edition reduced

in printing Midrash Yonah in 1595.

F. Additional Mss.

Two other versions of Midrash Jonah that I examined share many characteristics
with the late text witnesses, but are from a different manuscript family. In my view,
Warsaw Ms. 258 and Parma Ms. 2295 come from the same manuscript tradition as the

early versions, but are not related to the Yalkut Shinoni version or the late text witnesses.




As I will also demonstrate, Parma Ms. 2295 provides insight into the transition between

the early texts and the late versions.

First, the Warsaw and Parma manuscripts contain shared elements which
distinguish them from the late versions of Midrash Yonah. Both manuscripts do not
include the Zohar piece. Both also are missing the two Talmudic inserts about the order
of the fasts and the four things that avert punishment that have nothing to do with Jonah.

The Yalkut Shimoni version, dated to the 13™ Century, includes them as do the late

versions (1595 and beyond). Therefore, Warsaw Ms. 258(1429-1430) and Parma Ms.
2295 (13" or 14™ Century) should logically have them as they both fall between the dates
of the Yalkut Shimoni version and the late versions. Since the Warsaw and Parma Mss.
do not include them, these two manuscripts are from a different manuscript tradition.
The Warsaw and Parma Mss. are from the same manuscript tradition as

demonstrated by the similarity of their endings. The late versions, i.e., the printed
editions and the manuscripts that are copied from it, end with Jonah accepting God’s
mercy towards the Ninevites and with a single proof text from Daniel 9:9. The Warsaw
and Parma manuscripts both end with Jonah asking God about Divine justice and with a
flurry of proof texts concluding with Psalms 30:13. The endings of Warsaw and Parma
are almost identical in contrast to the ending of the late versions.

| When I examined the material from Warsaw Ms. 258 and Parma Ms. 2295
concerning Jonah Chapters 1-2, I discovered some very unique textual attributes which
also distinguish these two manuscripts from other versions of Midrash Yonah. The
Warsaw Ms. skips a great deal of material on Jonah Chapters 1-2 which is found in the

late versions. It is unclear why the Warsaw manuscript is missing so many traditions.




This does seem to suggest that the Warsaw manuscript went through a different process

of evolution which caused the material on Jonah 1-2 to get corrupted. Or perhaps the
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author/s of Ms. Warsaw simply chose what to include very selectively.
Although the Parma manuscript came from a different manuscript tradition than
the late versions, it does shed considerable light upon the transition between the early and

late text witnesses. The material on Jonah Chapters 1-2 in Parma Ms. 2295 is an exact

R s Sl LT L ey L e

copy of the version found in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer. None of the changes to the material

on Jonah Chapters 1-2 that occur in the Yalkut Shimoni version or the late versions
appear in the Parma manuscript. Even more telling is the fact that this transplanted piece
from Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer does not appear at the beginning of Parma Ms. 2295,
Instead, it is placed in the middle of the material on Jonah Chapter 4! The person who
copied or wrote the Parma manuscript made a thematic mistake by placing the material
from Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliczer later in the text. This error demonstrates the evolution
leading to the first printed edition of Midrash Yonah. The author/s of the late versions
used the Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer version as their basis for Jonah Chapters 1-2, but they
adapted it and added to it as described above. In other manuscript traditions, such as
Parma 2295, the Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer version was not used as skillfully, but rather

inserted without a single modification.

G. Overview

In all of the versions and manuscripts of Midrash Yonah I examined, I see at least
two different manuscript traditions, both of which evolved from the early versions of

Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Midrash Tanchuma, and the St. Petersburg manuscript. In one
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manuscript tradition, Warsaw Ms. 258 and Parma Ms. 2295, the Jonah Chapter 1-2
material is either adapted wholesale or only partially included. In the other tradition, as
seen in the Yalkut Shimoni version, the first printed Edition of 1595, and the other late
versions, the early material is used but also added to and adapted.

Both manuscript traditions then create/add substantive material on Jonah 3-4. In
the Warsaw/Parma tradition the new material is less tangential and the narrative line
flows more smoothly. In the Yalkut version, the first printed edition, and the late
versions, we see an accruing of more and more material. Contradictory midrashim from
rabbinic literature are cited along with extraneous rabbinic traditions. And finally, a
piece from thie Zohar is included in the printed edition which, despite its focus on Jonah,
does not fit into the narrative. The next page contains a chart which summarizes the

evolution of Midrash Yonah.
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Section 2:
Rabbinic Views of Jonah




This section analyzes the 150 short derashot on the book of Jonah found in
Rabbinic literature. As opposed to the full-length version of Midrash Yonah which re- F
tells the entire Biblical narrative, these short derashot only interpret one or two verses of
the Biblical book. The majority of these interpretations about Jonah falls into four
thematic categories: 1) the identity of Jonah, 2) Jonah’s fleeing from God, 3) The fish,
and 4) the Ninevites and their repentance. In each of the four groups I tried to figure out

what questions the rabbis wanted to answer with their derashot. 1 came up with the

following:

A) Who is Jonah?

B) Why does Jonah flee from God?

C) Who is the fish? Why was Jonah saved from the fish?

D) Who are the Ninevites and who is the King of Nineveh? How do the Ninevites repent?
As we shall see, more than one tradition responded to each of these questions and

often one drash contradicts another. Finally, a few of the derashot that I found on the

book of Jonah do not fall into the four categories. I will also discuss them below in the

section entitled “Miscellaneous Derashot.”

A.) The identity of Jonah ;
One group of texts discusses how many times God spoke to Jonah in Tanakh,

whether twice (Jonah 1:1 & 3:1) or three times (add also IT Kings 14:25). Both views are

offered in B.T. Yevamot 98a without resolving the matter. Later midrashim maintain that




God spoke to Jonah twice (only in the book of Jonah).! However, many of the full
versions of Midrash Yonah maintain that God spoke to Jonah three times.> The key
question here is whether the Jonah mentioned in IT Kings is the same as the Jonah seen in
the prophetic book of the Bible.

Another group of texts discusses which tribe Jonah came from using proof texts
from Tanakh. One view says he comes from Asher and makes him the son of a widow
from Tzarfat and the other suggests that he is from the tribe of Zevulun and uses II Kings
14:25 as the proof text. A solution is worked out where his mother is from Asher and his
father from Zevulun. *

Finally, two texts describe Jonah as rich since he paid the entire fare of the ship, a

commentary to Jonah 1:3.*

B) Jonah’s fleeing from God

The Targum begins the Rabbinic commentary on Jonah’s fleeing from God by
changing Jonah’s destination. In the Bible, Jonah 1:3 states that the prophet flees to
Tarshish. The Targum on this verse replaces the word Tarshish with the word “sea.”

The editors of the longer versions of Midrash Yonah seem to incorporate this idea of

! Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pischa Parashah Bo, Alef; Bereshit
Rabbati, 191; Yalkut Shimoni I1:325.
% “Midrash Yonah” in Beit Ha-Midrash, 1:96-102; First Printed Edition of Midrash
Yonah, Prague 1595; Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma Aa-
Nidpas, Vayikra 8; Yalkut Shimoni I:550-551.
* Talmud Yerushalmi, Sukkah 5:1; Genesis Rabbah 98:11; Midrash Tehilim 26:7;
:r’alkm Shimoni 11:549.

B.T. Nedarim 38a; Yalkut Shimoni I1:113.

* Etan Levine, The Aramaic Version of Jonah (Jerusalem: Jerusalem Academic Press,
1975), 39, 50.




Jonah fleeing to the sea in their discussion of Jonah’s fleeing from God.® They use this
idea from the Targum to advocate their theological position: one cannot flee from God,
even by going down to sea.

In the Rabbinic material we see three different explanations on why Jonah fled: 1)
Jonah flees from God in order to save Israel from God’s wrath since the Ninevites will
repent easily and Israel will look bad due to their sins.” A mashal (parable) then appears
about a slave who tries to escape his master by fleeing to a graveyard, which is like Jonah
trying to flee from God.® 2) Jonah fled to sacrifice himself for Israel, i.e., to commit
suicide. (Perhaps he wanted to save Israel from Gods’ wrath?)’ 3) Jonah only cared
about himself and not God by fleeing.'

Other traditions suggest that later when Jonah went to prophecy (Jonah 3:3), he
went against his will and was overpowered by God.!! In short, some Rabbinic traditions
portray Jonah as fleeing to save/help Israel, even going so far as to offer up his own life,

while others see Jonah as serving his own interests and disrespecting God.

j See the Commentary, MY Chapter 2.

Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masecheta de-Pischa, Bo, Parashah Alef. P.T. Sanhedrin
g 1:30b:5; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Shmini 9; Yalkut Shimoni I:187, II: 549.
. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masecheta de-Pischa, Bo, Parashah Alef.

Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masecheta de-Pischa, Bo, Parashah Alef, Yalkut Shimoni
1:393, 11:165,550.
' Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masecheta de-Pischa, Bo, Parashah Alef

"' Exodus Rabbah 4:3; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Shemot 18. See also Genesis
Rabbah 21:5.
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C) The Fish

One tradition about the fish suggests that God imposed a condition on Jonah’s
fish during the creation of the world that it would spit out Jonah.'? This shows that the
fish was part of the divine plan from the beginning of creation. A second repeated trope
in Rabbinic literature states that all living creatures except for three have sex not facing
one another. However, since God spoke to man, the snake and Jonah’s fish, these three
have sex face to face."”® These three creatures became more God-like after their
encounter with the Divine as reflected in the more human and intimate way in which they
copulate.

Finally, two other atomic texts deal briefly with the identity of the fish. B.T.
Nedarim 51b confronts the problem of the two separate fish, dag in Jonah 2:1 and dagah
in Jonah 2:2. The Talmud piece states that Jonah is spit out by the large fish and
swallowed by a small fish." And Midrash Tehilim 8:7 equates a Psalms verse about fish
in general (Psalms 8:9) with Jonah’s fish. In short, the rabbis portray Jonah’s fish as
being unique and having a special relationship with God as established from the very
beginning of creation.

In the Apocrypha, we see a thematic link created between Jonah’s salvation from
the fish and Daniel’s escape from the lion’s den. '* In both cases, God saved the Jewish

prophet from certain death at the hands of dangerous animals. Perhaps the rabbis knew of

' Genesis Rabbah 5:5; Yalkut Shimoni :237, IL:21.

' Genesis Rabbah 20:3; Bereshit Rabbati, 43; Yalkut Shimoni I:30

' The longer versions of MY will pick up on this theme by creating a whole drash about
a pregnant fish which swallows Jonah after the first male fish spits him out. See MY
Chapter 6.

' The New Oxford Annontated Bible with the Apocrypha: New Revised Standard Version
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), IIT Maccabees 6:7-8.
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this linking of Daniel and Jonah. There are many Rabbinic texts which draw parallels

between the experiences of Jonah, Daniel and the Lions (Daniel 6) and the three priests
who almost die in the fiery furnace (Daniel 3). The association seems quite natural:
Daniel almost gets killed by lions, just as Jonah almost dies in the fish, another strong
animal. And Jonah’s dwelling in a round smelly fish belly seems similar to the three
priests who were thrown inside a round fire-filled furnace.

Beginning with a text from Kohelet Rabbah 7:1, the rabbis develop a tradition of
Jonah’s righteousness which saves him from the fish: “Good/pure oil which falls on
water washes away and is lost. However a good name which falls on water is not washed
away. Likewise Jonah survives in the fish.”'® Another text applies the parable to Daniel:
a good name which falls upon light, i.e. fire, and is not destroyed. Likewise in Daniel
Chapter 3, the servants of God were thrown into the fiery furnace but did not die."”

These Rabbinic texts depict the great danger of Jonah’s predicament in the fish as being
similar to the three priests about to be thrown into the fire. And Jonah’s righteousness,
symbolized by his good name, saved him.

In P.T. Berachot 9:1 the rabbis again link Jonah and Daniel as both saved from
wild creatures, the fish and the lions. This text, however, adds another reason to explain
why God saved Jonah: to show that God rules over both the land and sea.'®

Continuing the theme of Jonah’s salvation from the fish, a group of Rabbinic texts
link Jonah’s redemption to Abraham’s arrival at Moriah, both on the third day. They say

Jonah was saved due to the merit Abraham earned during the Akedah. And all of Israel,

'® Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:1; Ecclesiastes Zuta 7:1.

"7 Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, va-Yakehl 1; Midrash Shmuel, Chapter 23; Yalkut
Shimoni I1:973.

' Midrash Yonah also emphasizes that God has power over the sea. See MY Chapter 1.
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like Jonah and Abraham, is never in distress more than three days.'® These texts seem to

suggest that we all can find redemption based on the good deeds of our ancestors just as
God helped Jonah based on Abraham’s merit. Another Rabbinic tradition which seems
rather iconoclastic suggests that certain prayers are answered only after 3 days, citing
Jonah’s petition within the fish.2° According to the Rabbinic view, three days seems to
be the time that the righteous suffer before they are saved.

One final group of Rabbinic traditions about Jonah’s salvation from the fish
makes use of a parable between a Patron (a protector?) and the person he looks after.
While a human patron will abandon his protégé after a certain amount of trails, God does
not forget about Jonah even in the fish. The rabbis also apply the patron analogy to
Daniel and how God remains with him while in the lions den.?' I see a close thematic
parallel between this mashal and the mashal that opens Midrash Yonah concerning the
king and the nurse.? In both cases, the powerful ruler (God or King) saves the desperate
person from physical danger based on an act of grace, undeserved mercy.

Finally, we encounter two iconoclastic texts about Jonah’s experience inside the
fish. Jonah and the fish wére unique in that they could live outside of their natural
habitats, Jonzah in the water and the fish on land.?* And finally, one text teaches that the

heat within the fish burned off Jonah’s hair and beard.?*

"” Genesis Rabbah 56:1; Esther Rabbah 9:2; Midrash Tehilim 22:5; Yalkut Shimoni I:99,
II:12.
z‘: Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:17; Midrash Shmuel, Ch. 4.
" Midrash Tehilim 4:3; Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:29.
s Se_e MY Chapter 1.
24 Mfdrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Va-Yeshev3
Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Toldot 12. MY uses this interpretation in its
commentary on Jonah Chapter 4. See MY Chapter 13.
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In summary, the rabbis suggest four reasons why Jonah is saved from the fish:
Jonah is a good person just like Daniel, God wants to demonstrate His power over the
sea, Jonah benefited from the good deeds of his ancestors, and God saved Jonah in order
to demonstrate God’s grace and mercy which is much greater than that of human beings.
And many of these derashot draw a natural parallel to Daniel and the three priests who

also faced similar life-threatening situations.

D) The Ninevites and Their Repentance
In one group of texts, the rabbis settle a textual ambiguity in Genesis 10:12

concerning two cities: Resen and Nineveh. The Genesis verse refers to the cities where
Nimrod ruled and reads: “And Resen, which is between Nineveh and Calah, it is the large
city.” The Biblical text seems to suggest that Resen in the large city. However all of the
Rabbinic texts quote Jonah 3:3 to prove that Nineveh is in fact this large city.’

The rabbis here wish to demonstrate the importance of the Ninevites. We may
want to dismiss Jonah’s actions as that of a crazy prophet and ignore his story. But the
rabbis seem to say that he is of central importance: God commanded his fish from the
beginning of creation, and Jonah was going to prophecy to one of the most important
cities in the world, Nineveh.

Along with identifying the Ninevites, Rabbinic texts also discuss the King of
Niqeveh. One tradition states that the King of Nineveh is actually Pharaoh, the king of

Egypt!®® God saved Pharaoh from the Reed Sea to demonstrate the power of repentance;

% B.T. Yevamot 10a. This text adds that Resen is Ctesiphon, a town on the Eastern Bank
;)Gf the Tigris); Midrash Tannaim, 73; Genesis Rabbah 37:4; Yakut Shimoni I:62
Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43; Bereshit Rabbati, 257-258; Yalkut Shimoni I1:370
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Pharaoh becomes the king of Nineveh and repents for his past misdeeds against Israel as

seen in Jonah 3:6.27 This Rabbinic text values feshuvah so greatly that even the arch-
enemy of Israel, Pharaoh, can find forgiveness later as the King of Nineveh.

Another tradition concerning the King of Nineveh teaches that he became a better
person by proclaiming that his subjects abstain from drinking water as a part of their
repentance, as seen in Jonah 3:7.%

Before leaving this topic of the King of Nineveh, we should note that Rabbinic
tradition links the story of Jonah to the Exodus in other ways. First, we turn to the
Targum to Jonah on 2:6b. The Bible reads “Weeds (suf) twined around my head.”?® The
Targum changes suf, reed, to yama de 'syf, the Reed sea, which God split for the
Israelites. Perhaps Midrash Yonah knows this tradition as Jonah sees the Reed Sea while
on the tour of the depths inside the fish.>°

Rabbinic tradition also picks up on this link between Jonah and the splitting of the
Reed Sea by comparing Jonah’s sinking in the fish to the drowning of the Egyptians.
While Jonah only sank to one depth inside the fish and survived, the Egyptians sank to
two depths and perished.”® This seems to suggest God’s ultimate control over the destiny
of man; God lets the Egyptians perish in the sea due to their sins, but saves Jonah when

Jonah repents and prays.

;: Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43.

20 Pesikta Rabbati 33:11; Yalkut Shimoni I1:370.

) (.SIPS Hebrew-English Tanakh (Philadephia: Jewish Publication Society, 1999), Jonah
0 See MY 5:14.

*! Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Masecheta de-Shirta, Parashah Heh; Mechilta De-Rabbi
Shimon Bar Yochai, 83-84; Yalkut Shimoni I:246.
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While some traditions emphasize the importance of the city of Nineveh and its

inhabitants, the rabbis also link the book of Jonah to Pharaoh and the splitting of the Reed
Sea to demonstrate the power of repentance and God’s ultimate control over life and
death.

The Rabbinic traditions on the repentance of the Ninevites divide into two streams
based on the commentaries to M. Taanir 2:1 found in the Palestinian and Babylonian
Talmuds. M. Taanit 2:1 first describes the ritual act of taking out the ark on a fast day.
Then we see an admonition from a wise man that God prefers teshuvah and good deeds
over fasting and sack-cloth, based on a proof-text from Jonah 3:10. In elaborating on this
mishnah, B.T. Taanit 16b and P.T. Taanit 2:1, 65a offer parallel comments in structure,
but present very different ideas about the sincerity of the repentance of the Ninevites.

The chart below displays these similarities and differences:*?

B.T. Taanit 16b
1) Repeats idea of the Mishnah that God prefers good deeds over fasting.

2) Quotes Jonah 3:8 “Man and beast shall wear sack-cloth”; An interpretation of how the
Ninevites separated animals from mothers to force God to have mercy on them.*

3) Quotes Jonah 3:8: “[They shall cry out to God] mightily.”; A Proverb is offered:
“Perseverance in prayer conquers even the worthy man, all the more so the Good One of
the world.”

4) Quotes Jonah 3:10 and describes how Ninevites destroyed a building to return a stolen
beam to its owner.**

*2 For the full Hebrew texts, see Appendix A: “Two Parallel Talmudic Texts about the
Repentance of the Ninevites.”

¥ See also Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43.

% Hillel and Shammai debate this exact issue in T Bava Kama 10:5. See also Midrash
Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Shemini 9.
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P.T. Taanit 2:]. 65 "
1) Resh Lakish: Repentance of Ninevites was deceptive.

2) Parallel to B.T. Quotes Jonah 3:8 and describes the separated animals and mothers,
but with a few additions.

3) Same as B.T. in quoting Jonah 3:8: “mightily.” But a different Proverb is offered here:
“Master of the Universe, the lowly and the mighty, the righteous man and the evil man,
who is pushed away (rejected) first?”

4) Quotes Jonah 3:10 and says that the Ninevites returned stolen goods in their
possession, but that which was out in the field or already used in a building, they did not
return.

B.T. and P.T. seemed to have drawn on the same sources but interpret the

repentance of the Ninevites in different ways. B.T. describes the Ninevites as sincere as

o Ll s e

seen in #3 where the worthy and good men in the saying are the Ninevites, and #4 where 4
they actually cause themselves harm to fix a bad deed. However, P.T. sees the a
repentance as deceptive and insincere, as demonstrated in #1 and #3 where the evil and
lowly people are the Ninevites and #4 where they do not go out of their way to return i vf"’:

stolen goods.

Midrash Yonah offers a fascinating compromise to the seemingly contradictory
material fount in B.T. and P.T.; it includes them both! However, the text of MY breaks
up the derashot from P.T. and B.T., and spreads them out along with adding other new
ideas on the repentance of the Ninevites.’® This explains partially why the MY material
on Jonah Chapter 3 seems so fragmented; it quotes from two similar but contradictory

texts, P.T. and B.T and does not try to iron out their differences.

* See also the Targum to Nachum 1:1.

% See “Introduction to Chapter 11” in the Commentary and MY 12:15-23 concerning the
use of these two Talmudic texts.
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Along with the Rabbinic traditions found in B.T. Taanit and P.T. Taanit, other

derashot exist on the behavior of the Ninevites that do not emphasize their repentance
and do not appear more than once in Rabbinic tradition. Exodus Rabbah 45:1 teaches
that the Ninevites thought of themselves as ignorant beasts, not knowing good from evil,
and so God forgave their evil deeds. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43 suggests that
although the Ninevites repented, they returned to their evil ways 40 years later. Perhaps
this is an attempt to reconcile the opposing views of the Ninevites seen in the B.T. and
P.T texts. And finally Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43 also gives a unique
description of the misdeeds of the Ninevites, found nowhere else in Rabbinic Literature:
they wrote fraudulent documents, stole from each other and committed acts of sodomy.
Another tradition concerning the repentance of the Ninevites appears in the form
of a Rabbinic list of acts that can nullify a guilty decree against a person. Here, the rabbis

seem to mean someone who is guilty in the eyes of God and will be punished by God. In

comparing all of the Rabbinic versions,’” we discover six things that can annul a guilty

-

decree: charity, prayer, repentance, changing your name, changing your deeds, and
moving to a new place. Not all of the texts include all six of the them. However each of
the six is based on a proof text from Tanakh. “Changing your deeds,” shinui ma aseh,

uscs Jonah 3:10 to describe how the Ninevites repented. Midrash Yonah quotes this

Rabbinic tradition directly as part of its commentary on the Jonah Chapter 3.
Rabbinic tradition developed two views on the teshuvah of the Ninevites: their

repentance was sincere and they went out of their way to repent for their sins or they only

%" B.T. Rosh Hashanah 16b; Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 28:3; Pesikta Rabbati 52:3;
Ecclesiastes Rabbah 5:6; Yalkut Shimoni 1:63.
% See MY Chapter 12.

24




did the minimum required and their repentance was deceptive. Midrash Yonah includes

both of these ideas along with a tradition about how to repent for our sins.

E. Miscellaneous Derashot

Rabbinic tradition preserves other derashof about the book of Jonah which did not
fit into my four main categories. One tradition that is repeated many times concerns the
wind that attacked Jonah’s ship; it is one of the three most powerful winds in history and
without God’s control it would have destroyed the world.*® Another uadition links Jonah
and Abraham since God did not tell them the specifics of their mission in order to
increase their reward for obedience.*

Various Rabbinic texts discuss the efficacy of Jonah’s prayer,*' prayer versus
sacrifice,*’ the power of praising God,** and the relationship of prayer to salvation.*
Other themes covered include the definition of the kikayon plant in Jonah 4:6*° and
defining the word harishit in Jonah 4:8.% Finally, one tradition discusses Jonah fulfilling
his vow in Jonah 2:10*” while another says that Jonah was one of the angels on Jacob’s

ladder.®®

% Genesis Rabbah 24:4; P.T. Berachot 9:2; Leviticus Rabbah 15:1; Ecclesiastes Rabbah
1:6; Yalkut Shimoni I1:219, 11:550.

*0 Genesis Rabbah 39:9, 55:7; Yalkut Shimoni 1:62
*! Midrash Tannaim, 15.

“2 Midrash Tehilim 95:1.

*3 Yalkut Shimoni I1:852.

“ Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, 230.

“B.T. Shabbat 21a.

“6 B.T. Gittin 31b.

*7 Yalkut Shimoni I:784.

* Midrash Hagadol to Genesis, 503.
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Section 3:
Midrash Yonah & Commentary




o

Translation Notes

Following the approach of Dr. Joel Hoffinan, the goal of my translation is an
idiomatic English that reflects the intention and meaning of the Hebrew text. I often do
not translate literally and change sentence structure to make my translation fit the rules of
English grammar.

When footnoted, I quote the Mehlman/Polish translation of Midrash Jonah.! The
rest of the translation is mine, including the Biblical verse translations except when
drawn from the JPS Tanakh as noted.

The Midrash Yonah text is the version found in Beit ha-Midrash Vol. I, 96-102.
Jellinek follows the first printed edition from Prague in 1595, except for making a few
minor corrections based on Yalkut Shimoni I1:550-551. [ divide Jellinek’s text into
chapter and verse. Each chapter contains three parts, the Hebrew text, a translation in

bold-face and a commentary.

1. Bernard Mehlman and Daniel Polish, “Midrash Jonah,” CCAR Journal 96 (Winter
1977): 30-41.
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Midrash Yonah Chapters 1-4

The first four chapters of Midrash Yonah re-tell Jonah Chapter 1 in which the

prophet flees from God, boards the ship and eventually is thrown overboard. While
including most of the elements of the Biblical story, MY also adds many new motifs and
traditions drawn from Rabbinic literature. Some of these include a new beginning to the
story of Jonah with a parable about a king and a nurse, and a tradition about how the
sailors try to avoid throwing Jonah overboard. MY establishes its central theme here, that

God controls the whole earth and no one can flee from God.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Ton S¥ MY NNV TIATP (2) 719 DX T2 DR MNT STINN 12 7Y DX N 2T M (1)
M YR MY WYY YAV PYYN JD DY DI YNy N"apn 0vnn 0on
MNOV , D2 BN M HPTIND 31D 0N NITNA XON W 1T XY MDY MNNNY

DV MY Y 0P
NUN YPY (4) PN NNV MUN NNNY O W2 Tond T aTth nnd Dwn (3)
VA NN AN (8) 1 ToN DY NNPYN NNYY NN (5) .TIN NOY ¥TD 13 1IN PR Nprn
VAN NYONY MON 270 NI TR DM ANNaY Tonn MY 102 (7) .an1aY Ton vy
MIAN DY Tonn 13y oY (8) 0P DOV 12 YW DIPNY PNUND M3 NN
™YY Tonn SW NI WADATD (9) .MaN 1 TONY N0 NPYIS N OV nvany
WMIN 0N 17PN NN NNAY I MY 9N (10) .AMNAND NMSYNY MDY TPom

O N"APN N9D PYNY TY MTNHOYNI 0N

Translation

(1) “The word of the Eternal came to Jonah, the son of Amitai: ‘Get up and go to
Nineveh’” (Jonah 1:1). (2) When the King of Kings, may His name be blessed and
praised, sent Jonah to prophecy to Nineveh, the Holy One of Blessing, the One who
has great mercy for all of His creations, summoned Jonah with His attribute of
mercy in order to make known His strength and power over the sea, as it is written:

“Jonah arose and fled to Tarshish”(Jonah 1:3). (3) A parable that describes a
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similar case is that of a king of flesh and blood whose wife died while nursing. (4)

The king requested a nurse to suckle his son so that the child would not die. (5)
What did the king’s nurse do? (6) She abandoned the child and fled. (7) When the
king saw that she had abandoned the child and fled, he wrote an order demanding
her capture and imprisonment in jail, in a place full of snakes and scorpions. (8)
After a few days, the king passed by the pit where the woman was imprisoned and
she screamed and cried out to the king from the pit. (9) The king’s mercy was
stirred. He ordered his servant’ to free her and return her [to the palace]. (10) The
same was true for Jonah. When Jonah fled from The Holy One of Blessing, He
trapped him in the sea, within the beily’ of the fish until Jonah cried out to the Holy

One of Blessing and He released him.

Commentary

Verse 1: Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah have an alternate beginning.* They say that
Jonah fled on the 5th day of the week, alluding to the Leviathan which was created on the
fifth day of creation. Rabbinic tradition about Leviathan appears in Genesis Rabbah 7:4
and 11:21. Here we learn that God created Leviathan on the 5th day based on the
ambiguous word faninim, sea monsters, in Genesis 1:21. Leviathan becomes a repeated

trope that unifies Midrash Yonah’s narrative on Jonah 1-2. Yalkut Shimoni I1:550 and

2. Literally: his messenger.

3. Literally: intestines or innards.

4. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, va-Yikra 8; St.
Petersburg Ms. 13.
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the St. Petersburg Ms. begin the narrative by listing other miraculous events from the
Tanakh that occurred on the Sth day of the week along with the creation of the Leviathan,

such as God turning the Nile into blood and splitting the Jordan river.

Verse 2: Summoned Jonah with His attribute of mercy: Warsaw Ms. 258 has a

similar beginning, but states that God summoned Jonah with His attribute of justice (din)

instead of mercy (rachamim).

Verse 2: Over the sea: The Targum to Jonah supports the idea that God wants Jonah to
flee in order to demonstrate the Divine power over the sea. The Targum changes the

destination of Jonah’s flight in Jonah 1:3 from Tarshish to yamah, the sea.

Verses 1-2: Besides the Warsaw Manuscript, no other Rabbinic midrash or manuscript
source contains any close parallels to these two verses. Due to lack of earlier parallel
Rabbinic texts and the unusually long and fluid Hebrew style, I view this as a late

addition to the Rabbinic material on Jonah.

Verses 3-10: Like verses 1-2, this parable appears only in Ms Warsaw 258 but does not
appear in the early versions of Midrash Yonah or anywhere else in Rabbinic literature.
Perhaps it also appeared later in the textual history of MY. The parable serves to
introduce Midrash Yonah and summarizes its central theme: Jonah cannot flee from God
and when Jonah prays, God will release him in God’s great mercy.

The Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael also includes a parable about Jonah, but it only
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describes Jonah’s flight from God: “Like the servant of a priest who fled from his master.

The servant said to himself: ‘I will flee to the cemetery, a place where my master cannot
come after me.® The priest said to him: ‘I have other servants like you.” Likewise, Jonah
said: ‘I will flee outside the land of Israel to a place where God’s presence does not
dwell.’....The Holy One of Blessing replied to Jonah: ‘I have prophets like you.”
Another parable that might have inspired the king and nurse parable of Midrash
Yonah comes from Deuteronomy Rabbah: “A man acquires for himself a Patron, and he
is arrested for a crime, and the judge sentences him to be thrown into the sea; where is he
and wﬁem is his Patron? But with God it is not so. Jonah was cast into the sea, and yet
God saved him. How do we know this? For it is said: ‘And the Lord spoke to the fish,

and it spit out Jonah’ (Jonah 2:11)"’

Verse 7: Full of snakes and scorpions: Genesis Rabbah 84:16 describes the pit in which

Joseph’s brothers threw him (Genesis 37:24) using similar imagery as in MY: “There

were snakes and scorpions in it.”

Verse 10: When Jonah fled from the Holy One of Blessing, He trapped him in the
sea, within the belly of the fish: As seen in the parable, MY compares Jonah in the fish
to the nurse in the pit. The Third Book of Macabees also offers an analogy to describe

what it was like for Jonah in the fish: “Daniel, who through envious slanders was thrown

5. A priest cannot enter a graveyard as it would cause him to enter a state of impurity.

6. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef; see also Yalkut
Shimoni I1:549.

7. The Midrash Rabbah, trans. H. Freedman and Maurice Simon (L.ondon: Soncino Press,
1977) Vol. 7, pp. 58-59. See also Midrash Tehilim 4:3.
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down into the ground to lions as food for wild animals, you brought up to the light
unharmed. And Jonah, wasting away in the belly of a huge, sea-born monster, you,
Father, watched over and restored unharmed to all his family.”® The author of III
Macabees thus created a thematic link between these two prophets who had near death

experiences with wild animals.

8. New Revised Standard Version, 111 Maccabees 6:7-8. In the Biblical book, Jonah does
not return home.
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Chapter 2: Jonah’s Flight
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(1) Why did Jonah flee? (2) One time beforehand,’” The Holy one of Blessing sent
Jonah to restore [the territory of] the children of Israel '° and his prophecy proved
true. (3) “He" restored the territory of Israel from Lebo-Hamath to the Sea of
Arabah, in accordance with the promise that the Lord, [the God of Israel}, had
made through His servant, [the prophet] Jonah, son of Amitai from Gath-hepher”
(II Kings 14:25)." (4) The second time [God called Jonah], He sent Jonah to
Jerusalem to prophecy her destruction. (5) But when Israel repented, in His great
mercy, The Holy One of Blessing withheld the punishment and did not destroy the
city. And so the people Israel called Jonah a lying prophet. (6) The third time {God
called Jonah], He sent Jonah to Nineveh. (7) Jonah thought the matter over and

9. Literally: “the first time, previously.”

10. As the Biblical context of II Kings 14 demonstrates, Jeroboam restored the territory
and the prophet Jonah predicted that he would do so.

11. King Jeroboam of Israel.

12. JPS Translation; JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication
Society, 1999).
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said: “Is it not enough that Israel calls me a lying prophet, but now the other nations
of the world will do the same?!?” (8) Instead, I’ll flee to a place where God’s
Presence is not said to be. (9) [God’s Presence is|] in the heavens, as it is said, ‘God’s
Glory is in the heavens’ (Psalm 113:4). [God’s Presence is] in the land, as it is said,
*God’s Presence fills all the earth’ (Isaiah 6:3). (10) Ah,"” I’ll flee to the sea since it

is never said that God’s presence is there.”

Verses 1-7: In this section, MY explains why Jonah fled from God by describing two
previous times when God called to Jonah. Jonah’s prophetic past is also discussed in
earlier Rabbinic texts. A debate appears as to how many times God spoke with Jonah. In
the B.T. Yevamot 98a, one sage claims that God only spoke to Jonah twice, in Jonah 1:1
and 3:1, i.e., only in the book of Jonah. However, a second sage then suggests that God
spoke to Jonah a third time, in II Kings 14:25 where the prophet is named *“Jonah ben
Amitai,” the same exact name as in the book of Jonah. While B.T. Yevamot 98a does not
resolve this debate, other Rabbinic sources beginning with the Mechiita de-Rabbi
Ishmael say that God only spoke to Jonah twice, i.e., in the book of Jonah." However,
every version of Midrash Yonah, beginning with Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10,
indicates that God spoke to Jonah 3 times and cites the II Kings 14:25 verse as seen
above in MY." The real question here is whether the Jonah of Il Kings is the same as the
prophet of the book of Jonah.

However, we must note that MY changes the context of the three times in which
God speaks to Jonah. Instead of calling to Jonah in II Kings 14:25, Jonah 1:1 and Jonah
1:3, MY writes that God speaks to Jonah in II Kings 14:25, calls Jonah to Jerusalem in an

13. Literally: “behold.”

14. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef. Bereshit
Rabbati, 191; Yalkut Shimoni II:325.

15. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8;
Yalkut Shimoni I1:550-551.

35




episode not found anywhere in Tanakh, and God calls Jonah to Nineveh, which conflates
Jonah 1:1 and 1:3.

Verse 7: Jonah thought the matter over and said: Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah
insert a piece here about the Ninevites: “Jonah thought to himself and said: ‘I know that
this nation (Nineveh) repents easily and so now they will repent and the Holy One,
Blessed be He, will send his anger upon Israel.”'® God will see how easily the Ninevites
admit their sins and so will be angry at Israel for continuing to do wrong. Thus, Jonah’s
flight is explained and justified in that he fled from God in order to save his people from
God’s wrath. This tradition also appears in early Rabbinic texts, beginning with the P.T.
Sanhedrin 11:30b.” In the Bible, Jonah’s motive is not as altruistic; he flees because he
does not believe that people who sin deserve the opportunity to repent and escape Divine
punishment (Jonah 4:2).

Verses 8-10: In deciding where to flee, Jonah relies on verses from Tanakh to figure out
where God can and cannot be found. MY cites no Biblical text to prove that God dwells
in the sea. However, the Bible affirms that God is present even in the sea in verses such
as Psalms 29:3: “The voice of the Eternal is upon the waters; the God of glory thunders;
the Eternal is upon the great waters.”

Verse 10: I'll flee to the sea: In MY, Jonah mistakenly believes that God cannot control
the sea. This tradition appears in a different form in earlier texts where Jonah claims that
God cannot exert power beyond the land of Israel."® An earlier version of Midrash Yonah

16. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8;
Yalkut Shimoni I1:550-551.

17. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef, Tanchuma
ha-Nidpas, Shmini 9; Yalkut Shimoni I1:549.

18. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef, Yalkut Shimoni
1:187, I1:549.
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also reflects this tradition in describing the discussion between Jonah and the sailors

(Jonah 1:12). Jonah accepts the blame for the storm and says: “Because of me this
difficulty has come upon you, for I fled before Him since I thought that His presence is

not in the sea.”"’

However, Rabbinic tradition affirms God’s rule over the earth as seen in the P.T.
Berachot 9:1; God controls the land and the sea since God saved Jonah from the fish and
saved Daniel from the lion’s den (Daniel 6).

19. Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, va-Yikra 8.
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Chapter 3: The Boat & The Sailors
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(1) What did [Jonah] do? (2) He went dowa to Jaffa to board a ship, but couid not
find one. (3) The ship that Jonah would soon board [was at sea], but The Holy One
of Blessing brought a storm upon it and brought it back to Jaffa. (4) When Jonah
saw this he rejoiced in his heart. (5) He said: “Now I know that the Holy One of
Blessing approves of my path.”

(6) Jonah said to the sailors: “I would like to board the ship with you.” (7) They
said: “Don’t you know that we’re going to Tarshish?” (8) Jonah replied: “I’'ll go
with you to Tarshish.” (9) When traveling by ship, a man usually pays the fare
when he leaves the ship. (10) But in his great haste to flee, Jonah paid the entire
fare in advance and with a joyful heart, as it is said: “He paid the fare and boarded
the ship to go with them to Tarshish” (Jonah 1:3). (11) Rabbi Yohanan said that
Jonah paid the entire fare, (12) Rabbi said that the ship’s fare was 40,000 dinars of

gold.
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Verse 3: The ship that Jonah would soon board {was at sea}: Earlier versions of

Midrash Yonah add here that God purposely placed Jonah’s ship at sea in order to test
Jonah.* Would the prophet understand that God was creating difficulties for him since
he could find no ship in Jaffa? Obviously Jonah did not see God’s hand in this event.
Rather, when the ship did arrive at the port, Jonah felt that God approved of his actions,
as he says: “Now I know that the Holy One Of Blessing approves of my path”(Verse 5).
The reader sees Jonah'’s faults before Jonah himself does.

The Biblical basis for this drash about Jonah not finding a ship in Jaffa comes
from Jonah 1:3: “Jonah went down to Jaffa and found a ship going to Tarshish.” The
verb “found” seems a little unusual here and leaves open the possibility that Jonah had to
search for a ship that would take him. MY picks up on this textual ambiguity and creates
the interpretation about how Jonah at first could not find a ship to board.

Verse 10: But in his great haste to flee, Jonah paid the entire fare in advance: The
Biblical basis for this midrash comes from Jonah 1:3: “Jonah went down to Jaffa, found a
ship going to Tarshish. He paid the fare and went aboard to go with them to Tarshish.”
The seemingly irrelevant detail of the Biblical text, that Jonah paid the fare, is turned into
a midrash emphasizing Jonah’s haste to flee.

Verse 10: With a joyful heart: MY lets the reader see the intent and emotions of Jonah
as he fled from God, saying that Jonah was joyful and happy. A prophet who fled from
God knowingly would probably be greatly afraid of God’s wrath. But Jonah falsely

believes his actions are correct and so remains calm.

Verses 11-12: Both of these comments on the ship’s fare, which disrupt the narrative

20. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8; Yaikut
Shimoni I1:550-551.
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flow of MY, are taken directly from the B.T. Nedarim 38a. In the Talmud, the comment
about the cost of the ship’s fare is attributed to a Rabbi Romanus as opposed to Rabbi as

seen in MY. Perhaps the author/s of MY wanted to remove the obviously foreign name.

None of the earlier versions of Midrash Yonah contain these two additional
comments from the Babylonian Talmud. The author/s of MY and the late versions of
Midrash Yonah have a tendency to add Rabbinic material which does not fit into the
narrative.

Chapter 3: Part 2

NPINT DY MY NI O NN OMDY N"IPN W0 00 TR OV Tonn W (13)
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(13) They were one day into their journey on the sea when The Holy One of Blessing

stirred up the sea with a stormy wind, but all of the other ships on the sea were
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coming and going in peace, (14) as it is written: “The ship was in danger of

shattering”(Jonah 1:4), but the others in the sea were fine. (15) And why did God
do this? In order to make known His power and strength, and that the Holy One of
Blessing rules over the heavens and the earth and the sea, and that none of His
creations can hide from Him.

(16) Rabbi Haninah said: The sailors on the boat were from all 70 nations of the
world and each one bad his god in his hand.”! (17) They said: “Let each man call to
his god,” but it did not help them one bit.* (18) Jonah went down to the rear of the
ship to lie down and he fell asleep.” (19) The captain of the ship came to him and
said: “Look,™ we’re caught between life and death and you’re sleeping!! (20) What
nation are you from?”** (21) Jonah replied: “I am a Hebrew.”** (22) The captain
said to him: “We know that the God of the Hebrews is the greatest of all the gods.
(23) Get up and call out to your God. Perhaps God will perform miracles just like
He did at the Sea of Reeds.” (24) Jonah said to them:” “The trouble you face is

because of me.”* (25) Pick me up and throw me overboard and the sea around you

will become calm, as it is written: “He said to them: ‘Pick me up and throw me

overboard’”(Jonah 1:12).

Verses 13-14: The motif of Jonah’s ship in danger while all of the other ships travelled in
peace appears in all of the earlier versions of Midrash Yonah. The proof text, Jonah 1:4,
does not support this tradition and so MY repeats the tradition in 3:13 and in 3:14: “but

21. These gods were small idols clenched by each sailor as shown later in MY when they
throw them overboard (MY 8:4).

22. Based on Jonah 1:5a.

23. Based on Jonah 1:5b.

24. Idiomatic translation of harei, “behold.”

25. Based on Jonah 1:8.

26. Based on Jonah 1:9. .

27. The captain talks to Jonah, but Jonah replies to all the sailors, including the captain.
28. Based on Jonah 1:12.
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all the others in the sea were fine.”

Verse 15: Like MY chapter 1, 1-10, [ view this piece as a late edition by the author/s of

. i et b el bk e

MY as it does not appear in Rabbinic literature or any of the earlier versions of Midrash
3 Yonah. Thematically, this verse also accords with MY chapter 1; both emphasize God’s
control over the sea, either through the parable about the king and his nurse or through
the motif of Jonah’s ship as the only one in grave danger. The concept that God wishes

SAU PO ON

to demonstrate how none of His creations can hide from him also appears prominently in
MY’s version of Jonah’s prayer while in the fish (MY 7:1-26).

Verses 16-25: In this section, MY re-tells Jonah 1:5-12 and alludes to much of the
Biblical text, but leaves out some of the Biblical verses.” For example, there is no
mention of the sailors casting lots and discovering Jonah as the source of their troubles
(Jonah 1:7), perhaps to avoid the superstitious nature of this kind of divination. Nor
does Jonah praise God (Jonah 1:9) or tell the sailors he is fleeing from God (Jonah 1:10).
MY also conflates the discussion of Jonah and the captain (Jonah 1:6) and Jonah and the
sailors (Jonah 1:7-11) into one single discussion between Jonah and the Captain (19-25).
Finally, out of the entire re-telling of the narrative of Jonah (Jonah 1:5-12), only Jonah
1:12 is quoted directly as a proof text. In short, Midrash Yonah edits and simplifies the

discussion between Jonah and the captain/sailors.

Verse 17: Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah add that when the sailors cried out to their
gods, they also made a conditional promise: “The God that answers us and saves us from

29, See vv. 23-29 as to how MY alludes to the specific Biblical texts.

30. Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah do include the motif of the casting of lots found in
Jonah 1:7 but place it later in the narrative, right before the sailors throw Jonah into
the sea. See Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas,
Vayikra 8; Yalkut Shimoni II:550-551.
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this difficult situation, He will be our God.™' In all the versions of Midrash Yonah, the
sailors are open to believing in Jonah’s God as seen in verses 22-23 in which the captain
knows and respects God. This foreshadows their eventual conversion (MY 8:4-10).

Verse 18: Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10 adds a description of Jonah's mental state
as he went to sleep: “In great distress, Jonah lied down and slept.”** Jonah is not
rebellious or flippant about the gravity of his situation; rather, he is deeply troubled.

Verses 24-25: In both MY and the Biblical text, Jonah admits that he is the cause of the
storm and volunteers to be thrown overboard. One Rabbinic tradition sees this as Jonah’s
willingness to sacrifice his life on behalf of Israel.” Jonah knew that the sailors were
doomed on that ship because of him. The only way to escape was to give up his own life
by being thrown overboard. This tradition sees Jonah as a heroic figure and a martyr.

31. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8;
Yalkut Shimoni IT:550-551.

32. Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8; Yalkut Shimoni 11:550-551.

33. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef, Yalkut Shimoni
[:393, II:165, I1:550.
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Chapter 4: Jonah Goes Overboard
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(1) Rabbi Shimeon said the sailors [at first) did not consent to throwing Jonah
overboard into the sea. (2) What did they do? They picked up cargo™ in the ship
and threw it overboard in order to lighten their load, but it did not help. (3) They
tried to row back to shore but could not, as it is written: “The men rowed in order
to return to shore, but could not” (Jonah 1:13). (4) What did they do [next]? They
lifted up Jonah and said: “God of the world, please let us not be lost on account of
the soul of this man, for we do not know this man’s deeds. (5) He even said himself:
“The trouble you face is because of me.’”**

(6) The sailors put Jonah in the water up to his knees and the raging sea calmed
down. (7) Then they pulled Jonah back into the ship, but the sea continued to stir
and storm. (8) The sailors put Jonah in the water up to his belly-button and the

raging sea calmed down. (9) So they pulled Jonah back into the ship, but the sea

34. Hebrew: kelim, literally “vessels.”
35. Adapted from Jonah 1:12.




stirred and stormed once again. (10) Finally, they threw him in completely, as it is
written: “They lifted up Jonah and threw him into the sea” (Jonah 1:15),

Verses 1-10: This entire section about how the sailors try to avoid sending Jonah to
certain death in the sea emphasizes their righteousness and is not found in the Biblical
text. MY spends much more time than the Biblical book of Jonah in exploring the
goodness of the sailors and their knowledge of Jonah’s God. This helps to establish a

basis for their conversion to Judaism later in MY.

Verse 2: In the Biblical text, the sailors throw the cargo overboard immediately when the
storm began (Jonah 1:5), whereas in MY the sailors do not employ this strategy until they
are desperate and about to throw Jonah off the ship.

Verses 4-5: MY changes the content and emphasis of the Biblical prayer of the sailors.
The Bible focuses on God’s responsibility for bringing Jonah near death: “For You, O
Lord, by Your will, have brought this about”(Jonah 1:14). In contrast, the sailor’s prayer
in MY emphasizes how Jonah accepted responsibility for himself: “He [Jonah] even said
himself: ‘The trouble you face is because of me.””

Verse 10: Finally, they threw him in completely: In earlier versions of Midrash Yonah,
the sailors also place Jonah in the water up to his neck. As in the previous times when
they placed Jonah in the water up to his knees and waist, the storm abates while he is in
the water, but returns in full force when the sailors pull Jonah back on to the ship.’

36. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Yalkut Shimoni I11:550-551.

45




Midrash Yonah Chapters 5-8
In this section, Midrash Yonah re-tells Jonah chapter 2 in which the prophet is

swallowed by the fish, prays, and is finally spit out onto dry land. As the Biblical
account is short on details of what happens to Jonah while in the fish, MY creates some
extraordinary narratives about how Jonah defeats the Leviathan, takes a tour of the depths
of the sea and the earth, and finally is trapped in a second fish, this one pregnant, which
motivates him to pray. Since the Biblical prayer does not seem to match the context of
Jonah in the fish, Midrash Yonah uses the these Biblical verses to describe Jonah's tour
of the sea and creates a whole new prayer for Jonah whose main theme is that no one can

hide from God.
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Chapter 5: The Fish
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(1) At the same instant, the Holy One of Blessing summoned a large fish to swallow
Jonah. (2) Rabbi Tarfon said the fish was ordained for this purpose since the
creation of the world,” as it is written: “The Eternal appointed® a fish to swallow
Jonah” (Jonah 2:1). (3) Jonah entered the fish’s mouth like a man entering the
great synagogue.” (4) The fish’s two eyes were like two windows which brought
light* for Jonah.

(5) Rabbi Meir said: “There were sparkling pearls banging in the belly of the fish

37. Literally: “Since the six days of creation.”

38. Hebrew: vayiman. Seems to have the sense in Jonah 2:1 of “command.”

39. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10 reads hagedolah as opposed to MY which reads
gedolah. This makes it clear that Midrash Yonah here refers to The Great Synagogue,
although it is unclear exactly which synagogue this is.

40. Hebrew: halonot meirot which seems to suggest clear windows which allow light to

enter.

47




which gave light to Jonah and he saw all that is in the seas and the depths of the
earth.” This verse describes Jonah: “Light is sown for the righteous” (Psalms
97:11.)** (6) The fish said to Jonah: “Don’t you know that I am about to be
swallowed by Leviathan?” (7) Jonah replied: “Bring me to him and I will save us
both.” (8) Immediately, the fish brought Jonah to Leviathan. (9) Jonah said to
Leviathan: “Leviathan, know that I came down here because of you, to see your
dwelling place. (10) Not only that, but in the future I will hook your tongue® with a
rope and catch you and sacrifice you® at the banquet of the righteous at the end of
time.” (11) Also, Leviathan saw the mark of Abraham on Jonah’s flesh and looked
at Jonah’s circumcision. (12) Right away Leviathan fled a distance of two days

journey from Jonah.

Verse 2: Since the creation of the world: Rabbinic literature contains a tradition that
God stipulated certain conditions with the creatures that God created during the first six
days of the world. This tradition is ascribed is Rabbi Jeremiah Ben Eliezer, not Rabbi
Tarfon, as seen in MY. * In one version of this Rabbinic tradition, God says: “I
commanded the lions not to injure Daniel (Daniel 6), the Heavens to open before Ezekiel
(Ezekiel 1) and the fish to spit out Jonah (Jonah 2:1).”* The Zohar takes this tradition
and expands it greatly, saying that God made conditions with creatures on each day of the
six days of creation. As noted in Section 1, “The Textual History of Midrash Yonah,”

41. JPS translation.

42, Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah read: “hook your neck with a rope,” e.g.,
Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8; or, “hook your head with a rope,” Yalkut Shimoni
11:550-551

43. MY reads “lizkeh otkha” which is unclear. A better reading from Pirkei de-Rabbi

Eliezer, Chapter 10 is “lizboah otkha,” to sacrifice you, which I use in my translation.

44, Genesis Rabbah 5:5. See also Yalkut Shimoni [:237, I1:21.

45. Genesis Rabbah 5:5.

46. Zohar, Parshat Vayakhel 11:198a.
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the late versions of MY include this Zohar piece appended to the end of the MY text.”

Verses 3-4: While MY describes the inside of the fish as similar to a synagogue, the
biblical book of Jonah contains no details of what it was like for Jonah while in the fish.
Jonah is simply swallowed, remains in the fish for three days and nights and then prays
(Jonah 2:1-2). Along with the description here, MY chapter 6 creates a lengthy
midrashic narrative that shows how Jonah fared in the fish and what eventually led him to
pray to God. Jonah has a great aquatic adventure in the fish, including a tour of the
world, but then suffers inside a pregnant fish which motivates him to pray.

Verse 5: Rabbi Meir said: The use of the name meir, which means “illumine” seems to
be a purposefiil literary choice of the author/s of MY. In MY 6:4, the windows brought
light (meirot) for Jonah and now in MY 6:5 the tradent is named with the same root of
meir. Rabbi Meir was a 2nd C.E. Palistinian sage. This tradition is not recorded under

his name elsewhere in Rabbinic literature.

Verse 5: Light is sown for the righteous: As in the earlier Rabbinic traditions which see
Jonah as fleeing to save Israel® and even willing to became a martyr for his people,” MY
depicts Jonah as a righteous Jew whom God protects with light even within the dark belly
of the fish. It is worth noting that the Biblical book of Jonah does not say that Jonah is
righteous. The author/s of MY seem intent on asserting the goodness of Jonah when

many of his actions, such as fleeing from God, seem less than perfect.

Verse 6: Swallowed by Leviathan: Leviathan, who was first alluded to at the beginning

47. See “Late Text Witnesses” in Section 1 of this thesis, p. 4-5.
48. See commentary to MY 2:7.
49, See commentary to MY 4:24-25.
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of the early versions of Midrash Yonah,” now begins to take center stage in MY. Froma
literary perspective, the use of Leviathan, the king of all fish and a mighty sea monster,
fits in well with with the book of Jonah which spends so much time discussing the sea,
the sailors and Jonah’s flight from God upon a ship. The concept that Leviathan could
swallow a big fish that held Jonah is attested to in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer Chapter 9: “All

of the great sea monsters within the sea are food for Leviathan.”

Verse 9: To see your dwelling place: Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 9 also describes
the great sea monster’s home: “It’s dwelling is in the lowest waters; and between its fins
rests the middle bar of the earth.™

Verse 10: Sacrifice you at the banquet of the righteous at the end of time: Rabbinic
literature contains a tradition that God will sacrifice Leviathan and serve him as a meal

for the righteous at the escatalogical banquet.”” The author/s of Midrash Yonah simply
adapt this tradition and apply it to Jonah.

50. See commentary to MY 1:1.

51. Gerald Friedlander, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer (London: Sepher Hermon Press, 1916),
63.

52. B.T. Bava Batra 74a.
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Chapter S: Part 2
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(12) Jonah said to the fish: “Look, I saved you from Leviathan’s mouth, show me all
that is in the seas and the depths.” (13) He showed Jonah the great river which
feeds the oceans, as it is written: “The floods engulfed me”(Jonah 2:4).® (14) He
showed him the paths which the Isrealites took through the Reed Sea, as it is
written: “Reeds entangled my head” (Jonah 2:6). (15) The fish showed Jonah the
underworld, as it is written: “You brought my life up from the pit”(Jonah 2:7). (16)
He showed him God’s Temple, as it is written: “I sank to the base of the
mountains”(Jonah 2:7).* (17) From here we learn that Jerusalem rests upon seven
mountains. (18) The fish showed Jonah the Foundation Stone of the World set
within the depths of the earth and the sons of Korach who stood around the stone
and prayed. (19) The fish said to Jonah: “Look, you stand opposite God’s Temple.

Pray here and you will be answered.”

53. JPS Translation.
54, JPS Translation.
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Verses 12-19: In this section, the author/s of MY reinterpret the Biblical prayer of Jonah
and apply it to a fanciful tour of the world which the fish gives to Jonah. The impetus for
this re-interpretation is that Jonah’s Biblical prayer does not match his context inside the
fish. For example, Jonah says, “I called to the Eternal in my trouble and He answered
me, from the belly of the Underworld I cried out, and You heard my voice”(Jonah 2:6).
Yet Jonah is still in immanent danger in the fish and God has not yet spoken to him. In
the same vein, Jonah says: “I sank to the base of the mountains; the bars of the earth
closed upon me forever. Yet, You brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God!”
(Jonah 2:7)* Jonah says that God saved him, but in the context of the story, Jonah is still
in the belly of the fish. Thus, Midrash Yonah creates an entire new motif, the underwater
tour, and uses the verses from Jonah’s Biblical prayer as indicating sites that Jonah sees.

Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah contain additional stops along the tour which
do not appear in MY. Jonah sees the place where waves originate, based on Jonah 2:4,
and the pillars that support the earth, based on Jonah 2:7.%

Finally, I would suggest that this tour is an expansion of and commentary on
Rabbi Meir’s comment in MY 5:5: “Rabbi Meir said: There were sparkling pearls
hanging in the belly of the fish which gave light to Jonah and he saw all that is in the seas
and the depths of the earth. This verse describes Jonah: ‘Light is sown for the righteous’
(Psalms 97:11).” Meir said that Jonah had a tour of the depths inside the fish and verses
12-19 constitute that tour.

Verse 13: The great river which feeds the oceans: In the time of the rabbis, the ancient
cosmology taught that water surrounded the whole earth and was the source of the

oceans.”’

55. JPS Translation.

56. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8; Yalkut
Shimoni [1:550-551.

57. Friedlander, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, 70.
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Verse 14: MY interprets the phrase “Reeds entangled my head” (Jonah 2:6) as referring
to the Seed of Reeds which the Isrealites crossed. The Targum Jonathan sets a precedent
for this tradition by changing the word suf, reeds, in Jonah 2:6 to yama de 'suf, the Reed

Sea.

Verses 16-19: The tour begins with Jonah seeing the many wonders of the world and

then continues with places that will motivate Jonah to pray, such as Jerusalem, the
Temple and the Foundations Stone around which the sons of Korach themselves pray.
Even the fish itself wants Jonah to pray (19). Thus, Jonah’s adventure in saving the fish
from Leviathan and seeing the wonders of the sea has two purposes: to deal with the

problems in Jonah’s biblical prayer as mentioned above and to motivate Jonah to pray.

Verse 18: The Fouadation Stone of the world: According the B.T. Yoma 54b, the
world was founded upon one sacred stone located in the Temple in Jerusalem. This stone

is the very center of the world and the place from which it emanated.”

Verse 18: The sons of Korach: Many of the Psalms are dedicated to the B’nai Korah,*” a
group whose identity remains unclear, but who might have authored them. Since the sons
of Korah clearly know how to pray, they appear in MY praying before the foundation
stone. It is also possible that “the sons of Korah” refers to the rebellious Korah of
Numbers 16, who forms a band of 250 Isrealites and challenges Moses’ authority. Korah
and his band gets swallowed up by the earth and descend to the Underworld (Numbers
16:33). Perhaps Korah’s sons are now praying at the foundation stone to God and asking
for God’s mercy and salvation. This would exactly parallel Jonah’s situation in the fish
and his need to pray in order to escape.

58. See also P.T., Yoma 4, 42¢ and B.T. Sanhedrin, 26b.
59. See, for example, Psalms 42 and 44.



Chapter 6: The Second Fish
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(1) Jonah had been in the belly of the fish for 3 days and had not prayed.” (2) The
Holy One of Blessing said: “I gave Jonah plenty of room in the fish so that he would
not suffer, but he’s not praying to me. (3) I will summon a pregnant fish, her belly
full of 365,000 baby fish so that he will suffer and pray to me since I crave the
prayers of the righteous.”

(4) At that exact moment, the Holy One of Blessing summoned a pregnant
fish who moved right next to the [male] fish. (5) The [female] fish said to the {male]

60. With the exception of the last phrase “and had not prayed,” this verse paraphrases
Jonah 2:1b.
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fish: “The Holy One of Blessing sent me to swallow the prophet who is in your belly.
(6) If you spit him out fine, but if not, I will swallow you with him!” (7) The (male]
fish said to the {female] fish: “How do I know that you are telling the truth?” (8)
She replied: “Leviathan will vouch for me.”

(9) The two of them went to Leviathan. (10) The [female] fish said to
Leviathan: “King of all the fish of the sea, isn’t it true that The Holy One of Blessing
sent me to this [male] fish in order to swallow the prophet who is in his belly?” (11)
Leviathan replied: “Yes.” (12) The {male] fish said to Leviathan: “When [did God
tell you]?” (13) Leviathan replied: “I heard this in the last three hours when The
Holy One of Blessing came down to play with me.” (14) Leviathan said to the
[female] fish: “Go and swallow the prophet who is in the belly of the [male] fish.”
(15) The [male] fish spit out Jonah and the [female] fish swallowed him. (16) When -
Jonah entered her belly, he began to suffer greatly because of the filth and the bad

smell of the [female] fish. (17) Immediately, Jonah gathered his thoughts® in order
to pray before The Holy One of Blessing.

1-17: Jonah was not sufficiently motivated to pray when the male fish took him to the
Temple and the Foundation Stone (MY 5:16-18), so God had to use a more powerful
technique, making Jonah suffer within the belly of a pregnant female fish. Earlier
versions of Midrash Yonah do not include this entire section about the female fish; rather,
they say that after seeing the Tempie and the sons of Korah, Jonah is inspired and prays
right away.

This story about the pregnant fish resolves a textual problem in the book of Jonah.
In Jonah 2:1 we read that God summoned a dag, a male fish, to swallow Jonah and the
prophet dwelt in the male fish for three days and three nights. However, Jonah 2:2 says

61. Literally: “Directed his mind.”
62. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8.
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that Jonah prayed to God from the belly of a female fish, dagah. How can Jonah’s fish
be male and female at the same time?!? MY solves this textual problem by creating a

narrative about how Jonah gets swallowed by a pregnant fish which motivates him to
pray. The rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud offered a similar solution to this textual
problem of the female and male fish which may have inspired the author/s of MY. They
say that a large fish (Jonah 2:1) spit out Jonah and a small fish (Jonah 2:2) swallowed
him instead.® Here, the rabbis understand the dagah of Jonah 2:2 not as a female fish,
but rather a small fish.

Verse 1: For 3 days: One Rabbinic tradition states that Israel is never in distress for
more than three days, citing as examples Jonah in the fish and the three days Abraham
spent travelling to Mt. Moriah (Genesis 22:4). The tradition teaches that Jonah benefited
from the goodness of Abraham who was willing to sacrifice his son.®

Verse 3: I crave the prayer of the righteous: Just as when Jonah is called righteous
while in the fish,” here, too, Jonah is called a righteous man, #zadik. Jonah has already
been in the fish for 3 days and has not yet prayed, which seems like an act of rebellion or
at the very least extreme, stubbornness. However, MY continues to uphold Jonah’s
reputation by calling Jonah a righteous man.

Verse 13: I heard this in the last three hours: B.T. Avodah Zarah 3b describes how
God spends the last three hours of everyday playing with Leviathan, based on Psaims
104:26: “Leviathan that you created in order to play with.” MY includes this tradition in

its description of Leviathan.

63. B.T. Nedarim 51b.

64. Genesis Rabbah 56:1; Esther Rabbah 9:2; Midrash Tehillim 22:5; Yalkut Shimoni
I1:12.
65. See Commentary to MY 5:5.




Chapter 7: Jonah’s Prayer
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(1) “Jonah prayed to The Eternal, his God from the belly of the [female] fish”
(Jonah 2:2). (2) Jonah said before Him: “Master of the Universe, where can I

escape from your spirit? Where can I flee from Your presence? (3) If I ascend to
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heaven, You are there; if I descend to Sheol, You are there too. (4) If 1 take wing

with the dawn to come to rest on the western horizon, (5) even there Your hand will
be guiding me, Your right hand will be holding me fast” (Psalms 139:7-10).*

(6) Once again, Jonah prayed before God: (7) “Master of the Universe, you are the
king over all the kingdoms, You are the master and ruler over all the princes of the
earth. (8) Your throne is in the highest heavens and the earth is Your footstool.*’
(9) Your sovereignty is in the greatest heights and Your rule reaches the depths.
(10) Before You are revealed the workings of the world and the secrets of every
person laid bare. (11) You know the ways of all the earth and You comprehend the
movements® of every living creature. (12) Al of the secrets of the world are known

to You and You read the minds of men. (13) You know the thoughts of all men and

all the hidden things are revealed before You. (14) There are no secrets before Your
throne of Glory, nothing is hidden from Your eyes. (15) You order all the secrets of
the world and You are responsible for every word.” You are everywhere. (16) You
see evil and good, as it is said: ‘The eyes of the Eternal, seeing evil and good’
(Proverbs 15:3). (17) Please answer me from the belly of the Underworld, save me
from the whiripool. (18) May my cry come before you, may you quickly fulfill my
request. (19) For you are far away, but You hear as if up close,” as it is written: ‘In
my suffering, I called out to the Eternal’ (Psalms 18:7, II Samuel 22:7). (26) But
Jonah’s prayer was still not answered.

(21) Once again, Jonah said before God: (22) “Master of the Universe, You are

66. JPS Translation.

67. Based on Isaiah 66:1: “Thus said the Lord: The heaven is My throne and the earth is
My footstool”(JPS Translation).

68. Literally: “steps” but “movements” captures the intent of the phrase.

69. The Hebrew text is unclear. The Mehlman/Polish translation reads: “You lay open

every secret, You disclose every hidden matter.” Mehlman and Polish, “Midrash Jonah,”
35.

70. Literaily: “You hear up close.”




called the One who brings down and the One who brings up; I have descended, now

bring me up. (23) You are the One who takes away life and the One who restores
life; look, I am about to die, save my life!” (24) Jonah’s prayer was not answered
uatil these words came out of his mouth: (25) “*What I have vowed’(Jonah 2:10)
before You, to catch Leviathan and sacrifice him at the banquet of the righteous at
the end of time, I will fulfill on the day of my salvation.” (26) As it is written: ‘But I,
with loud thanksgiving, will sacrifice to You; what I have vowed I will fulfiil.””

(Jonah 2:10)

Verses 1-26: Since MY changed the Biblical prayer of Jonah (Jonah 2:3-2:10) into a tour
of the depths of the seas (See MY 5:12-19), the author/s of MY must compose a new
prayer for Jonah. Jonah’s prayer may be divided into 3 sections: Section I: verses 1-5,
Section 2: verses 6-20, and Section 3: verses 21-26. Section 1 is built around Psalm
139:7-10 which is quoted directly. The idea of associating Psalm 139 with Jonah first
appears in the Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,” in a discussion about whether Jonah can flee
from God by leaving the land of Israel. Section 3 is the earliest version of Jonah’s
prayer, since it appears in the first versions of Midrash Yonah where the other two
sections are not found.” Section 2 is a later creation of the author/s of Midrash Yonah
and appears in variant forms, beginning with a version found in the Yalkut Shimoni.™ In
the textual history of Midrash Yonah, section 3 of Jonah’s prayer came first, section 1
was created based on the Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael and section 2 appeared last.

Section 3, the earliest section, is Jonah’s petition for God to save him from his
terrible situation in the fish (See 21-23). This closely parallels the main theme of the

71. It is not clear whether Jonah will sacrifice Leviathan after he is saved from the whale,
which is his salvation, or on the day of salvation for the whole world at the end of
time.

72. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef.

73. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8.

74. Yalkut Shimoni I1:550-551. See also Warsaw Ms. 258.
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Biblical version of Jonah’s prayer where Jonah details his dangerous situation (Jonah
2:6-7). Section 2 describes in detail how God knows all and that no-one can hide from
God, even in their thoughts (See 10-14). This is Jonah’s acknowledgement that his

attempt to flee was useless since God knew his plans all along. The theme of God’s
omniscience appears in other sections of MY which I consider late additions to the text
(See, for example, MY 1:1-2 and MY 3:15). The later author/s of Midrash Yonah use
Jonah as a primary way to teach about God’s complete knowledge of the world.

Verses 17-23: MY paraphrases the Biblical prayer in order to convey its primary theme:
Jonah asking God for mercy and salvation. For example, the phrase, “Answer me from
the belly of the Underworld”(17) closely parallels “From the belly of the Underworld I
cried out” (Jonah 2:3). In the same vein, MY changes “When my life was ebbing away, I
called the Lord to mind” (Jonah 3:8)" to “You are the One who takes away life and the
One who restores life; look, I am about to die, save my life!”(23) The theme of God’s

power to take away and restore life is closely paralleled in Hannah’s prayer from I
Samuel 2:6: "IY") b'il’\{w ‘T"')jD RO DR "1" “The Eternal gives death and

restores life, brings down to the Underworld and raises up.” Perhaps the author/s of
Midrash Yonah used I Samuel 2:6 as the basis for this section of Jonah’s prayer.

Verses 24-26: Leviathan makes his final appearance here in MY as Jonah vows to
sacrifice him. In Midrash Yonah as a whole, Leviathan is a repeated literary motif which
frames the story; Leviathan was alluded to from the very beginning (See commentary to
MY 1:1), he played a large role in Jonah’s tour of the deep and the episode with the
pregnant fish (See MY 5:6-12 and 6:9-15), and now Jonah promises to sacrifice him
when he is about to escape the fish..

Jonah’s vow to sacrifice Leviathan changes from a vague threat when he is trying

75. JPS Translation.
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to save the fish’s life (MY 5:10) to what appears to be a solemn vow and promise during

Jonah's prayer (MY 5:25). In creating this vow, the author/s of MY correct a textual
problem with Jonah’s prayer as seen in Jonah 2:10: “But I, with loud thanksgiving will
sacrifice to You; what I have vorwed, I will perform.”™ In the Biblical context, it is
unclear what Jonah will sacrifice and what vow he made that he must fulfil. Thus, MY
explains that Jonah vows to sacrifice Leviathan just like he did while in the fish.

76. JPS Translation.
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Chapter 8: Escaping the Fish and the Sailors
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(1) At that instant, The Holy One of Blessing’s mercy was stirred for Jonah and He
commanded the [female] fish: ‘Spit Jonak out upon dry land.’ (2) He” spit him 965
miles™ to the dry land, as it is written: “The Eternal said to the fish...”(Jonah 2:11).
(3) This teaches that The Holy One of Blessing summoned a bigger [male] fish than
the other two to swallow Jonah and the [female] fish.

(4) When the sailors saw all the miracles that the Holy One of Blessing did for
Jonah, they threw their gods into the sea, as it is written: “They who cling to empty
folly, forsake their own welfare” (Jonah 2:9).” (5) They went up to Jerusalem and
circumeised the flesh of their foreskins, as it is written: “The men greatly feared the
Eternal and they offered a sacrifice”(Jonah 1:16). (6) Their sacrifice was the blood
of circumcision, since this blood is equal to the blood of sacrifice. (7) And they

77. As discussed below in the commentary to MY 8:3, the female fish is now a male fish.
78. Hebrew: parsaot, “Persian miles.” I use “miles”™ as it is more colloquial.
79. JPS translation.




vowed that each man would bring his wife and his children and all that he owned to

the God of Jonah and they fulfilled their vows. (8) It is said about the sailors and 2l
righteous converts: “Let all those who fear the Eternal declare, ‘His steadfast love is

eternal’” (Psalms 118:4).

Verse 3: MY now addresses another problem regarding the gender of the fish in the
Biblical text. If Jonah prayed inside a female fish (Jonah 2:2), why did a male fish spit
him out on land (Jonah 2:11)? The author/s of MY answer that a large male fish
swallowed the pregnant fish (with Jonah in her), and this large fish is the one who spits
out the prophet in Jonah 2:11. Thus, MY teaches that there are three fish who swallow
Jonah, The first one is a male as necessitated by Jonah 2:1, “And God summoned a large
fish (dag).” This fish gives Jonah the tour of the depths. The second one is the pregnant
female, based on Jonah 2:2, “Jonah prayed to the Eternal his God from the belly of the
[female] fish, (dagah).” And in Jonah 2:11, an even larger male fish, dag, who had
swallowed Jonah and the pregnant fish, spit out the prophet on to dry land.

Verses 4-8: In the Biblical context, after throwing Jonah overboard, the sailors fear God,
offer sacrifices and make vows (Jonah 1:16). This does not appear as a formal
conversion, but rather an acknowledgment of God’s power. Also, the Bible tells us the
fate of the sailors before Jonah is swallowed by the fish (Jonah 2:1).

Midrash Yonah, on the other hand, places this piece about the sailors after Jonah’s
experiences in the male and female fish and his prayer (the end of chapter 2 in the
Biblical context). Thus, the sailors see all of the miracles that God did for Jonah (4) and
they actually convert to Judaism by throwing away their idols (4) and becoming
circumcised (8). The conversion of the sailors is the literary climax of MY’s retelling of

Jonah chapters 1-2. If God’s miracles for Jonah are so potent that they can cause
idolatrous sailors to convert, surely Jonah must now realize that he cannot flee from God,
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but must go to Nineveh. Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah stop here and do not offer

any commentary on Jonah chapters 3-4.%

Overall, MY has changed the sailors from a band of idolatrous men to good
people and righteous converts to Judaism. In the Biblical context, the sailors only offer a
short prayer before throwing Jonah overboard (Jonah 1:14) In Midrash Yonah they try
every way possible not to throw Jonah in to the sea, placing him in the sea (MY 4:1-10).
This clearly demonstrates their goodness. In the Biblical context the sailors do not know
God , while in MY they have heard of God’s saving of Israel at the Reed Sea (MY
3:20-23). In the Bible, the sailors fear God and offer sacrifices in an unspecified way,
while in MY the sailors circumcise themselves and become righteous converts (MY
8:8-10) In short, Midrash Yonah greatly elevates the status of the sailors; they become
truly good people and full converts to Judaism.

Verses 5-7: This section serves as a commentary to Jonah 1:16b: “They [the sailors)
offered sacrifices to the Eternal and made vows.” The sacrifices are understood as the
foreskins of their circumcisions (5-6). And the unspecified vows become their promises
to bring their wives and children and possessions up to Jerusalem (7).

Verse 8: Earlier versions of Midrash Yonah use a different proof text to describe the
converted sailors: “And about them [the sailors}, it is written: ‘For the converts and for
the righteous converts.’””* Although framed as a proof text, this line does not appear
anywhere in Tanakh. It was taken from the 13th blessing of the amidah which is a plea
to God to show mercy upon all the righteous of the people of Israel, including the

righteous converts.

80. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra 8; St.
Petersburg Ms. 13.

81. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 10; see also Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayikra
8 and Yalkut Shimoni II:550-551.




Midrash Yonah Chapters 9-12

In its commentary on Jonah Chapter 3, MY adds new narratives and
interpretations that go beyond the Biblical text. In the Bible, Jonah prophesies, the king
and the people repent and God forgives them of their sins. Midrash Yonah offers
commentary on specific textual issues from the Bible, such as the size of Nineveh and
how animals could wear sack-cloth (Jonah 3:8). However, the principal focus is on the
repentance of the Ninevites. MY records one interpretation after another that depicts the
Ninevites as truly pious, desiring to absolve their sins. Some of these extraordinary
narratives include a' story about how the Ninevites destroy their own property to return

stolen goods and a debate concerning the ownership of a buried treasure.
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Chapter 9: Nineveh & Jonah’s Prophecy
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(1) Immediately, Jonah was given a second chance,' as it is written: “The word of
the Eternal came to Jonah a second time: ‘Get up and go to Nineveh that great
city...””(Jonah 3:1-2). (2) God called Jonah to prophecy to Nineveh so that the
people of the city would repent. (3) Immediately Jonah got up and went to Nineveh
with a whole heart, as it written, “Jonah started out and made his way into the city

the distance of one day’s walk” (Jonah 3:4).

Verse 2: In describing Jonah’s trip to Nineveh, MY changes the Biblical narrative in
order to tell the reader God’s intention. In the Bible, God simply commands Jonah to go
to Nineveh (Jonah 3:1-2). In verse 2, MY tells us of God’s inner desire for this trip: to

get the Ninevites to repent.

Verse 3: With a whole heart: In the Biblical text, Jonah simply goes to Nineveh as God
commands him (Jonah 3:3). The reader has no idea what he is thinking or feeling.
Midrash Yonah teaches that Jonah went to Nineveh with his whole heart to do what God

wanted of him. As in verse 2, we see the inner-state of the characters on display in

1. Literally: “a second court was revealed to Jonah.”
2. JPS Translation.
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Midrash Yonah in a way not found in the Biblical text.

However, the depiction of Jonah in MY contradicts the plain sense of the Bible.
The Biblical Jonah was not at peace in going to Nineveh; he would later justify why he
fled in the first place and would even beg for his own death (Jonah 4:1-3). Midrash
Yonah suggests that Jonah had accepted God’s command, changing the Biblical text in

which Jonah remains conflicted and distraught.

Section 3, Chapter 9: Part 2
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(4) “Nineveh was a large city” (Jonah 3:3), which teaches that Nineveh was forty
miles’ [long] by forty miles [wide]. (5) There were 12 marketplaces in Nineveh and

3. Hebrew: parsaot, “Persian miles.” See f. 79 to MY 8:2
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in each marketplace there were 120,000 people. (6) There were 2 roads in Nineveh
and on each and every road there were 12 alleys. (7) In each and every alley there
were 12 courtyards and in each courtyard there were 12 houses. (8) In each and
every house there were 12 strong men and each and every man had 12 sons. (9)
Jonah stood in one marketplace and cried out and his voice traveled for 40 miles.
(10) It was heard in each and every marketplace, on each and every road, in each
and every alley, in each and every courtyard, in each and every house and in each

and every gate of the city of Nineveh.

Verses 4-8: MY here lists three traditions about the size of Nineveh; it’s physical
dimensions (4), the size of it’s markets (5) and the layout of it’s houses (6-8). The
impetus for these explanations comes from Jonah 3:3. The Biblical text uses an
ambiguous phrase to describe Nineveh: ir gedolah le ‘elohim, “a large city of God.”
One Rabbinic tradition that does not appear in MY about the size of Nineveh
comes from Genesis 10:12: “And Resen which is between Nineveh and Kelabh, it is the
large city.” In the Babylonian Talmud Yevamot 10a the rabbis debate whether the
Genesis verse means that Nineveh is the large city or Kelah is the large city. Based on
Jonah 3:3, “Nineveh was a large city,” they decide that the large city referred to in

Genesis 10:12 is Nineveh.’

Verse 5: There were 120,000 people: Another version of Midrash Yonah reads:

4. Hebrew: shneim asar elef ribo b'nai adam. “Schneim asar” is “twelve.” “Elef” means

“1000” and “ribo” means “10,000”. It would seem simpler to say either shenim asar

elef, 12,000, or shneim asar ribo, twelve ten-thousands or 120,000. Yalkut Shimoni II

550-551 reads “shneim asar elef,” 12,000. But I based my translation on Jonah 4:11

which reads “shteim esreh ribo adam,” 120,000 people.

5. See also: Midrash Tannaim, p. 73; Genesis Rabbah 37:4; Yalkut Shimoni I:62,
I1:550-551.
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120,000 boys and girls who do not know good from evil or right from leR.”® This
insertion clearly alludes to Jonah 4:11 where God describes Nineveh as “that large city
where there are more than 120,000 people who do not know their right hand from their
left.” Jonah 4:11 implies that the Ninevites sinned because they were ignorant. This
vindicates the Ninevites by describing them as children who are not responsible for their

own actions.

Verse 6: There were two roads in Nineveh: Earlier versions of MY do not include this
phrase, but rather begin with “On each and every road...”” The text makes more sense
without the phrase “there were two roads in Nineveh,” since such a large city should not
have so few roads. And without this phrase, the text still smoothly transitions from
describing the size of the markets to detailing the layout of the city.

Verses 9-10: Midrash Yonah answers a question that arises from the Biblical book of
Jonah: if Nineveh was such a large city, how do all the 120,00 people hear the voice of
one lone prophet who says only one line of prophecy (Jonah 3:4)? MY answers that
Jonah’s message was so powerful that it spread to every single corner of the huge and
mighty city of Nineveh.

In the Biblical context, Jonah’s prophecy is simple and short: “Another 40 days
and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4). In light of other Biblical prophets who fill
entire books with prophecy, Jonah’s one sentence seems so brief as to suggest that Jonah
still did not want to follow God’s command. The Biblical Jonah simply fulfills his
obligation to prophecy in the most minimal way as he still has questions about God’s
justice (see Jonah chapter 4). MY does not even mention the text of Jonah’s prophecy at
all (Jonah 3:4), since it’s brevity might suggest Jonah’s reluctance to the reader.

6. Warsaw Ms. 258; Parma Ms. 2295.
7. Yalkut Shimoni II: 550-551; Warsaw Ms. 258; Parma Ms. 2295.
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Chapter 10: The King of Nineveh & His Decree
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(1)The hearts of the Ninevites were broken and they changed their minds and they
all repented, every man and every woman, every prince and princess, every young
man and every young woman,’ as it is written: “And the people of Nineveh believed
in God” (Jonah 3:5).

(2) Word reached Osnappar, the king of Nineveh. He stood up from his royal
throne, took off his crown from his head, and replaced it with ashes. (3) He took off
the purple garments [of royalty] and put his clothes in the dust’ and he rolled

around in the dust,

Verse 1: This verse is an expansion and explanation of Jonah 3:5 about how the
Ninevites repented. The vast majority of material concerning the repentance of the
Ninevites appears later on in MY’s commentary to Jonah 3:10: “And God saw their
actions that they had turned from their evil ways” (See MY chapter 11, the Repentance of
the Ninevites). However, Midrash Yonah re-tells the Biblical narrative more or less in
chronological order. The author/s of MY, therefore, cannot ignore Jonah 1:5 and offer a

8. Literally “virgin.”
9. The king purposely took his clothes and rubbed them on the ground as a sign of
penitence.




comment about how every citizen of Nineveh repented regardless of his or her status.

Verse 2: Osnappar, the King of Nineveh: The only Biblical mention of Osnappar
appears in Ezra 4:10 and seems to refer to a Persian king. Jastrow writes that Osnappar is
Assurbanipal, the Assyrian ruler.'® In the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 94a, it states
that Osnappar is Sennacherib, another Assyrian king made famous in the Bible by his
failed attempt to conquer Jerusalem in the time of King Hezekiah of Judah. As recounted
in II Kings 18:13-19:37 and Isaiah 36-37, Hezekiah withstood the siege of Sennacherib
and the mighty Assyrian king retreated. One reason for Hezekiah’s success against such
a powerful Assyrian army was Hezekiah’s 1749 foot-long underground tunnel, since
excavated in Jerusalem, which allowed the residents to safely bring the waters of the
Gihon Spring within the city walls.'"" Both Assurbanipal and Sennacherib are logical
choices as Osnappar since they were Assyrian monarchs and Nineveh is an Assyrian city.
One Rabbinic tradition takes a different approach to the identity of the king of
Nineveh by saying that he is the Pharaoh of the Exodus!'? Pharaoh dies at the Reed Sea,
but not before repenting for keeping the Isrealites as slaves. God resurrects him and
Pharaoh goes to rule Nineveh. This time, Pharaoh has learned his lesson and responds to
Jonah’s call by putting on sack-cloth and ashes (Jonah 3:6).” By making Pharaoh the
king of Nineveh, the rabbis demonstrate the power of repentance. Even one of the most

evil kings in Jewish history can learn his lesson and repent of his sins.

10. Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Talmud (Jerusalem: Horev), 95.

11. Ancient Israel, ed. Hershel Shanks (Washington D.C.: Biblical Archaeology Society,
1999), 179-184.

12. Bereshit Rabbati, p. 257-8; Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43; Yalkut Shimoni
11:370.

13. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43. This tradition also appears in the earlier version
of Midrash Yonah from Yalkut Shimoni II:550-551.
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Chapter 10: Part 2
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(4) The king commanded that he and all the men of his royal house and all his
princes and servants and all the great men of the kingdom, along with their
households, and all of the inhabitants of Nineveh should afflict themselves for three
days and three nights."

(5) And the king’s edict was announced: “Three days and nights you shall not eat or
drink. (6) Put on sackcloth and roll in the dust and pray and wail' before the Holy
One of Blessing in each and every marketplace, on each and every road, ir each and
every house and in each and every gate in the city of Nineveh. (7) Let every nursing
mother' lift up their children towards heaven and with great wailing say to The
Holy One of Blessing: ‘Act on behalf of these children who have not sinned.’ (8)
Perhaps the Holy One of Blessing will have mercy upon us and He will not destroy

us out of his great anger.”"

14. I changed the syntax of this sentence for clarity.

15. Literally: “pray with wailing”

16. Based on the Mehlman and Polish translation, “Midrash Jonah,” p. 37.

17. Verse 8 continues the edict and comes from the king, not the nursing mothers,
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Verses 4-8: This section re-tells Jonah 3:7-9, the King’s edict, but changes and adds to
the Biblical text as detailed in the commentary to each verse. An earlier Rabbinic
parallel to the king’s decree appears in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43: “It was
announced among the whole nation that all shall fast for 3 days and anyone who does not

obey these words will be burned in the fire.”

Verse 4: The Biblical text of Jonah says that only the King put on sackcloth (Jonah 3:6),
while in MY all of the royalty and important people of Nineveh repent along with him.
The impetus for this interpretation comes from Jonah 3:7 where the text states that the
decree came from the king and his nobles.

Verse 6: In each and every marketplace, on each and every road, in each and every -
house and in each and every gate in the city of Nineveh: Like MY 9:9 which states
that Jonah’s prophecy made it to every part of Nineveh, this verse emphasizes that not
one Ninevite was exempt from the King’s decree. While not found in the Biblical

version of the King’s edict, this verse shows that the king demanded total and complete

repentance.

Verse 7: Not found in the Biblical text, this verse of MY serves as a justification for why
God should forgive the Ninevites. Even if the Ninevites sinned, their nursing babies
could not have possibly done anything wrong and do not deserve God’s punishment.
Using the innocence of children as a way to avert Divine wrath was also seen in the

commentary to MY 9:5, where the Ninevites themselves are characterized as “children,

not knowing right from wrong.”




Introduction to Midrash Yonah Chapter 11

This chapter deals at great length with the repentance of the Ninevites. Midrash
Yonah quotes a number of Rabbinic traditions verbatim, without editing them to fit into
the narrative. These traditions use two specific Jonah verses as proof texts, Jonah 3:8 and
3:10, which describe the repentance of the Ninevites. MY also quotes other Rabbinic
texts concerning repentance that have only a slight connection to the book of Jonah.

Two Rabbinic texts in particular shape MY’s discussion of the repentance of the
Ninevites: P.T. Taanit 2:1, 65a and B.T. Taanit 16b." These talmudic texts parallel each
other in structure: 1) an introduction containing either a comment about the insincerity of
the Ninevites (Palestinian Talmud) or a repetition of M. Taanit 2:1 (Babylonian Talmud),
2) a tradition about separating mother animals from their young, 3) a proverb describing
the Ninevites and 4) a tradition about how the Ninevites returned stolen goods.

The primary difference between the two Talmudic texts is that the Palestinian
Talmud sees the Ninevites as evil and insincere in their repentance, while the Babylonian
Talmud views the Ninevites as righteous.'” Perhaps the Babylonian sages felt compelled
to view the Ninevites more favorably as they lived not far from Nineveh; the ruling
powers at that time may not have looked so favorably on a Jewish text that criticized their
ancestors, the Nineveites. Midrash Yonah will quote these two Talmudic texts directly,
the Palestinian Talmud text first and the Babylonian text much later, and will create new

interpretations and narratives based on them.

18. For the original Hebrew texts, see Appendix A, “Two Parallel Talmudic Texts about
the Repentance of the Ninevites.”
19. See also pp. 20-23 of this thesis.
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Chapter 11: The Repentance of the Ninevites
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(1) Rabbi Shimon ben Halafta said: “The Ninevites were deceptive in their
repentance. (2) What did they do? They placed calves inside and their mothers
outside, baby horses inside and their mothers outside. (3) Each one longed for each
other, the ones inside and the ones outside. (4) The Ninevites said before the Holy
One of Blessing: “If you do not have mercy on us, we will not have mercy on these
[animals].” (5) Rabbi Acha said: “In Arabia they act similarly, as it is written: ‘How
the beasts groan! The herds of cattle are bewildered’” (Joel 1:18). (6) It is written:

“They shall cry out mightily to God (Jonah 3:8).” (7) Rabbi Shimon ben Halafta
said: “Perseverance in prayer conquers {even] the bad man, all the more so the
Good One of the world.””

(8) Immediately all the people of the city followed the king’s decree and they prayed

20. JPS Translation.
21. JPS Translation.
22. Mehiman and Polish, “Midrash Yonah,” 37.
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and wailed with bitterness in their souls and with tears before The Holy One of
Blessing. (9) On the third day they repented from their evil ways, as it is written:

“Let each man repent of his evil way”(Jonah 3:8).

Verses 1-7: This section on the repentance of the Ninevites is quoted directly from the
Palestinian Talmud Taanit 2:1, 65a.” Only one small change is made to the text
concerning the names of the tradents. In Palestinian Talmud 7Taanir, the statement in MY
verse 1 is attributed to Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, not Rabbi Shimon ben Halafta. And
verse 2 in MY is stated as follows in the Palestinian Talmud: “What did they do? Rabbi
Huna in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Halafta: They placed calves inside....” In
addition, MY does not quote the entire Palestinian Talmud text, leaving out a tradition on
how the Ninevites returned stolen goods. This tradition will be quoted much later (MY
12:23-24).

In all of Midrash Yonah up until now, not a single Rabbinic text has been quoted
at such length. Perviously, the author/s of MY took motifs from Rabbinic literature and
adapted them to fit into the narrative smoothly, such as the material on the Leviathan.™
In verse 5, the quote from the prophet Joel does not fit into the narrative and should not
appear, except that it it a part of the Palestinian Talmud text. Likewise, the proverb of
Rabbi Shimon ben Halfta (7) does not add to the narrative but is quoted along with the
rest of the piece.

As a whole, MY’s commentary on the repentance of the Ninevites will quote
many other Rabbinic texts without any editing, a method not seen any where else in
Midrash Yonah. This makes MY more of an anthology rather than a smooth narrative
re-telling of the book of Jonah.

23. This quote from also appears in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 24:11.
24, See MY 5:6-12.
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Verse 1: The Ninevites were deceptive in their repentance: The Targum Jonathan to
Nachum also states that the repentance of the Ninevites was insincere.” Perhaps the
author/s of the Palestinian Talmud Taanit text knew this more ancient tradition from the
Targum and incorporated it into their tradition on the Ninevites. No where in the Biblical
text of Jonah is their a hint that the repentance of the Ninevites was false or fake; Jonah
offers his prophecy (Jonah 3:4), the people mourn and repent (3:5), the king repents and
offers his decree of fasting and penitence (3:6-9) and then God states that the Ninevites
had repented and God forgives them (3:10).

Verses 2-4: The MY/Palestinian Talmud text depicts the Ninevites as being so evil that
they essentially force God to forgive them. In God’s great compassion, God would not
want the baby and adult animals to suffer. Instead, God would forgive the Ninevites even
though they did not really repent of their sins.”

This tradition of the baby and adult calves solves a textual problem in the Biblical
text of Jonah. As part of the king of Nineveh’s decree, he says: “They [the Ninevites]
shall wear sackcloth, man and beast, and cry out mightily to God” (Jonah 3:8). How can
an animal afflict itself and cry out to God in penitence? The author/s of the Palestinian
Talmud text answer that the animals of Nineveh did cry out mightily to God, not in
repentance, but in pain, since the Ninevites separated the young and adult beasts.

The tradition of the separated animals naturally compares to MY 10:4-8 where the
king asks the Ninevites to raise their children towards heaven, asking God not to destroy
the city on behalf of those innocent babies. With the separated animals, the Ninevites are
insincere in their repentance, while the king of Nineveh is genuine and wishes to show

God the innocence of his people.

25. Etan Levine, The Aramaic Version of Jonah, 14.

26. This tradition about the separated animals also appears in slightly modified form in
Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 43. In the PRE text the Ninevites separate men and
women and pure and impure animals, along with beasts and their young.
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Verses 8-9: By describing how the Ninevites are truly repentant, Midrash Yonah
contradicts the P.T. Taanit text just quoted (1-7) which describes how insincere their
repentance was! The author/s of MY want to accomplish two contradictory goals: quote
the Rabbinic tradition from the Palestinian Talmud, but still maintain that the Ninevites

were sincere in their repentance. As a result, the text of MY comes across as not well

edited.

Chapter 11: Part 2
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(10) How did they repent? (11) They returned lost objects”’ that they found in the

fields or in the vineyards or in the marketplaces or on the roads to their [rightful]

owners. (12) Every house that contained 10 stolen bricks, even the palace of the king
whose sale-price cannot be measured,” they destroyed them all and returned the
bricks to their owners. (13) Every garden and vineyard where there were two vines

or two trees [acquired] by theft, they uprooted them and returned them to their

27. Literally: “a found {object]”.
28. This refers to the value of the palace. “Damim” is the value or price of an object.
MY seems to suggest that the Ninevites were willing to destroy the palace.
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owners. (14) If a women stole two skeins,” one for the warp™ and one for the woof*'
[and used them in making a garment|, the Ninevites unraveled® the garment. (15)
They rewound two skeins from it, one for the warp and one for the woof, and then

returned them to their owners.”

Verses 10-15: When the author/s of Midrash Yonah quote from the P.T. Taanit, 2:1, 65a
(1-7), they leave out one tradition regarding the return of stolen goods by the Ninevites.
This tradition is not quoted until much later, in MY 12:23-24, where it is contrasted to a
parallel version found in the Babylonian Talmud, Taanir 16b.* Even though Midrash
Yonah does not quote the P.T. tradition on returning stolen goods here, it does offer other

versions of this same motif.

Verse 12: Another Rabbinic version of this tradition appears in Midrash Tanchuma:
“Anyone who had one beam or one stone from theft, he destroyed the house, took out the
beam and returned the stolen item.”™"

Verses 14-15: The Ninevites would tear apart a garment that was made with stolen
thread. They would then rewind the thread onto reels and return these coils of thread to
the owner. Instead of simply paying the owner for the stolen thread, the Ninevites would
destroy their own property and put in a tremendous amount of effort to completely rectify

the situation and fix their sins. In the same manner, the Ninevites destroyed their own

29. A “skein” is a loosely coiled length of thread wound on a reel.

30. The “warp” are the lengthwise threads in a loom.

31. The “woof” is a filling thread used in weaving.

32. Literally: “cut up™

33. Verses 14-15 is based heavily upon the Mehlman and Polish translation, “Midrash
Jonah,” 37.

34. See Commentary to MY 12:23-24.

35. Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Shemini 9.
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buildings to return stolen bricks (12), causing themselves much harm and grief. The
Ninevites are portrayed here as extremely righteous and pious in their repentance, clearly

going beyond the norm.

Verse 14: If a woman stole two skeins: Warsaw Ms. 258 writes that the woman here is
the women of Exodus 3:22. In the Biblical verse, God commands the women of Israel to
borrow (and not return) silver and gold objects from their Egyptian neighbors right before
the Exodus. Thus, the Isrealites will despoil the Egyptians when they escape slavery.
Both the women of Nineveh and the women of the Exodus steal from their neighbors.

Chapter 11: Part 3
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(16) How did they “repent from their evil ways” (Jonah 3:10)? (17) Learn from how
each one acted justly and righteously. (18) Anyone who had committed a sin went
and coafessed and as written in the Torah, he accepted the Judgment of Heaven
opon himself. (19) If [the judgment was] for stoning, then stoning. If for burning,
then burning. If for death, then death. If for strangulation, then strangulation.

Until they [all] had earned life in the world to come.

Verses 16-19: Midrash Yonah offers another example of the extremes to which the

Ninevites went in their repentance. They were willing to die for their sins in this world
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so they would merit a place in the world to come. Although drawing heavily on Rabbinic
concepts such as the judgement of heaven and the world to come, this section of MY has

no precedent in Rabbinic literature.

Verse 18: The Judgment of Heaven: The Ninevites did not offer themselves up to the
civil judges to be sentenced to death for their sins. Rather, they admitted their sins to
God and God chose the punishment. Perhaps this is similar to the Biblical conception

that God controls the lifespan of person, both for good and bad. In the Ten
Commandments, God says: “Honor your father and mother, that you may live many days
on the land that the Eternal your God gives to you” (Exodus 20:12).




Chapter 11: Part 4
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(20) [Another case of repentance:] Even if a person sold a demolished house to his
friend, and the new owner began to rebuild it and he found in the ruins a treasure of
silver and gold, what did he de? (21) He called over the man who sold him the
demolished house and said: “This treasure that I found in these ruins, it belongs to

you.” (22) The seller replied to the buyer: “When I sold you the demolished house, I
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also sold you all that is within it, and now these treasures are yours.”

(23) If neither the seller or buyer wanted to take the treasure, the two of
them went before a judge. (24) The buyer said to the judge: “Sir, when I bought the
demolished house from this man, I only bought the ruined house. (25) But when I
searched, I found precious jewels and pearis. (26) And now, make him take this
treasure from me and do not leave it with me, for the Holy One of Blessing destroys
the world because of theft, as it is written: ‘For the world is full of lawlessness
because of them’” (Genesis 6:13).* (27) The seller said to the judge: “When I sold
him this demolished house, I sold him the house and all that was within it. (28) Just
as you (the buyer) want to avoid theft, so do I want to avoid theft. (29) For anyone
who steals from his fellow man even a penny,” it is as if he took his life, as it is
written: “Such is the fate of all who pursue unjust gain; it takes the life of its
possessor” (Proverbs 1:19).*

(30) What did the judge do? (31) He requested the deed to the demolished
house. (32) The judge looked back four generations at its previous owners and he
found an inheritor of the original man who hid the treasure and he returned the
treasure to its rightfal owner.” (33) It is written about the judge: “Truth springs up

from the earth, justice looks down from heaven” (Psalms 85:12).%

Verses 20-33: This narrative about the buyer and seller is an expansion of the tradition
about how the Ninevites returned stolen goods (MY 11:10-15). The hidden treasure is a
stolen good in the eyes of the buyer and seller (26, 28), and they are determined not to

36. In Genesis 6:13, God is about to destroy the whole world with the flood.
“Lawlessness” is Aamas, which also means “theft.”

37. Hebrew: shav perutah, the equal of a pruta, small Roman coin. A penny is the

modern equivalent.

38. JPS Translation. '

39. Thus neither the buyer nor the seller got the treasure.

40. JPS Translation.
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engage in theft, even if it means returning the treasure to a descendant of the original
owner. This story is the literary climax of MY’s material on the repentance of the
Ninevites and illustrates how incredibly determined and pious they were in returning

anything stolen. even a buried treasure.

In MY chapter 11 as a whole, the Ninevites are depicted as much more righteous
than in the Biblical text. In the Bible, the Ninevites repent by believing in God, fasting
and putting on sackcloth (Jonah 3:5). In addition, Jonah 3:10 reports that God saw their
deeds and how they turned from their evil ways. Yet, the Biblical author does not seem
particularly interested in detailing exactly how the Ninevites repent beyond the fasting
and the sackcloth. In contrast, Midrash Yonah describes in great detail the pious
repentance of the Ninevites. They return stolen bricks even if it means destroying the
king’s palace (MY 11:12), they tear apart garments to return stolen thread (MY 11:14-15)
and they even return a buried treasure found on a legally owned property (20-33). Asa
whole, the Ninevites are depicted in MY as truly repentant and righteous people.

Midrash Yonah’s treatment of the Ninevites strongly parallels it’s description of
the non-Jewish sailors. The MY text depicts the sailors as full converts to Judaism and
extremely righteous which transcends their description in the Bible (See commentary to
MY 8:4-10). Likewise, the Ninevites show a level of piety and repentance not seen in the
Bible.

Verses 20-33: Louis Gizberg points out that the entire narrative about the buried treasure

is based on an earlier Alexander the Great story preserved in Rabbinic literature.! The

41. Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1909), Vol. 6, p. 351 n. 35.
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version below comes from P.T. Bava Metzia, 11, 5, 8c:*

Alexander of Macedon went to visit King Kazia. The latter showed him much
gold and much silver. Whereupon (Alexander) said to him: ‘I do not need your gold and
silver. 1 have come only to see your ways, how you deal, how you dispense justice.’
While Alexander was engaged in conversation with King Kazia, a man approached him
(King Kazia) with the following complaint against his friend. He had bought a field from
him and in clearing it, had found a treasure of dinars (in a dunghill). The buyer said: ‘1
bought the dunghill, but did not buy the treasure.” The vendor said: ‘I sold the dunghill
and all it contained.” While they were engaged in argument, the king said to one of them:
‘Have you a male offspring?” ‘Yes,’ he replied. He then said to the other: ‘Have you a
female offspring?” ‘Yes,” he replied. Whereupon he said to them: ‘Let them be married
to one another and the treasure will belong to both.” Alexander began to laugh, and King
Kazia asked him: “Why are you laughing? Have I not judged well? Had this case come
before you, how would you have judged?” He replied: ‘We would have slain both of
them and the treasure would have gone to the king.””

Midrash Yonah adapts this story about the wickedness of Alexander the Great and
uses it to teach of the great repentance of the Ninevites. The role of King Kazia is
assumed by the judge in MY, and in both versions the buyer and seller realize that they
have no legitimate claim on the treasure. The solution in Midrash Yonah, finding the
previous owner, seems better than sharing the wealth by creating a marriage between the

two families. However, both solutions are just.

42. The translation is from The Book of the Gests of Alexander of Macedon, Ed. Israel
Kazis (Cambridge MA: Medieval Academy of America, 1962), 20-21. Other versions
of this Alexander story are found in Genesis Rabbah 33:1; Pesikta de-Rab Kahana
9:24; Leviticus Rabbah 27:1; Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Emor 6; Midrash
Tanchuma Buber Emor 9; and Yalkut Shimoni 11:550-551, 727. Like many of the
Alexander the great stories, this one was very popular and used throughout Rabbinic
literature.
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Verse 29: The argument of the seller quotes a much-repeated Rabbinic tradition about
how stealing even the equivalent of a penny is like killing a person. Earlier Rabbinic

versions of this tradition also include the proof-text from Proverbs 1:19.*

43. B.T. Bava Kama 119a; Leviticus Rabbah 22:6; Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Noah 4.




Chapter 12: God Forgives the Ninevites
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(1) When the Holy One of Blessing saw the good deeds of the Ninevites, he tore up
the guilty verdict against them: “God saw their deeds, [that they had turned from
their evil ways and God renounced the punishment])”(Jonah 3:10). (2) Rabbi
Yitzhak said: “Four things undo a guilty verdict against a man: Crying out to God,
charity, changing your name, and changing your deeds. (3) “Crying out to God,” as
it is written: “In their adversity they cried out to the Lord and He saved them from
their troubles”(Psalms 107:28).* (4) “Charity,” as it is written: “Charity saves from
death” (Proverbs 10:2, 11:4).“ (5) “Changing your name,” as it is written: “The
Eternal said to Abraham, Sarai your wife, [do not call her Sarai; Her name shall be
Sarah)” (Genesis 17:15). (6) “Changing your deeds,” as it is written: “And God saw

their deeds [that they had turned from their evil ways and God renounced the

44. JPS Translation.

45. In the Biblical context, tzedakah means “righteousness,” from the root tzedek. By
rabbinic times the meaning had evolved to “charity.” See for example, Leviticus Rabbah
37:2: “A story of a man who practiced charity (tzedakah) and sold his house and all that
he owned and spent the proceeds on charity.” In its Biblical context, Proverbs 10:2
would read: “Righteousness saves from death.”
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punishment)” (Jonah 3:10). (7) Some also add, “Changing your location,” as it is
written: “The Eternal said to Abraham, Go forth....and I will make you into a great
nation”(Genesis 12:1). (8) And the other one says: It was the merit of living in the

land of Israel [that helped Abraham, not the change of place}.

Verses 1-8: In this section, MY quotes B.T. Rosh Hashanah 16b,* the parallel text to
P.T. Taanit 2:1, 65a. Midrash Yonah prefers to quote the entire Rabbinic text rather
than edit it. Verse 8 especially seems out of place in a story about Jonah. The first printed
Edition, Prague 1595, and the Yalkut Shimoni I1:550-551 include this section from B.T.
Rosh Hashanah. Other manuscripts, perhaps from a different manuscript family, leave
out this material.*

Thematically, the B.T. Rosh Hashanah material is meant as a commentary to
Jonah 3:10 in which God forgives the Ninevites. However, this section seems out of
place in a Rabbinic re-telling of the book of Jonah. The B.T. téxt has its own agenda,
showing how a person can avoid punishment for sins and only mentions Jonah as one

case among many. Perhaps this explains why some manuscripts do not include it.

Verses 1-4: Another Rabbinic version of this tradition uses only one Biblical verse,
instead of three as seen in Midrash Yonah, to show the power of changing your deeds,
crying out to God and charity. II Chronicles 7:14 reads: “When my people who bear my
name, humble themselves, pray and seek my favor and turn from their evil ways, I will
hear in My heavenly abode and forgive their sins and heal their land.™ The rabbis in this
alternate tradition understand “humble themselves” to mean giving charity, “pray and

46. Yalkut Shimoni [:63 is an exact copy of B.T. Rosh Hashanah 16b.

47. For a full discussion of the the two paralle! Talmudic texts, see “Introduction to
Midrash Yonah, Chapter 11.”

48. Warsaw Ms. 258; Parma Ms. 2295.

49. JPS Translation.
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seek my favor” as “crying out to God™ and “turn from their evil ways” as “changing your
deeds.”

Chapter 12: Part 2
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(9) Our rabbis taught: What is the order of the fasts? (10) Take the Ark [of the
Covenant) out to the {main] road of the city. (11) Place wood ashes on the Ark, on
the head of the chief of the Sanhedrin, and on the head of the chief judge of the
conrt.® (12) Each and every person takes ashes and place them upoa their heads.
(13) The wise® man among them speaks harsh words to them: (14) “Brothers,
sack-cloth and ashes are not sufficient {to fix our sins], only repentance and good
deed are sufficient, as it is written: “God saw their deeds, that they had turned from
their evil ways [and God renounced the punishment]” (Jonah 3:10).

50. In Mishnaic times, mourners placed ashes of wood on their heads as a sign of
mourning. As demonstrated in the Commentary to 9-14, this entire section is a quote
from M. Taanit 2:1.

S1. Literally “Old”




Verses 9-14: This section is adapted almost verbatim from M. Taanit 2:1.* The only
substantive difference between the Mishnah and MY is in what exactly the wise man says
to his fellow Jews. The Mishnah reads: “Brothers, it is not said of the people of Nineveh,
‘God saw their sack-cloths and fasts,” but rather ‘God saw their deeds, that they had
turned from their evil ways’(Jonah 3:10)”.

Just as B.T. Rosh Hashanah 16b is quoted in MY 12:1-8, this Mishnah is another
Rabbinic tradition that mentions Jonah 3:10, where God forgives the Ninevites. The M.
Taanit text describes a ritual of repentance that the Isrealites performed in Mishnaic
times, involving all of the community, the chief of the Sanhedrin (Jewish Senate), and the
chief of the courts. The Warsaw and Parma manuscripts do not include this material just
as they did not include much of the MY material that is directly quoted from Rabbinic

sources.

52. M. Taanit 2:1 is the Mishnah that is associated with the two parallel Talmudic texts
on the repentance of the Ninevites. (See the Commentary: “Introduction to Midrash
Yonah Chapter 117) Instead of quoting the Mishnah with the Jerusalem Talmud 7aanit
text in MY 11:1-7, the author/s of MY quote it here, since it serves as a commentary to
Jonah 3:10.
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Chapter 12: Part 3
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(15) [The Torah] says: “Man and beast shall wear sack-cloth”(Jonah 3:8). (16)
What did the Ninevites do? (17) They confined the aduit animals and their young
separately. (18) They said before Him: “Master of the Universe, if you do not have
mercy on us..., as mentioned above.” (19) “They shall cry out mightily to God”
(Jonah 3:8). (20) What did they say? (21) Shmuel said: “They said before Him:
‘Master of the Universe, the humbie and the lofty, the righteous and the wicked,
who is rejected [by God] first?® (22) “Let each man repent of his evil way”(Jonah
3:8).* (23) Shmuel said: If someone stole a beam [that was used to build a castle],
the builder would destroy the castle and return the beam to its owner. (24) Rabbi
Yochanan disagreed and said: “What the Ninevites possessed they returned to the

original owner, but they did not return [objects acquired by theft] that were in a

53. Literally: “Who is rejected before who.”
54. The MY text misquotes Jonah 3:8, which I correct.
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chest, case, or cupboard.
(25) When The Holy One of Blessing saw that the Ninevites had repented of their
ways, His anger was appeased. He stood up from His throne of justice and sat on

His throne of mercy and He was pleased and said: “I forgive them.”

Verses 15-23: The content of these verses does not seem to fit the previous material, on

God forgiving the Ninevites, but rather seems like a repetition of MY 11:1-7 which

describes the repentance of the Ninevites. In fact, verses 15-23 are quoted from the B.T.

1
e Bk

Taanit 16b which is the parallel Talmudic text to P.T. Taanit 2:1, 65a as quoted in MY

e

11:1-7.* Instead of quoting one Talmudic text after another, the author/s of MY first

U

quote the P.T. Taanir text when discussing the repentance of the Ninevites (MY 11:1-7)
and then quote the B.T. Taanit text here in the context of God’s forgiving the Ninevites
(MY 12:15-25). From a literary standpoint, the B.T. Taanit text would fit better in MY
chapter 11 which describes the repentance of the Ninevites.

A 0 R Y TS A A T P

Verse 18: As mentioned above: This refers to MY 11:1-5, the tradition from P.T. Taanit

2:1, 65a regarding the separation of the adult and young animals.

Verse 21: ‘Master of the Universe, the humble and the lofty, the righteous and the
wicked, who is rejected [by God] first? As mentioned, this proverbial text comes from
B.T. Taanit. The parallel version from P.T. Taanit as seen in MY 11:7 is: “Perseverance
in prayer conquers [even] the bad man, all the more so the Good One of the world.” The
P.T. version suggests that God will hear the prayers of all people if they try hard enough,
while the B.T. version maintains that God prioritizes the righteous over the evil.

The concept of God prioritizing the righteous also appears in a Rabbinic tradition

55. See “Introduction to Midrash Yonah Chapter 11" for a discussion of the two parallel
Talmudic texts.

92 |




concerning Jonah and the fish. One version from Kohelet Rabbah 7:1 reads: “Pure oil
falls in the water and is washed away (niduach). But a good name falls in the water and
is not washed away, as it is written: ‘The Eternal commanded the fish and He spit out
Jonah’(Jonah 2:1)”.* This proverb is somewhat equivalent to the English idiom, “oil and
water do not mix,” and demonstrates how Jonah’s righteousness saved him while he was
in the fish. The Hebrew word for “washed away,” niduach, appears in the Kohelet
Rabbah text. This is the same Hebrew verb that is used in the proverb from the
Babylonian Talmud, but is translated as “is rejected” (21). In addition to sharing the
same verb, the proverbs from B.T. Taanit and Kohelet Rabbah also have the same theme,
that God recognizes the righteous and saves them from harm.

Verses 22-24: MY quotes the B.T. and P.T. versions of the how the Ninevites returned
stolen goods, two traditions which do not agree. Verse 23 is the continuation of the B.T.
Taanit text. Verse 24 is an insert from the P.T. Taanit text.”” As discussed in the
introduction to MY chapter 11, the sages of the B.T. view the Ninevites as more sincere
in their repentance than do the sages of the P.T. In the B.T. version, verse 23, the
Ninevites would destroy a castle to return a stolen beam, while in the P.T. version, verse
24, they simply returned items that were out in the open and could be seen by all. Items
that they had stolen but that were hidden away in boxes or chests, they kept for
themselves.

The Biblical verse which serves as the basis for ali of the traditions about
returning stolen goods is Jonah 3:8b: “Let every (Ninevite) man return from his evil ways
and from his lawlessness.” The phrase “his lawlessness,” he-hamas asher be-kapehem, is
translated in the Targum as “the theft that was in their hands,” i.e., the acts of theft that he

56. See also: Midrash Tanchuma ha-Nidpas, Vayakehel, 1; Yalkut Shimoni I1:973.
57. When MY 11:1-7 quotes P.T. Taanit 2:1, 65a, this tradition about stolen goods is not
mentioned.
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committed.*® Perhaps based on the Targum, the author/s of MY take the Biblical context
which refers to a general sense of breaking the law and understand it as “theft” in order to
create traditions about how the Ninevites returned stolen goods.

In a sense, the material in MY 11:10-15 and MY 11:20-33, the story about the
buried treasure, are interpretations of MY 12:23, the B.T. version of how the Ninevites

sincerely repented by returning stolen goods.

Verse 25: After quoting B.T. Taanit 16b about the repentance of the Ninevites, the MY
text returns to the main theme of MY chapter 12, how God forgives the Ninevites. By
interrupting the material on God’s forgiveness to insert the B.T. text, MY appears once
again as an anthology of Rabbinic material on the book of Jonah rather than a smooth
narrative re-telling the story of Jonah.

The motif of God moving from the throne of justice to the throne of mercy alludes
to the very beginning of Midrash Yonah, MY 1:2: “When the King of Kings....the One
who has great mercy for all of His creations, summoned Jonah with His attribute of
mercy.” God called to Jonah to demonstrate God’s mercy and now God uses that
attribute of mercy in forgiving the Ninevites. The theme of God’s mercy will again
appear at the very end of MY, when Jonah realizes that God was right to act towards the
Ninevites with mercy, MY 13:8. The author/s of MY use the theme of God’s mercy as a
way of unifying the entire text of Midrash Yonah.

58. Etan Levine, The Aramaic Version of Jonah, 45.
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Midrash Yonah Chapter 13

Midrash Yonah dedicates comparatively little space to interpreting Jonah chapter
4, only one chapter as I divide up the text. However, MY remains willing to drastically
attar the Biblical text in its commentary. The Bible portrays Jonah as questioning God’s
justice by forgiving the Ninevites. God then causes a shady plant to grow over him, kills
the plant, and then asks Jonah if he can understand why God wants to treat all creatures
with compassion. The book ends without a response from Jonah. In the Bible, the
prophet is portrayed as serious in his claim against God. At the same time we see
elements of farce as Jonah twice begs for his own death. Midrash Yonah was not content
to maintain this view of Jonah as a principled yet emotionally unstable prophet. In MY,
Jonah repents of his own sin of fleeing from God (Jonah 1:3) and realizes that God is

right to forgive the repentant Ninevites.
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Chapter 13: Jonah Repents
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(1) Immediately, Jonah fell on his face and said: “Master of the Universe. I know
that I sinned before you. (2) Forgive my sin of fleeing to the sea, for I did not know
Your strength and power and now 1 know,” as it is written: “For You are a merciful
and gracious God” (Jonah 4:2). (3) The Holy One of Blessing replied: “You did not
spare My honor” and you fled from Me to the sea, but I spared your honor and
saved you from the belly of the Underworld.”*

Verses 1-2: In this section, Midrash Yonah re-tells Jonah 4:1-2 and changes the Biblical
text. In the Bible, Jonah wants God to punish the Ninevites despite their repentance.
However, Jonah knows that God will forgive them, saying, “For You are a merciful and
gracious God” (Jonah 4:2). In short, Jonah challenges God’s justice. However, Midrash
Yonah depicts Jonah as a repentant sinner who knows he did wrong by fleeing from God.
Jonah says that God is merciful and gracious (Jonah 4:2) in order to ask God to forgive
his sin.

Verse 2: For I did not know Your strength and power and now I know: The theme of

59. Based on Parma Ms. 2295 and Warsaw Ms. 258, [ inserted the word /o, “not,” as
bracketed in the Hebrew text. The reading of “you did not spare my glory” is clearly
better, as Jonah fled from God but God spared him.

60. “The belly of the Underworld™ alludes to the belly of the fish from Jonah chapter 2.
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God’s power serves as a literary frame for all of Midrash Yonah. In MY 1:2, God called
Jonah to prophecy to demonstrate God’s power over the sea. And now, near the very end
of MY, Jonah learned his lesson and knows God’s true power. One main theme of
Midrash Yonah is now clear: Jonah, who initially flees from God out of ignorance,

finally learns of the glory and strength of God.

Verse 3: You did not spare My honor: The tradition that Jonah did not honor God
when he fled appears in a much earlier Rabbinic text, the Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael:
“There are three sons....One proclaims the honor of the son (himself) but not the honor of
the father (God)....Jonah proclaims the honor of the son but not the honor of the father,
fas it is written:] ‘Jonah arose to flee’ (Jonah 1:3).”*' Midrash Yonah extends this
Rabbinic tradition to emphasize God’s mercy: even though Jonah did not honor God,
God saves Jonah from the fish.

Chapter 13: Part 2
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(4) Due to the powerful heat inside the fish’s belly, Jonah’s clothes and hair had
been scorched. (5) Flies, gnats, ants and fleas were lodged all over him. They

caused him so much pain that he begged for death, as it is written: “He begged for

61. Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Massechta de-Pisha, Bo, Parashah Alef.
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death.” (6) Based on this, the sages® said: “Anyone who has the opportunity to
request mercy for another man or to get him to repent, and the person does not, this

person will face difficulties.”

Verses 4-5: After realizing that God does not act based on strict justice, but rather
forgives repentant sinners (Jonah 4:1-2), Jonah reaches a point of absolute desperation
and begs for his own death (Jonah 4:3). God’s response is almost mocking as God says:
“Are you that deeply grieved?” (Jonah 4:4) Since MY describes Jonah as repenting of

: ] his own sins, Midrash Yonah cannot maintain the plain sense of the Bible which borders
somewhere between tragedy and farce. Midrash Yonah must explain why Jonah begs for
death while maintaining his righteousness. Thus, Jonah suffered so greatly due to flies

and insects that he would rather die than live,

Verse 6: This verse explains why Jonah had to suffer in the first place. Since he initially
fled and did not try to get the Ninevites to repent, he will face pain and difficulties, the

insects. In describing the missed opportunity to help another person, Midrash Yonah
draws on a Rabbinic tradition found in B.T. Berachot, 12b: “Anyone who has the
opportunity to request mercy for another man and the person does not, he is called a

sinner.”

62. Parma Ms. 2295 reads: “The sages said.” And since this teaching is quoted from the
Babylonian Talmud, as detailed in the commentary to MY 13:7, the word amru, “they
said,” seems to refer to the rabbis.
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Chapter 13: Part 3
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(7) What did the Holy One of Blessing do? (8) He caused a @ikayon piant to grow
which covered Jonah’s head at night. (9) The next morning 275 Ieavés sprouted
from the plant and each one was four handbreaths long.* (10) Four men could sit in
the shadow of the kikayon plant in order to find protection from the sun. (11) The
Holy One of Blessing sent 2 worm which struck the kikayon plant and it withered

and died. (12) Then flies and gnats came back and lodged on Jonah and caused him
pain from all sides until he begged for death.

Verse 8: The kikayon plant cannot be identified in the Biblical context, Jonah 4:6, since
it only appears in this one verse. In B.T. Shabbat 21a, the rabbis debate the nature of the
kikayon: “Rabbah bar bar Chanah said: I myself have seen a kikayon plant. It resembles a
ricinus® plant, and grows from the moisture in ponds. Merchants hang it above the

etk el i

entrances of their stores. From its kernels, people produce oil, and under its branches

63. In describing the size of leaves, the text of MY is difficult to translate. The text
reads: “arba’ah zeret ve-tefach,” translated literally as “four finger-span(s) and
hand-breath(s).” A finger-span is the distance from the little finger to the thumb of a
spread hand and a hand-breath is the measure of four fingers of the hand (excluding
the thumb), while put together. Ms. Warsaw Ms. 258 has a much better reading: “zeret
orko ve-rochev tefach,” which means: “a finger-span long and a hand-breath wide.”

64. A ricinus plant is a “castor oil plant.”
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rested all the sick people of the West (The land of Israel).”™

Verses 9-10: The large number of leaves, 275, seems exaggerated and proves how well
the plant protected Jonah. Likewise, the fact that four people could sit under the plant,
not mentioned in the Biblical text, emphasizes how Jonah benefits from the kikayon.
When God kills the plant, the reader feels the magnitude of Jonah’s loss.

Verses 11-12: Midrash Yonah re-tells Jonah 4:7-9, the death of the plant and the second
time Jonah begs for death. In the Bible, it is unclear exactly why Jonah once again wants
to die (Sec aiso Jonah 4:3). Perhaps Jonah feels like the death of the plant was the last
straw and he could no longer tolerate how God manipulated his life and created all of the
difficulties he faced. There is clearly an element of farce and comedy in a prophet who
would beg for his own death after only losing a plant.

However, Midrash Yonah maintains its view of Jonah as the repentant sinner.
Like the previous time when he begged for death (MY 13:5-6), MY attributes this
suicidal act to a cause outside of Jonah’s psyche, the return of the insects that plagued
him.

65. This translation is taken from The Schottenstein Edition: Talmud Bavli, Tractace
Shabbat 21a.
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Chapter 13: Part 4
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(13) At that instant, Jonah’s eyes flowed with tears like rain before the Holy One of
Blmin'g. (14) He said to Jonah: “Jonah, why are you crying? (15) Are you troubled
over this plant which you did not grow, fertilize or water, which was alive one night
and the next night had withered? (16) You had mercy for the plant, so should I not
have mercy upon Nineveh, that great city?” (17) At that instant, Jonah fell upon his
face and said: “Direct your world with mercy,” as it is written: “Mercy and

forgiveness belong to The Eternal our God“(Daniel 9:9).%

Verses 13-17: The Biblical book of Jonah ends with a question from God: Just as Jonah
cared about the plant which died, should God not care about the Ninevites and forgive
them since they repented of their sins (Jonah 4:10-11)? With this question, God answers
Jonah’s objection that all sinners should be punished for their sins by saying that God’s
compassion overrides the need for strict justice.

In the Bible, Jonah does not reply to God’s question, leaving open the possibility
that this suicidal prophet still disagrees with God. In MY, Jonah replies to God and

shows that he has learned his lesson. Jonah knows that God was right in forgiving the

66. JPS Transiation.
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sinners of Nineveh and says that God should direct the world with mercy (18). While the
Jonah of the Bible begs for death and never quite seems to relinquish his belief that God
should punish the wicked, the Jonah of Midrash Yonah repents of his sin of fleeing from

God and realizes that God shouid direct the world with mercy.

Verse 14: The tears in Jonah’s eyes emphasize his complete repentance and the
knowledge that he was wrong to flee in the first place. This is the most powerful
expression of Jonah’s repentance, which was also seen in Jonah’s acknowledgement of

God’s power (MY 13:1-2).

Verse 16: Nineveh, that great city: In God’s question to Jonah, Midrash Yonah leaves
off a large part of Jonah 4:11: “Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than
120,000 people who do not know their right hand from their left and many beasts as
well.” The Biblical verse implies that the Ninevites sinned because they were ignorant.
The mention of the animals is important as well since beasts and infants are not held
responsible for their<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>