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Summary Page for:
The Comedy of Jonah: Tales of a Romantic Runaway
by David-Dine Wirtschafter

* Number of Chapters: 5

* Contribution of this thesis: This project endeavors (o explore various modern attempts to
define the type of humor the Book of Jonah employs and to expound upon the theological
implications of such genres. Ultimately, the thesis proposes an original analysis of the
Book of Jonah as a romantic comedy.

* Goals of the thesis project: The goal of this project was to survey many modern
commentaries about the Book of Jonah's comedic form and content, and to comment
critically upon the strengths and weaknesses of these various arguments. Furthermore, the
project concludes, not only with an criginal interpretation of the Book’s comedic genre, but
also with a discussion of the theological and liturgical implications of such a humorous
reading.

* Organization of thesis: The thesis begins with an introduction addressing the question of
how to reconcile a comedic reading with a reverential tradition of reading the Bible. The
piece is divided into five chapters, each exploring a different genre of comedy at work in
the Book of Jonah. The topics include: parody, farce, satire, compassionate irony, and
romantic comedy. The work ends with an epilogue discussing the Book of Jonah'’s ritual

place in the mincha service of Yom Kippur, and offers an interpretation for how a comic

“reading can enhance the spiritual goals of the High Holiday season.

.

* Types of Materials Used: The main materials used in this thesis were modern
whmenmﬁes and criticism written about the Book of Jonah, including the modern Hebrew
commentary of Uriel Simon. Translating and interpreting Simon’s work was the primary’

Hebrew intensive task of this project. In the course of Simon’s work a number of aggadic

texts, from Talmudic and Midrashic sources, were also utilized. In addition, I a.Iso.engaged )

in intensive biblical study of the text of Jonah itself, and I incorporated, into my own

/

Wing of Jonah, mariy works from Shakespeare and Moliere.
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Humor is a prelude to faith and
i Laughter is the beginning of prayer.
. * :

~ Reinhold Neibhur,
Discerning the Signs of the Times, 1949
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~ Laughter and Reverence: An Introduction ~

+ Since the Midrashic period, thinkers and commentaiors have been critically and
creatively inspired by the humorous overtones and lyric laughter of the Book of Jonah.
This project endeavors to explore various modern attempts to define the type of humor the
Book employs and to expound upon the theological implications of such genres.
Ultimately, I draw upon these different literary readings of the Book, and offer my own
interpretation of the comedic genre of Jonah.

Given that the Bible is a sacred text to Jews and Christians alike there has been an
implicit concern that‘reading Jonah as a comedy is somehow lacking in seriousness and/or
the proper posture of reverence. As we shall see, the aythors surveyed here are all
wrestling with the question of what we are meant to derive from the comic machinations
and artifice which fill t};e narrative.

I'was first introduced to the notion that it was possible to interpret the Bible as
comed'y‘throgt;gh the work oﬁhe scholar William Whedbee. When I read Whedbee's essay,
“The Comedy of Job,” as part of the course Job and Wisdom Literature, taught by
Pfofessoerﬂarc Brettler at Brandeis University, | discovered that it was pogsible to find
humor ¢reatively at work in the Bible. In Western religious traditions there is an
overwhelming assumption that sacred warks are inherently serious ones. I believe that an
iniensiv¢ study of how comedy works within the Book of Jonah can fulfill a number of
purposes. I hope to demoristrate that a humorous reading of a Biblical story need not

preclude a revexs:nliél one. In fact, I will argue, that a reading which reéognizes comedic
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clements at work within the text can actyaty enhance our understanding of what makes the
Bible sacred. For example, by gaining a clearer perspective of the literary styles and
nuances at work within the Book of Jonah, we can come o a fuller appreciation of the
Book's holiness and theological messages. Furthermore, lAhopc that exploring a comedic
reading of this biblicai story will serve as a reminder that we need to approach sacred texts
with an open mind, not becoming overly defensive when a reading seems 6 threaten or
challenge our preconceived theological notions. In reading Jonah, for instance, when we
overcome our ambivalence about laughter, we gain new perspectives on the silly
humanness of Jonah and the creative compassion of God.

In choosing the authors included here, [ surveyed a large sampling of literature on
the topic of comedy in the Bible in general and the Book of Jonah in particular. I chose
these authors because their work well represents the diversity of opinions about the
comedic genres that are at play in the Book. The authors included here all take a different
perspective about the specifit éenre of the text: John A. Miles, Jr. argues that the Book is a
parody; Judson Mather asserts that the Book is a farce; Edwin M. Good and James S.
Ackerman maintain the humor of the text is satiric; and Uriel Simon posits that while the
Book of Jonah is humorous it’s irony is one of compassion, not ridicule. I conclude by
suggesting an alternative reading that the Book is a rorﬁamlic comedy.

All of the comic genres discussed in this paper rely heavily on the use of irony.
This word will appear repeatedly throughout this text. Generally speaking, “irony” means a
situation or set of circumstances in which what a character does or says is strangely and
often laughably, and/or tragically, contradictory to the audience’s expectations and also to
the ideals to which that character holds him/herself. While there is 11niversal agreement
among these modern commentators, that the book of Jonah employs a great deal of irony
and humor, they differ greatly about how this irony functions in both its form and content

and how their respective ironic readings should inform our reading of the Book as a whole.
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Most significantly, these scholars disagree aboit the intention of the Book's irony; does the
humor of the Book of Jonah strive to get the audience to lau gh at the prophet, or is a more
compassionate irony which invites the audience to laugh with him in a moment of human
recognition and empathy? The message of the text will be altered depending upon what
form of irony and humor we understand the Book to employ. Hence, if the book of Jonah
is understood as parodic, farcical, satiric, compassionately ironic, or comcdicaﬂy romantic

we will take a different position, laughing with or-at Jonah, and/or ourselves. !

%
“a
T
= 7

: g ) . g . !In this paper I use the masculine pronoun “He” to refer to God because in the Bible

’ g God'’s gender is most often-overtly male. In addition, while we know little about the

N . ) .. biblical authors, I refer to Jonah’s author as a male throughout, assuming that most
i » ) FR-RE ; probably the writer and redactors were men.

9




~ Playing on Prophesy: Jonah as a Parody ~

John A. Miles Jr. begins his exploration of the Book of Jonah's comic nature by
making a distinction between satire and parody. Both genres of comedy rely on spoofing
the familiar, yet the purview of satire is more expansive than that of parody, which is itself
quite specific. Whereas satire makes fun of the “life” of a culture, parody makes fun of its
“letters.”? Anticipating the objeclion that a society’s letters and texts are part of its “life,”
Miles clarifies his distinction in the following way: “parody does have a target in real life”
since the text-being spooféd is oniy the initial target of the joke. Ultimately, Miles notes,
parody teases and mocks its audience for taking its texts foo seriously.3 Being human, We
have certain defensive instincts that make us reluctant to laugh at ourselves. Hence, Milc.s
argues, the magic of parody is that it “indirectly” gets us to laugh at ourselves through
spoofing the texts we revere. Miles’ thesis about the Book of Jonah, is that while the
book’s ultimate goal is to make us laugh at ourselves, its “proximate target... is not Jewish

life but Hebrew letters,” making the tale a parody and not 4 satire.4

2 Miles definition of parody is consistent with the standard definition, as found in the
Bloomsbury Guide to English Literature: “A literary form which constitutes a comic .
imitation of a serious work, or of a serious literary form....It is difficult to draw a line
between parody and burlesque; the latter is more obviously comic in its style of imitation.”
(Ed. by Marion Wynne-Davies, London: Bloomsbury Publishing Ltd, 1989) p. 783.
3 John-A. Miles Jr. “Laughing at the Bible: Jonah as Parody,” Jewish Quarterly Review
(Philadelphia: Jewish Quarterly Review 1974-75). V. 65, p. 168

4 Ibid, pp. 168-170. }
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For a parody to succeed in making the awdience laugh at itself, the literary
references it exploits and styles it harnesses must be “so standardized as to be immediately
recognizable.” The Book of Jonah fulfiils this criteria by seizing upon the well-known plot
of the prophetic mission, which Miles calls “surely the clearest slércolype in Scripture.”S
The book is peopled by “stock characters,” and filled with “stock scenes.” So 100, Its
“formulaic” language is also clearly designed to be readily apparent o the biblical -
audience.® The author of the Book of Jonah depends upon his audience’ s knowledge of the
traditional progression of the prophetic narrative. A critical feature of the parodic genre, in
general, is that certain conventions such as narrative structure, plot, and dialogue are utterly
obvious allusions to the corpus of literature of which the author seeks to make fun. Parody
can not work if the author has to explain the literary references contained in the work. Miles
supports his thesis that the Book of Jonah is a parody by examining what he calls the
Book’s five "si()ck,sccncs.“ each of which plays on standard elements of the prophetic
drama. '

The first scene of a serious prépﬂclic narrative begins with God's selecting a
prophet and then ordering His chosen messenger to undertake a particular mission. God’s =
typical “call” of the prophet is answered by an almost routine response; the prophet humbly )
begs to be excused from God's service, pleading that he is unfit for and undeserving of
performing God’s task. After this formulaic profession of his unworthiness, the prophet

quickly acquiesces to God's demands, becoming His passionate servant. This type of

"5 Ibid, p.170.

61Ibid. Miles’ thesis presumes that the Book of Jonah must have chronologically followed .
other prophetic texts, allowing for the self-referential quality of the Book. Jonah, as
prophetic literature, is a parody of the genre of prophetic literature in which it is included.
This type of self-referential parody'is seen, for example, in Shakespeare and in film,

among other genres. In Shakespeare’s comedic romance, Midsummer Night's Dream (Act
V, Scene I, 11. 108-339), he includes a scene depicting a poorly performed tragedy which
greatly resembles and parodies his-own tragic romance, Romeo and Juliet.
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prophetic “call,” “response” and “acceptance” is evidenced with: Moses (Exod. 4:10-18);
Gideon (Judg. 6:15-18); Isaiah (Isa. 6:5-8); and Jermiah (Jer. 1:6-11).7

In the Book of Jonah, the traditional prophetic “call” is not met with the “response”
or ultimate “acceptance”™ which the prophetic audience anticipates from the fledgling leader.
While the prophet’s role requires him to play hard to get, it also requires him to convey his
emotion of reticence and humility with an “anguished eloquence.”® Jonah takes the
stereotypical reluctance, called for by his prophetic part, to an absurd extreme. “The word
of the Lord came to Jonah...Go at once to Nineveh...and proclaim judgment upon
it...xJonah, however, started out to flee to Tarshish from the Lord’s service.” (Jon. 1:1-3)”
His self-righteous refusal to even respond to God’s call “has the parodic impact of silence
after the question, “Do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?"10 The
motivation behind his response to God’s call, is not modesty but impudence. When
Jonah’s flight from God’s call is compared to the traditional prophetic response, which was
explored earlier, not only do Jonah's actions emerge as a joke, but moreover, they render
the prophets’ “humble professions” of reluctance to serve God as coy games. In the
standard prophetic narrative, the prophet never actually intends, we can assume from the
convention, to refuse God’s call and it is precisely Jonah’s refusal in silence and attempted
flight from God's command that makes Jonah’s actions parodic.

According to Miles, the parody of Jonah’s flight continues with the ticket to
Tarsh#§h transaction: “He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish. He paid

 the fare and went aboard to sail...away from the service of the Lord.” (Jon. 1:3) Miles

regards Jonah's paying the fare to Tarshish as a continuation of the same sacrilegious

behavior the prophet showed in his initial running away. The prophet is supposed to be a

-

7 Miles, pp. 170-171.

81bid, p.172.
9 Biblical quotes will be taken from the New JPS translation of the TANAKH: The Holy

Scriptures (Philadelphia: JPS, 1988), from my own translation, or from that of the
commentators who | am citing.
10Miles, p.172.
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holy man, who can appreciate an encounter with the Divine and who can respond with an
appropriate measure of awe and fear. In contrast to the reverent prophet, by purchasing his
ticket to Tarshish, Jonah literally tries to “buy—out” of his sacred duty and sail away from
God's holy presence.!! To Miles, Jonah's purchase of a ticket makes his behavior utterly
apathetic to the sacred. In fact, the way Jonah pays for his passage seems the most normal
and mundane of events. Jonah's actions are a radical departure from the typically saered
storyline of the prophetic mission. Miles muses that “Moses could have hardly been more
mundane than Jonah had he thrown water on the burning bush or pawned the miraculous

K - staff to escape confrontation with Pharaoh.”!2
The second sceng of the parody takes place aboard the ship. Like “the call,

response, and acceptance,” "the sign" is a formulaic part of the stereotypical prophetic tale.

The prophet’s appropriate response to God's sign is vocal and effusive awe and wonder at
what the Almighty has donc: upon seeing his ;)fl'cring consumed by fire, Gideon marvels

that he, “has seen an angel of the Lord Tace to face;” (Judg. 6:22)!13; when God parts the

t - Sea, Moses and Miriam sing sorgs of praise and awe expressing God's glory (Exod.
15:1-20); and in fact, even a silly Moabite prophet, Balam, has the good sense and good
manners (o “bow straight down to the ground.” with a sense of awe, when he sees a sword
wiclding angel of the Lord blocking his way. (Num. 23:31) How then is it possible thut

Jonah, a figure included among the prophets, can be so unresponsive and even silent to

¥

R / God's sign? As in the first scene, when he runs away, Jonah breaks from the prophetic
norm through his contemptuous silence in stumber, as God appoints a raging storm as a

sign to His runaway messenger.!4 (Jon. 1:5)

! Ibid. ; .
12 Ibid. )
j S g d 13 Ibid. The importance of the prophet’s response to the sign is Miles’ assertion and
. i - . Gideon is his biblical example. I have included additional blbllul references which I -
R ) believe serve to support his argument f unher
’ Gl o e 4 LR 14 Ibid.
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Not until Jonah is roused from his sleep, designated as the catiSe of the storm by
the game of lots, and bombarded with the sailors queries, do we actually hear him speak
and respond to God's sign. Interestingly enough Miles chooses not to analyze the vast
majority of the dialogue between the scamen and their strange passenger. As we shall see
later, the comedic nature of the dialogue has been seized upon by other critics and
commentators. Miles skips o the end of the conversation when Jonah responds to the
sullors‘qucslinn about what they must do to him *“to make the sca calm around™ them. (Jon.
1:11) Miles asserts that "Jonah's resignation — his throw me into the sea, and it will calm
down for you"— has the same Chaplinesque sangfroid as his purchase of passage in
Joppa."!s

Miles insists that Jonah's readiness to be thrown into the sca is performed as a
gesture which is entirely lacking in the usual prophetic sense of “numinous abandon.”'¢
Miles argument implies that Jonah |s missing the enthusiasm and courageousness fitting
for a prophet. His actions reflect anything but a bold act 'ol'. submission to God or a stirring
resaffirmation of His might. The parody of Jonah's fcqucsl o bc cast overboard lies in the
pathetic resignation and despair with which he utters it, not in his prophetic faith and
su’bn\1ission.

Miles finds additional evidence of parody within this same scene, when he
examines the behavior of the sailors. Responding to the storm, “in their fright, the sailors
c;ied out, each to his own god." (Jon. 1:5) As a general rule, prophetic literature loves to
poke fun at idolalry and polytheism. Prophets such as Elijah (I f(ings 18:27) and Isaiah
(Isa. 44:15-17) delight in depicting idolaters as stupid hypocrites who worship the work of
their own hands. Miles asserts that: A

15 I bid.
16 Ibid.
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As the wind rises and the crew sinks into polytheistic confusion, we should discern
the mockery of a biblical mockery; namely of the mockery of the mockery of
idolatry in Second Isaiah (cf. 44:15-17)!7

According to Miles, it is the sailors, not the Israclite prophet, who respond to the divine
sign with the appropriate awe and fear. Indeed, they are so totally sincere in this
undertaking that their leader reasons that their lack of success must lic in the fact that their
strange passenger has not yet bothered (o join them. The captain's order that Jonah risc
from his slumber "and add his prayer to the cacophony of different prayers to different
gods" 18 is the ludicrous pinnacle of this mockery of Israclite contempt for idolatry. The
non-Israclite idolater has to beg Israel’s prophet to pray to Isracl’s God.

Scene three of the parody, according to Miles, continues with the song. He sides
with those who see the psalm as a later addition to the Book itself and he posits that a
possible reason for its inclusion is that it -cnhunccs the parodic aspect of the text.!? Jonah's
song has been generally understood to draw upon many of the literary conventions found
in the Book of Psalms. In the Book of Psalms, references to drowning are understood as
metaphors for the Psalter’s hope for salvation, or expression of the emotion of anguish o
desperation.20 The parodic irony of Jonah's Song is that it takes the Psalter's common
poetic motif of drowning and applies it quite literally: “You cast me into the depths,/ Into
the heart of the sea,/ The floods engulfed me;/ All your breakers and billows/ Swept over
me.”(Jon. 2:4) Here Jonah is not talking of an emotional state or a metaphorical hope for
Divine salvation, he is actually taking about the physical experience of drowning, of being

cast into the sea, and he literally speaks of God’s physical salvation.

17 Miles, p.173.

* 18 Ibid.

19 Ibid, p.174. .
20 [bid, pp. 174-75. See Psalm 130: “From the depths, I cry to you, O Lord;" Psalm 69:
“Deliver me, O God,/ for the waters have reached my neck/ 1 am sinking into the slimy
deep/ and find no foothold;/ I have come into the watery depths; the flood sweeps me
away;” Psalm 107: “Others go down to the sea in ships,/ ply their trade in the mighty
waters; they have seen the works of the Lord/ and His wonders in the deep;” and also

others. -
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p———

The author of the Book of Jonah deliberately disregards this poetic canon for comic
effect. Jonah’s situation is not comparable to the situation of a man swallow ed by a
great monster. This is Jonah's situation. His troubles are not like waves rushing over

his head. His troubles are waves rushing over his head.2!

The magic of poetry is how it reconceptualizes life by likening dissimilar things. The book
of Jonah, however, willfully tosses this classical convention out the window, and in fact,
Miles argues that if this type of poetry is to work “it can not refer 1o real oceans and real
walter."22

A scene or a drama can only be deemed funny if its tensions or contlicts are
ultimately resolved to the satisfaction of all vested parties. One could not argue that Jonah's
experience in the depths of the sea, or in the belly of a whale, were funny had he been
drowned or caten alive. Had the prophet not been saved there would be nothing to laugh at
here. Furlhcrﬁmrc, while Miles does not fully elucidate this point himself, there is another
level of parody at play in the Book o'f Jonah: just as the near drowning is parodied in
Jonah's song, the means of salvation are written in the spinit of parody as well. In fatt, the
prophetic salvation is yet another “stock scene™ in the Bible: Daniel is rescued from a lion’ &
den (Dan. 6:17-24); Moses and the Hebrews are delivered from the charging Egyptian
army by God's parting of the Sea of Reeds (Ex. 14:21-30); Elijah is kept from starvation
by friendly ravens (I Kings, 17:4-6). In contrast to these beautiful and majestic
deliverances, Jonah receives a "salvation by regurgitation.” Vomited out of the whale like

three day old leftovers, Jonah's body is niiraculously in tact, but his pride is not. For, as

21 Ibid, p.174.

22 Ibid, p.174. i

23 Ibid, p.175. Rather than contextualizing this scene, as I have done here, as a parodic
form of salvation which contrasts with other prophetic moments, Miles focuses on the
bodily aspects of the humor. “There is a relatively wide tolerance for jokes about excretion,
belching, vomiting, and other indelicacies” in biblical literature, which, Miles agues, shares
much with classical Greek humor.



11
we shall see in the next scene, the prophet, despite himself, is now prepared to accept
God's call.

The action in Nineveh comprises scene four of the parody. This time the Book of
Jonah makes reference 1o yet another stock scene from prophetic’literature wherein the king
rejects the prophet: Moses is spurned by Pharaoh (Ex. 5: 1-12:32); Isaiah is ignored by
Manessch (I Kings 21); and Jeremiah is imprisoned and dismissed by Zedekiah (Jer.
37:1-2, 17-21, & 38:4-6). The basic progression of these encounters is always the same.
The raging ruler refuses o heed the iengthy rhetoric of the poor, poetic prophet, resulting
in the punishment of the entire foreign nation by God.

The book of Jonah naturally turns this standard scene upside down. Jonah's terse,
five word message, “Forty days until Nineveh's destruction” (Jon. 3:4), is utterly devoid
of prophetic poetry and passion. Indeed, Miles delCl;; the speech as entirely dull and
lacking in drama.24 So 100, the King of Nineveh refuses to play the terrible tyrant. Rather
than threatening the prophet and ignoring his message, the King takes the warning almost
1oo seriously, commm‘uling not only his'subjects but even their livestock to join in national
acts of rcpcnw.nc'c and mourning. The parodic contrast could not possibly be more stark.
Whereas the [.;rophcl finally, with extreme reluctance and minimalism, obeys the direct
command of his own God to prophesy, the King of Nineveh immediately resp()n;ls o an
indirect command of a foreign God with abounding effusiveness and total sincerity.

The all inclusive nature of the King's edict in regard to the animals is a distinct issue
in ihe question of the comedic nature of the text. With respect to the King's overwhelming
response (o Jonah's mcssaigc, there is considerable debate about whether or not his
inclusion of the animals is intended to enhance the comedy, orifitis a sérious géslure that

further demonstrates the King's sincerity. Commentators, like James D. Smart 25 and Uriel

24 Ibid, p:176.
25 James D. Smart. Interpreters Bible:(New York: Abingdon, 1956, V.6) p.890.

/
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Simon,2¢ bring historical/textual arguments, specifically, Herodotus to demonstrate the
authenticity and seriousness of incorporating the animals in fasting and w caring
sackeloths.27 Miles, however, rejects this position, insisting that the King's gesture is
meant (o be regarded as absurd. Furthermore, he argues that the evidence from Herodotus
i1s taken out of context in a way that conflates mourning with repentance, and livestock with
animals in general. 28

The fifth and final scenc of the parody is the extended dialogue of chapter four. The
stock situation parodied here is that of the prophet who begs God for death, but ultimately

receives a measure of Divine encouragement. Such downcast heroes include Moses (Num.

4 o

11:10-15); Jeremiah (Jer. 20:7-8) and Elijah, the prophet whose situation most resembles
the one in which we find Jonah. Elijah makes his passionate plea, “Now, O Lord, take my

life, for I am no better than my ancestors,” under a furze bush. out of an overwhelming

sense of shume and failure to convince ﬁis listeners to abandon idolatry. In response o

Elijah, God scnd an angel to comfort him and urges him to “arise and cat,” (I'Kings 19:4-

5)2% In another instance, God responds to Elijah's death wish by consoling him again

through physiL:al nourishment and dramatically accepting his offering at Mt. Horeb, while,

He ignores those of the false prophets (I Kings 18: 34-39).

: Once again, in the Book of Jonah, the usual nature of the prophetic scene is
reversed. Jonah calls out: “Please, Lord, take my life, for I would rather die than live.”

ool / (Jon: 4:3). Here, Jonah does not ask for death because he has failed, but rather because he

- 26 Uriel Simon, Jonah: Introquction and Commentary. (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1992) p.71.
- All quotations and paraphrases of Uriel Simon’s work are based upon’my study of Simon
under the guidance of my diligent and patient advisor and translation guide, Dr. Stanley
Nash. ) ;
+ 27 Smart, p.860 as cited in Miles, p.176, fn.10: “James D. Smart... asserts that, according
. to Herodotus, the Persians gives animals a part in mourning, This [the reféerence to animals
N i g mourning and repenting in the Book of Jopah] can only be a reference to Book I, 140,
' » J where Herodotus speaks of the Zoroastrian custom of exposing the dead to crows and
X ) i dogs.” .
B ' 28 Miles, p.176.
. L IR 291bid, p.177-179.
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has achieved the only recorded success in prophictic literature. He is not angry at himself
but at his audience, the city of Nineveh, and morcover at his overly forgiving God: “God
saw what they [the citizens of Nineveh] did, that they were turning back from their evil
ways. And God renounced the punishment...and he did not ';u‘rry itout. This displeased
Jonah greatly, and he was grieved.” (Jon. 3:10-4:2-3). The Almighty, in turn, also
departs from His typical script in which He is supposed 1o console the prophet.’In contrast
to His normal behavior, God responds to Jonah's depression by causing his gourd 1o dic,
as a spiritual lesson about the merits of mercy.30 But while God's decision o kill the courd
certainly causes the prophet pain, the tone of God's rebuke is not like God's tone in earlier
episodes of the Book. Unlike the wild storm and the humiliating departure from the
whale's belly, God's humor and pedagogy, with respect to the gourd, is relauvely gentle
and endearing, rather than violent and derisive. Throughout the story we have been
laughing ar Jonah. In response Jonah's lament over the gourd, God “kids™ Jonah, inviting
the prophet to laugh with Him. In God's last line, He teases the prophet asking him to
realize that if Jonah can care about a random plant, can’t God have compassion for 4 ci ty of
His own creation? God prompts Jonah to laugh at the Ninevites, which in turn will help ™
him to laugh at himself. “For if Jonah [can see he] is foolish in his resentment, the '
Ninevites, dressing their animals in sackcloth and forcing them 1o fast, have been foolish in
their repentance.”!

While Miles’ thesis is both well argued, thoroughly entertaining and innovative, he
does make a few assertions about the Book of Jonah as a whole which are both artistically
and historically tenuous. He argues that the name of the prophet, the city he attempled to
reach, and the city where he was commanded to preach have no senou; symbolic

.importance on either a literary or historical level. According to Miles, to suggest that these

names and locales have such meaning, is to push the Book into the realm of allegory, a i

30 Miles, p.180.
31 Ibid, p.180-81.

e
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thesis which he dismisses carly on in his amdfysis of the work.32 Barring all possibility of
allegory from the tale seems o imply that there can be little or no shared elements betw cen
genres. This is an especially surprising statement from a commentator who has so
wonderfully demonstrated that comic literature borrows its conflicts and dilemmas from
more serious works. Furthermore, given that the Book is a parody, why must the genre
preclude the presence of any s)'mbollcAmcammg'.’ Indeed it scems that the t)pp(;sl le 1s true.
The prophet’s name is rich with biblical resonance and these bi blical allusions give us i
great deal of insight into Jonah's character and behavior. So 100, the suggestion that the
L cities of Tarshish and Nineveh are only intended (o serve “as cues (o the genre” seems 10

privilege Miles™ own thesis over any serious historical references which these names and

places clearly make. His argument against symbolism seems both unnecessary and

unfortunate in what is an otherwise remarkably open-minded and careful picce of

scholurshlb.

' While this paper seeks tO c.xplorc the comic interpretations and implications of the
Book of Jonah, I believe that to see comic elements and messages within the Book does not
force us to.exclude the possibility of finding a serious message within the work as well.™)
Can not parody have a purpose? If the ultimate goal of the parodic genre is to make the
audience to laugh at itself, then perhaps we are intended, along with the prophet to

recognize the dangers of self-righteousness and the merits of forgiveness?

, 32 Ibid, p.171. “The selection of Jonah as the prophet’s name and Nineveh as the wicked
. d S city where he will preach may mean no more than the selection of Text and Dodge city
' would mean in a parody of the western movie.”
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~ God’s Straightman: Jonah as a Fafce ~

Judson Mather provides us with an interpretation of Jonah's “comic art” that 1s
similar yet, distinct from that of Miles. He agrees with Miles that the writer of Jonah relies
heavily on the mechanisms of parody. In addition to the parodic “stylistic features™ of the
Book, Mather believes that the Book of Jonah also employs the “the structural features of
farce.” 33 Generally speaking, Mather's assessment of the parody, (which he also calls a
“burlesque™), is very similar to what we have cncounlcréd in Miles’ argument. Therefore,
my focus here 'will be on how Mather attempts to demonstrate that, while parody is clearly
at :)lay, “the relationship between God and Jonah is ésscnliuily farcical.”¥ According to
Mather, the genre of farce prcscms_ itself when we read the imaginative progression of
events through the lens of the humorous relationship between God, the comedian, and
Jonah, His “straightman.”33

Technically, the genre of farce is defined as “a dramatic piece intended to excite

laughter.” The art of the gcnré depends “less on plot and character development than on™
the creation é)f “cxaggeralcd. improbable situations, [in which] t.he humor...[arises] from

gross incongruities, coarse wit, or horseplay.”36 In keeping with this definition, Mather's

33 Judson Mather; “The Comic Art of the Book of Jonah,” Soundings V.65 (Knoxville:
Vanderbilt University Press, 1982) p.281. : :
34 Ibid, p.282.
35 Ibid, p.281. »
36 C. Hugh Holmoan ed., A Handbook to Literature.(New York: Bobbs-Merill: 1972, 3rd
edition), p. 220. Also see Joseph T. Shipley ed., Dictionary of Literary Terms (Boston:

. The Writer Inc., 1943), p. 188; and Marrione Wynne-Davies ed., The Bloomsbury Guide
to English Literature (London: Bloomsbury, 1989), p.514.
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definition also stresses that farce includes “the ridiculous improbabtty of the succession of
situations that make up the story.™7 In viewing the Book of Jonah as farce. Mather asserts
that the “idealized” sailors and the Ninevites are not really characters so much as they are
“props” in the hands of a highly theatrical God, who delights in appointing them, ;nl(;xlg
with other brilliant devices, as “a foil to the all-too-human prophet.”38 [n asserting his
understanding of farce, Mather' s emphasizes the importance of the “straighman™ in contrast
to the “comedian.” The straighman acts as the molivating character, ultimately driving along
much of the comedic clements of the storyline. Here Mather’s argues that Jonah is God's
“straightman.™ The posture of the straightman is always one of mounting frustration, he s
constantly and increasingly displeased by the events of the day. Noting this dimension of
the prophet’s character, and that of God as the “comedian” or “larceur,” leads use (0
examine the interplay and interdependent relationshi p between the straightman and the
comedian. Mather’s focus on this iinugjn:xlive relationship pr.m‘idcs an essential key to
understanding and appreciating the full comedic and speci.l'icully farcical force of the Book
&f Jonah.

Mather indicates that the initial impetus for his insight into the farcical aspects of the
Book of Jonah lay in realizing how the story's tender ending is meant to inform the
uu&icncc's reading of the Book’s wild beginning and middle. Hence, in the backwards
nature of comedy, Mather’s analysis mirrors his understanding of the Book's content, he
.bcgins Ié study with the end of the Jonah story, believing that it provides the essential
proof of the farce. Mather’s asserts that in the end, Jonah feels as “discredited” by and
angry about God's decision not to punish Nineveh as he does by the punishment he
receives for refusing to prophesy 1o its citizens.3 The f; rustrated position of the straightman

never changes: it'seems that no matter what Jonah does, he can’t do it right, at least i his

37 Mather, p. 281.

38 Ibid, p. 284,
39 Ibid, p. 282
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mind. Even when, in chapter four, he obeys God, his hope that the evil city will be
punished is foiled. “God decides to spare the city — thus making Jonah appear 1o be a false
prophet.”™0 He feels punished for obeying God, just as he was punished throughout the
story for disobeying God. This mounting annoyance on the part of the prophet is the tell-
tale sign of farce, especially because God, as the “farceur,” utilizes props to engage in
“horseplay” with his prophet. “God ‘appoints’ a plant to grow up to give Jonah the comfort
and pleasure of shade; then he ‘appoints’ a worm to kill the plant; then he ‘appoints’ a hot
cast wind (o further cook the already overheated prophet—"! and all this just (o get a rise
out of Jonah. The fact that Jonah never fails to react with indignance to God's schemes,
cven in the end of the story, and even when there’s only a little plant involved, is what
inspires the laughter of farce.

By casting the prophet in the role of straightman, Mather asks us to sce Jonah “not
so much a sinner in the hands of an angry God [but rather] as a foil in the hands of a
puckish one,” a character who is full of drama, machinations, and always in the role of a
director and playwright#2 God is constantly throwing his prophet for a loop and Jonah
never fails to.respond with a frustration and cantankerousness that only makes things -\
worse. The prophet’s flight to Tarshish simply gets him stuck on a boat, forced to make
choice between death or surrender. His resignation to die onl y leads him into the belly of a
whale. His reticent and ludicrously minimalist obedience, designed to meet the letter but not
the spirit of God’s command, results in an unparalleled success which he finds utterly
humiliruli ng. Jonah can never keep his cool. God pushes his buttons and he immediatel y
explodes. With a whimsical zﬁidc Mather remarks: “The straightman’s life has never been a

happy one.™3 The proof of Jonah’s indigence in all of the above instances seems-(o be in
- —

- his actions more than his words. While Mather does not actually give us extensive proof

40 [bid.

41 Ibid.,

42 [bid, p.283.

43 Ibid, pp. 282-283
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Lexts o support his assertion that the prophet is indignant and frustrated, it is possible to
find such examples in the text to which Mather points. We can also look to moments such
as those when Jonah actually has to be ordered by a non-Israelite sailor, in the imperative,
to “get up and pray” to his God (Jon. 1:6) as examples of his straightman’s obstinence. +
Not only does the audience laugh because of Jonah's absurd frustration and
indignance, but the parody of Jonah is complemented by the King of Nineveh's actions and

decree.

The burlesque of piety begun in Chapter 1 is carried o even greater lengths in
Chapter il1. The people of Nineveh, ‘from the greatest to the least,” on hearing
Jonah’s message of destruction, immediately *proclaimed a fast and puton
sackcloth.” The king, hearing this, rushed forth to lead his already marching
populace. He commanded them to do what they were doing and (as if to
demonstrate the reach of his authority) extended the wearing of sackcloth and ashes
and the ban on food and drink to cattle as well as humans. Bewer remarks
(ironically?) that the conversion of Nineveh ‘was a more astounding miracle thun

the miracle of the fish.'45

The King is Jonah's foil. He readily accepts the reverent actions of his people but Jonah
remains frustrated. When we expect-Jonah to be the cooperative and obedient prophet, he
turns out to be the obstinate straightman, and when we expect the non Israclite King to be
the stubborn and unresponsive ruler, he tumns out to be the benign, amiable, and
coopcfali ve partner of God.

Throughout the narrative, our ability to laugh at Jonah'is preserved by means of our

“comic distance” from him.4 The structural features of farce give us the freedom to laugh

4 Mather's reading of Jonah as frustrated-can be seen as “midrashic” in that we do not )
actually have evidence of Jonah's emotional f rustration before chapter four. Sasson, in his
commentary on the Book of Jonah, has critiqued Mather on just this point.

451bid, p. 282.

46 Ibid, p.283.
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at situations that otherwise might trigger our empdthy or sadness. According to Mather,

there is an unstated, yet well known comic understanding at work in the Book of Jonah:

The farceur has a stake in the preservation of his straightman. If the straightman
perishes the farceur is no longer in control. Likewise, the controllers sense of
humor is a kind of guarantee that he will not take his agent’s failings 0o seriously.
There is a certain lack of seriousness 10 these failings, for the most prominent defcct

exposed in Jonah is not so much a moral defect as a defect of the imagination.+7

The problem with Jonah is that is that his reactions are based upon a perspective of justice
that is both skewed and rigid. This shortsightedness, in turn, is comically exploited and
enlarged to portray him as thoroughly silly and self—centered. “Because of this defect of
Imagination, the straightman also lacks the capacity 1o learn from experience in a way that
will better protect his vulnerability. ™8 Jonah takes himself and his situation so seriously
that he makes the same mistake over and over again. His inability to laugh at himself or put
things into a proper pcrsbccli\'c, jsintended to convince the audience that his troubles are
largely of his own lﬁuking. The implicit trust the audience has in Jonah's safety, despiie his
circumstances, l'cumcd with the prophet’s’ refusal to lighten up, keeps the audience in the
pleasant position of laughing along with God, the wise—guy, at the absurdity of JLwn@, the
straightman.49

While it is easy to focus on the baffonish eccentricities of the prophet, Mather
points out that the role as straightman endows Jonah with an important “virtue,” which
should not be taken for granted, namely his “resilience” and “durability.”S0 Jonah’s ability

to keep taking what God dishes out is essential to the Book.5! A strai ghtman, Mather tells

47 Ibid.

48 Ibid, p.283.

49 Ibid, pp.282-283. _
S01bid, pp. 287-288. -

51 Jonah here reminds me of the Roadrunner: Just as Wile E. Coyote, picks peels himself
off the highway, only to receive another anvil on the head, thanks to his animated foil, the
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us, can never be “utterly crushed” by his misfortunés He must alw ays be “available for the
next round of surprises,”2 hence the “straightman™ is surprisingly strong. Herein lies the
theological twist to Mather's thesis. Throughout the tale, God, the farceur, shows a similar
resilience to that of Jonah, with respect to His difficult prophet. God's frequent use of

Surprises, 1s an extension of His comic patience with his straightman.

When the divine-human relationship depicted in the Book is laid out in this w ay, a
rather curious pattern seems (o emerge. In every instance, Jonah himself is in some
lashion a mirror of God's character or activity. When Jonah is troubled by God he
troubles the world. When Jonah acts mercifully he is the sign and forerunner of
God's mercy. Thus mercy is not pictured as a virtue that contributes o the divine-

human relationship: it constitutes the substance of that relationship. 53

Justas Jonah chooses to be'merciful towards the'sailors, God chooses (o be merciful to the
city of Nineveh. Ultimately mercy is mercy, it is not a thought or a feeling but an action.
This Book which is full of action yet sh(;rl on words, teaches that the need to be merciful 1s
aresponse not 1o how things should be, but to how they are. The people of Nineveh and

=
the stubborn prophet who preaches to them are hardly ideal characters, but they are )
wonderfully human ones. There is much that separates God, the active farceur, and Jonah,

His overreacting straightman. Yet, their common perseverance enables them to act

mercifully and perhaps, in the end to share a laugh or two together. >

Roadrunner, Jonah keeps on picking himself up with resilience, even after he is “knocked
down,” by his larger than life foil, God.

52 Ibid, p.288. " .

53 Ibid. E

. > Ibid, p.288-289. In his article Mather includes another level of interpretation of the

Book, which he seems o think is very important to the reading of the comedy in.the

narrative. He asserts that there are multiple levels on which the Jonah Story can be read and

each one of them is itself a comic reversal of the previous reading. In his assertion, he -
assumes that the initial reading of the story is a serjous theological reading in which the

“author has created a parable about divine grace and human obedience.” This initial reading

is not “fooled by the story’s humor,” but it is then countered and comedicall y reversed by.a
farcical and parodic reading. He continues to suggest that while there is repeated conflict
between God and Jonah, in the end we discover how the purposes of these two characters

are “deeply intertwined....God and Jonah have found worthy antagonists and friends in



~ Comedy of the Absurd: Jonah as a Satire ~

That the Book of Jonah has great potential to evoke laughter, whether it be Gou's,
Jonah's, and/or the audience’s, is a feature that many of the Book’s modern critics seem to
agree upon. The debate, as we have witnessed thus far and will continue 1o sce, is about
what type of laughter the Book inspires, who laughs, at whom is the laugher ldughing and
with what devices is the laugher brought to laughter. E.M. Good's assessment of the Book
of Jonah is consi.s:wm with both Miles and Mather in many of his assertions, yet he departs
from both of them by arguing that lhc'B.mk's essential feature is that of satire. According
o Good, Jonah’s author depicts the prophet from a position of ridicule.55 Good also
maintains that while a strong case can be made for the claim that God, with His constant
surprises, drives the plot, the audience’s attention is turned to Jonah, whose “attitude is the
[real] focal point of the tale.”S6 Even when the Book chooses to present and hence
highlight God's perspective or that of the work’s author, it only does so to em phasize and
satirize the real focus which is the temperament of the prophet.

Good precedes his discussion of the S;lli re in the Book of Jonah with a detailed
discussion and definition of irony, which is the principal means by which he argues that the
Book conveys its satirical message. In defining the characteristics of irony, Good writes:

one another.” While I am sympalﬁelic to some of his claims, [ disagree with the majority of .

this reading and I feel that a more in depth discdssion of this Book would constitute an
unuseful digression from the topic at hand. For the full argument see: Mather, p-289-290.
S5Edwin M. Good, Irony in the Old Testament. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1965)
p.41 o

36 Ibid.

~

\
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“irony... begins in conflict, a conflict marked by the perception of the distance between
pretense and reality.”S7 The Book begins in a conflict between God and Jonah, which is
precipitated-by the fact that Jonah maintains a pretense that he knows more about who
should be prophesied to than does God — a pretense we know o be out of syne with the
reality of God's ulimate wisdom. This distance, between the reality of a situation and a
character’s perception of the situation, which s/he believes to be critically grounded in
“truth,” creates what Good calls “incongruity,”® the other essential feature of satire. Good
*makes the point of distinguishing between irony and other literary devices, such as

sarcasm. He asserts that sarcasm is:

often equated with irony, in that it usually means the opposite of what it says.
Sometimes the two can be distinguished only by the tone of voice used....[but]
sarcasm will seldom attempt to hide its feelings, and its tone is ordinurily very
heavy. Irony, on the other hand, uses a hghlcr tone and will therefore have a far

.more ambiguous effect.3

‘ .
Good also makes a point of defining parody, believing that it can not to be simply equated

with irony, but can be more readily equated with sarcasm. Satire oo is not the same as
irony, while the ferm can and often does draw heavily upon it.%0 While Good does not

provide a clear definition of satire, he asserts that within the Book of Jonah the satire at

* work is,“through and lyough ironic. Its basis is a perception of incongruity.”6! A more
o .

detailed definition of satire, than that which Good provides, serves to clarify and support

57 Ibid, p.14. ‘ .
58.1bid, p.31.

- 59 Ibid, p.26. - .
* 60-1bid, pp. 27<28. Good’s assessment of parody is in direct contrast to that of Miles.

Because Good's discussion of parody is not central to his analysis of the Book of Jonah; |
haye chiosen not to include a more in depth summary of his argument. All of the authors
cited in this paper-are concerned with questions about the relationship between and
“implications of the use of different genres of comedy, the “high™ and/or “low™ culture with
which certain stylistic forms, such as parody, satire, sarcasm, farce, and i irony, have been

associated, .
61 Good, p.41.
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many of his claims about the Book™s use of satiricai irony. Satire is traditionally understood

P

1o have two basic forms:

the first expresses a basic instinct for comedy through mockery in human beings...;
the second 1s a self—conscious medium, implying standards of civilized and moral
rightness in the mind of the poct and hence a desire on his or her part o instruct
readers so as 1o reform their moral failings and absurdities. [These] two kinds of
satire are interrelated, so that it is not possible to distinguish them sharply.62 [italics

mine|
Judging from his analysis of Jonah, Good's understanding of satire indeed draws heavily
upon these “interrelated™ satiric approaches, adding to them his emphasis on the distinctive
and important contributions of irony and incongruity to the satirical.

Good's first inicrcslmg observation about the satire of Jonah 1s that the prophet’s
initial actions are signs incongruity for at least two reasons. Firstly, Jonah should respond
to his special assignment with excitement and relish. We would think that “the denunciation
of Nineveh would be pleasure [for Jonah] — the prophet Nahum, at least, found it so."63
The audience expects that Junu.h should-have leapt at his chance to preach to these evil—
doers, but the next thing we know the strange prophet is bound by boat for Tarshish. Good
suggests that the author deliberately withholds the reasons for Jonah's rebellious refusal
and his subsequent flight until the end of the story.®* In the beginning of the narrative the
author intends for the audience to focus on the “incongruity” of the prophet’s response to
his once in a lifetime opportunity to work for God.65 In addition to the incongruity
between the reality of God's offer and Jonah's “unhesitating and total abandonment of his
prophetic task,” a second instance of incongruity is evidenced in Jonah’s absurd pretense
that he thinks he can runaway from God. Israelite belief in general, and :kmuh even affirms

this with his own words, recognizes that God reigns over land and sea. (Jon. 1:9) The

62 Wynne-Davies, p.874.
63 Good, p.42.

64 Ibid.

65 Ibid.

*‘\
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prophet’s attempt (o “escape God's presence on the sea,” therefore, “is an ronically
perceived impossibility. 66 -

The next scene of the Book which strikes Good as “wildly incongruous™7 is the
dialogue which ensues between Jonah and the sailors on the ship. While Miies and Mather
only focused on the sailors” actions, Good pays particular attention to their conversational
style and tactics. After the lots point to Jonah as the cause of the storm, the sailors bombard
him with questions. Good points out that these helpless seamen can have no practical
reason can these helpless scamen for asking Jonah their totally irrelevant questions. In the
middle of a severe tempest, they ask the prophet to provide them with *a thumbnail
autobiography.™® They ask the prophet four questions about himself before they ask him
the only two questions that really matter: “What have you done?” (Jon. 1:10) and *What
must we do to make the sea calm around us?” (Jon. 1:11) Furthermore, their four queries
about Jonah’s life are answered with the total incongruity that was noted carlier, for the
prophet tells them “I am a Hebrew, and I fear Yahweh the God of heaven, who made the
land and sea.” (Jon. 1:9) At this; the audience of the story is intended to wonder why, if
the prophet believes this, was he stupid enough to think that he could simply sail away
from his divine mission? 69 "

Good asserts that the text’s primary posture in relation to Jonah is one of nidicule.
And, being vomited back onto dry land is the satiric, all be it grotesque height of the text's
ridiculing agenda. Good describes this image with great imagination and humor, believing
that it reveals a talented artistic combination *of the miraculous and of the ludicrous™ at

work in the highly crafted satirization of Jonah.70

66 Ibid, p.43.
67 Ibid, p.44. : :
68 [bid. » '

69 bid, pp. 44-45.

701bid, p.46.
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Not only the sea itself but also its very denizens are in conspiracy, under Yahweh,
to disabuse the prophet of his escapfSm. How silly Jonah must have felt in the cyes
of God, or of anyone else looking on, as he was vomited head over heals across the

dunes! It enough to take the ego out of any man!”!

According to Good, another important element of satire is its love of exaggeration.
He insists while Jonah's author was certainly familiar with Nineveh's vast and wicked
reputation, he never actually saw the city for himself. The artist’s geometric enlargement of
Nineveh's proportions bespeaks his cultural associations with the city as being emblematic
ol a brutal, tyrannical, oppressive country which ultimately represents “not a quantity but a
quality, not a mere metropolis but an immorality.””? Good suggests that the city’s size is
deliberately inflated so as to evoke a sense of the magnitude of the task, dramatizing the
overwhelming nature of Jonah's mission, which stands in stark oppusﬁmn to the
“timorous” attitude and nature of this meek, and seemingly small, prophet.”7

Jonah, as we have noted earlier, is a highly reluctant preacher but despite his absurd
minimalism, his‘\\‘ords, unknown-to him, carry a fascinating measure of “double
meaning,” ;\'hich foreshadows part of the upcoming comedic surprise. Goed points out

=\
destruction,” or

that the verb haphak, which the prophet uses to mean “overthrown,
“turned upside down” is, in fact, turned upside down on Jonah himself. According to
Good, Jonah's message: “Forty days and Nineveh shall be overthrown (haphak),” (Jon.
3:4) is intended to prophesy what Jonah wants to happen to Nineveh, that it is doomed like
Sodom and Gomorrah were when the same verb haphak was. used to describe the situation
of those cities. (Gen. 19:25) While this destructive connotation of haphak is consistent.

with the way the-word is used in the Sodom and Gomorra narrative and in much of

71 Ibid, p.47. R
72 Ibid, p. 48.

73 [bid.

74 Ibid, p.48-49.
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prophetic literature,”s the word possesses another, very different meaning as well. As
—

evidenced in Zehchariah 3:9, this verb can also be employed to mean a radical and
immediate transformation from wickedness to faithfulness.”® This second. meaning of
positive change is hardly what Jonah wanted 1o cony ey, yetin light of Nineveh's reaction
the arust’s choice of words can scarcely be deemed coincidental.”? Hence, we see thatin
the classical style of satire Jonah's words are filled with irony and they also bespeak the
incongruity between his pretense in using the word haphak, in order to assert his prophetic
power, and the reality of its ultimate meaning in the city of Nineveh. Furthermore, the
genre of satire is also evidenced as the prophet’s own words and beliefs are mocked and as
the author of the Book seems to self—consciously offer an alternative standard of “civilized
and moral rightness"”8 which seeks to encourage Jonah, and presumably the Israchte
audience which identifies with him, 10 “reform their moral failings and absurdities.™

The overwhelming response of the king is yet a further continuation of the satiric as
expressed in the wonderfully exaggerated positive response of the city. The King's
personal piety and the pénilcnliuj program he proclaims for his people appears to be the
pinnacle of prcposicrousncss, because his edict merely mimics what is already being done
by his subjects and moreover because he adds to it the absurd inclusion of all the animals
under his it's purview.80 Unable to resist a comparative religionist’s jest at Jonah's
expense, Good adds some mockery of his own: “Perhaps St. Francis preached to the birds

but only Jonah brought about the prayer and repentance of cattle!"®! Taken as a whole, the

75 See also Amos 4:11 and Isa. 1:7. ‘ .
76 For additional éxamples, see also: I Sam. 10:9; Jer. 31:13; and Neh. 13:2 for uses of the
verb in the Qal; and as it is seen in Jonah 3:4 in the Niph. see: Hos. 11:8; Ex. 14:5; and

" Esth. 9:22. (Good, p.49, fn.18)

77 Good, p. 49. .
78 Wynne-Davies, p.874 . '
79 Ibid. 2

80 Mather, .p. 282.
81 Good, p.49.
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exaggerated quality of the Nineveh pericope is essential to appreciating the artistic goal of
—

Jonah’s author.

Everything about Nineveh is exaggerated, by the author’s design. He intends the
overwhelming success of the reluctant prophet to surprise everyone, Jonah
included. This is a satire, and the author deliberately overdraws his scene 1o
highlight the irony of the peevish prophet's totally unexpected success. We are

supposed to laugh at the ludicrous picture, precisely because Jonah is so upset.82

! Furthering the satire, the text returns to its use of the tool of incongruity, presenting

a humbling contrast between the King's and, by extension, Nineveh's theological
sophistication with that of Jonah's, and perhaps, by extension, Israel’s ethical immaturity.
Having finished the list of what he and his subjects and their animals must do, the King
enriches the audience’s understanding by telling us his rationale: “Who knows — God may
repent and have pity, and turn from his burning uﬁgcr, and we nay riot pcri‘sh'A' (Jon. 3:9).
Good u;Jcptl y points.out that the King's actions clearly suggest that the Ninevites know that
their rcpcnluncé cannot “force God™ to pardon them. They never assume that their actions
will have a “magical” effect. Again the irony here is fully intentional. Based strictly on
textual evidence, we discover that the Ninevites seem to have a much more sophisticated
understanding of mercy than does Jonah, our prophet.83

It is precisely a conflict over mercy which brings the Book’s satirical irony to a
ré?oun:!‘ir;é crésccndo. Jonah’s running away and his anger at God are motivated by his
firm belief that his conception of justice, incongruous as the audience sees hi$ perception to
be, ;more appropriate than God’s. He is lhofoughly, and ironically, disturbed by God's

~ )

miercy and it s his opinion of God's character that makes him runaway: “That is why I fled

beforehand to Tarshish. For I knew that you are a compassionate and gracious God, slow

82 Ibid, pp. 49-50.
83 [bid, p. 50.-
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to anger, abounding in Kindness, renouncing punishment.” (Jon. 4:2) What makes Jonah's
behavior so funny is the total discrepancy and incongruity BéTween these laudatory words,
seemingly praising God's compassion, and the utterly disparaging tone in which they are
spoken.
It would be possible to miss the author's satiric purpose here. He puts into the
prophet’s mouth a formuia that occurs almost verbatim six other times in the Old
Testament. Jonah is mouthing — not for the first ime — a liturgical cliché, a rote
theology. He has spouted another such phrase to the sailors (Jon. 1:9)....He speaks
the pious well-worn words, but he thoroughly disapproves of their being true.

“That is why I hurried to flec to Tarshish.™ No danger that this absurdly gracious
God would bother me there!®

Indeed Jonah becomes so frustrated with his plight that he asks for God to grant
him death, presumably because he can’t stand to see this city pardoned: “Please, Lord, take
my life, for I would rather die than live.” (Jon. 4:2—3) Like Miles, Good regards the
prophet’s melodramatic request as “a parody of Elijuh' s profound discouragement.™5 But
God's response to Jonah’s dismay, the lesson of the gigayon (gourd), returns our comedy
to the genre of satire. After surmising several serious attempts to specify what kind of
fauna we are dealing with here, Good prompily deems the query to be fruitless. The type of
plant simply “does not matter, and we would as soon get satisfaction by trying to identify
the variety of Jack’s beanstalk.”8¢ About the plant, Good does point out that it is

/“mimculous,“.quickly spurting from nothing to reach a height and width sufficient to
sﬁpply the prophet with ample shade. The gourd also succeeds in supplying “the peevish

"

prophet with something to cheer about: *And Jonah rejoiced greatly over the plant’” (Jon.

4:6)87 However, just when the prophet gets his spirits up, we discover that God is not yctr

84 [bid.

'85 Ibid, p. S1.

86 [bid, pp. 51-52.
87 [bid, pp. 51-52.
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through with “up;xwlnling" things to Jonah's unpleasant surprise. God instructs a worm to
devour Jonah's beloved plant, He makes the wimd™Blow in prophet’s face and arranges for
the sun (o “*beat upon Jonah's head.™8 Yt again, only five verses later, Jonah pleads for
death, but this time because of the gourd: “He begged for death saying, ‘I would rather die

"

than live."" (Jon. 4:8) Good offers a satirical analysis for why Jonah's request for death is

so thoroughly absurd:

What is there to live for? The prophetic message has gone awry, the shade that

made life bearable is gone, and the maintenance of life is just too much trouble.

How can a man function with a God like this, who favors his enemies but who, as

soon as he has given one little thought to his servant’s comfort, promptly makes life

miscrable again? 8
Both times the prophet wishes for death God responds with a question. Indeed, He makes
exactly the same query only a few verses apart, save His last two words, in verse 8, about
Jonah's specific relationship 1o the plant. In both cases, the phrasing of His question is
identical: *Do you do well to be angry?” (Jon. 4:4 and 4:9) Jonah is unable or unwilling to
see that God has asked him a rhetorical question, and so the second time, he defiantly
answers God's quéslion in the affirmative, stating again his desire to die: “*Yes," he
replied, (I curc;j] so deeply [about the plant] that [ want to die.”” (Jon. 4:9) For Jonah,
nothing seems to be going right. In Jonah's opinion, God is absurd. An existence that
demands working with a God like this, is worse than no existence at all.%

The stage is now set for “the full force of the divine irony.”! Borrowing from the
German scholar Artur Weiser, Good tells us that “God finally has Jonah where He wants
him.™2 God has comered the prophet into finally making an affirmative and affectionate

statement about something, a radical departure from the prophet’s posture up until now.

88 [bid, p. 52.
89 [bid.
9 Ibid,
91 Ibid, p. 53.
92 Ibid., p.53.
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Jonah has committed himself to something, His verbal commitments to God earlier
in the story were, as we have seen, a mere spouting of rote phrases with no relation
to the prophet’s real feelings. Now Jonah is willing to die for a castor-oil plant.

Could any satirist have drawn his portrait more deftly?93

Citing Heschel and Camus, Good reminds us that saying that we are prepared to die
for something is a very serious thing. Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. said: “If a man
hasn’t discovered something that he will die for, he isnt fit to live.™ The people and
causes for which we are ready 1o make sacrifices speak directly to what concerns are
present at the core of our identity and fuel our unique sense of mission in the world. The
things that Jonah is ready to die for, however, are utterly lacking in religious, existential
and moral seriousness. Good helps us to recall that Jonah's ridiculous, almost sacrilegious,
readiness to die for a plant is not the first ime in our narrative that he has demonstrated

overwhelming foolishness and self-centerdness.”S

Jonah was willing to die for the sake of escaping his prophetic commission (Jon.
1:12), and the coincidence of rescuing a shipload of sailors did not affect him; But
when it.comes to Nineveh, “that great city,” his vexation at the Divine absurdity

overcomes his humanity.%

Jonah is so angry at God for what he thinks is His absurd propensity to forgive, that he
forgets that simply by virtue of being human the Ninevites deserve compassion. While we
might well expect God to chastise Jonah for his warped sense of what is ultimately

importance; instead God responds to the prophet with “ironic patience.”7 Even though

931bid.

94 Rev. Martin Luther King, Ir. “Speech in Detroit,” June 23rd, 1963.

95 Ibid, p.53. .
96 Ibid. »

97 Ibid. This concept of “ironic patience,” to which Good only alludes, becomes of
increasing importance in the analysis of the Book offered by Uriel Simon.
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Jonah’s attitude leaves much to be desired, God takes him seriously. By taking Jonah's
I
love for the plant seriously, God hopes that the prophet will take His Divine love of all
humanity seriously as well, that perhaps this time Jonah will listen with some appreciation
to what God has to say. Through “ironic patience,” God secks some level of mutual respect
and, oddly enough, equality with His prophet.

At this point, Good's work takes a sharp turn towards drumming home what he
believes to be the theological implications of the prophet’s absurd behavior. He expands on
his carlier critique of Jonah as a disingenuous proclaimer of God's power (Jon. 1:9, 4:2),
in order to make a case not only for Jonah's hypocrisy, arrogance and isolationism but, by
extension that of all Israel. “Jonah ... is the personification of the arrogant isolationism
which holds the God of heaven and earth in its pocket, all the while making pious noise
about his universal reign and the breath of his compassion.™ Good applauds the author of
the Book of Jonah for challenging the “isolationism™ of Jonah and Israel with respect to
their claim about God's universal “reign and compassion.”% Good unabashedly seems to
be calling Israclite bchu\'ior and belief hypocritical and he views the Book of Jonah as a
commendable self—cri tique on the part of the Book’s Hebrew author. In addition, he
aggressively alﬁchcs his understanding of Jonah as a critique of Israelite isolationism, to a
larger Christian theological agenda, which [ view as problematic. Good asserts that Jonah's
selfish beliefs, “persistent notions in Israel,” were exactly “the same pattern of belief™
which “Jesus was battling ... when he said to the chief priests and elders, ‘The tax
collec;loxs and the harlots go into the kingdom of God before you' (Matt. 21:31)."100

What is even more problematic is that Good applies his Christian theological

critique of Jonah and the Israclite hiérarchy to his analysis of the Psalm. Like other

- scholars, Good scc§ the Psalm as an ironic commentary on Jonah's judgmental posture and

98]bid, pp. 53-54.
99 Ibid, p. 54.
100 bid,
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self-centerdness.!0! He also argues, like others, that the Psalm lampoons the classic
Israclite mockery of idolatry. 192 As noted curllcr,_l\;lcs suggests a similar reading about
the irony of the prophet’s refusal to worship his God, even when he is begged to do so by
the ship’s captain.!®} However, what makes Good's reading of the Psalm uncomfortable
from a Jewish perspective is that he links his understanding of Jonah's self-centeredness
and the mockery of Israel’s anti-idolatry stance to what he calls Isracl’s misguided claim of
“covenantal loyalty™ and privileged relationship with God, which is “precisely what,”
Good argues, “Jonah has abandoned.”!™ Jonah's profession that “deliverance is the
Lord’s,” (Jon. 2:10) is clearly disingenuous, in Gond's mind, because Jonah certainly
doesn’t leave the deliverance of Nineveh up to God. Jonah self-righteously rebels against
his God given commission and even when he is forced to obey the prophet assumes a
posture of protest against Divine mercy. Satire has a serious mission, lhmugﬁ the medium
of mockery it seeks get the audience to laugh at itself and inspire them to “reform their
moral failings and absurdities.”1%5 The direct implication of Good's argument is that the
Book's serious mcssugc.is that Israel’s belief in their special “covenantal” relationship with
God is a serious “moral failing and absurdity,” considering that God s universally
compassionate @d all merciful 106

From my personal perspective as a Jew I find it virtually impossible not to react to
Good's theological interpretation with defensiveness. Perhaps it is the addition of a
Christian critique into what is an otherwise unthreatening literary essay which is partially
responsible for Uriel Simon's and Jack Sasson’s reluctance to accept the satirical thesis on

grounds that it can not be disassociated from what appears to be a position of Christian

© 101 1bid.

102 [bid. -
103 Miles, pp. 173-175. » '

104. Good, pp. 54-55. ;

105 Wynne-Davies, p.874

106 Good, p.54-55.



Fodlcntigy

33
condescension with little textual support.!97 Nonetheless, while [ feel compelled to reject
this disturbing element of Good's work, bClIC\'Ing—lh".ll itis truly beyond the purview of a
careful textual interpretation, I am still thoroughly impressed by the strength and creativity
of his work as a whole.

In all fairness it should be pointed out that Good's theological perspective does not
seem to directly impact his reading of the vast majority of the Book. Strangely, however,
after his intense discussion of the text's theology, the final paragraph of his c<)nclusl(;n
begins with a cautionary disclaimer against trying “to spell out the author's positive
theology with too much detail.”1% The funny thing about this statement is that Good seems
to contradict it despite himself. He ends his analysis by arguing that the main objective of
Jonah’s author was not géncmlc “theological statements™ for us to analyze but rather to lay

open absurdity through “the irony of satire.”1®

Like all ironists. he [Jonah's author] took his stand upon an ultimately serious
truth. The alternative to Jonah'sabsurdity is the absurdity of God. If the author’s
readers are not prepared to settle for the former, he offers us the latter. And the

mystery of grace is no less absurd than the mystery of justice.!10
According to Good, for as much Jonah receives an answer about why God is merciful to -~
Nineveh, there is no ultimately rational explanation about why and when God's
compassion will be manifest. Good believes that God's actions, like Jonah’s, must be

understood to be absurd in their randomness, in the wonder that is grace.

107See following chapter on the perspective of Uriel Simon. Jack Sasson, Jonah: A New
Translation with Introduction, Commentary, and Interpretations. (New York: The Anchor
Bible/Doubleday, 1990) p. 332. Sasson writes, in response to Good’s argument: “Jonah is
no more ‘self—centered, self-righteous, and self-willed’ for arguing with God-about
mercy, than are Abraham, Moses, or Job when they too confronit him. All of them know

" some truths about the Hebrew God and are reacting instinctively to occasions,in which they

feel that such truths are being distorted. Jonah, in fact, readily accepts his charge once
mercy is shown the sailors and readily makes his peace’ with God when shown the slightest .
evidence of care for his feelings.” > '

108 Good, p.54-55. g

109 Tbid.

110 Ibid.
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Book as a whole. He argues that the song is “set in the context of the bizarre and
unexpected” and thus moves “the entire work in the direction of satire,™Tompelling “an

ironic reading throughout.”

The song performs two functions. It helps to establish an appropriale genre (1.c.
satire) through which the story can be understood. It is also the crucial vortex into
and out of which all of the story’s main images move, helping us to integrate and

properly interpret the symbolism with which the work abounds.'!2

What makes the Psalm so funny and ironic is that it depicts Jonah as having
absolutely no sense of reality. He does not realize where he is; how he got there; or where
he is going. This dissonance, between Jonah's perception of what he is experiencing and
what is actually happening to him in his “narrative world,” exploits his presumptuousncss
and self-centerdness for comic effect. 113 Unlike the informed agdiqnce. Jonah appears 0
have no idea.of where he is. Thr«yugh(;ul the Psalm, the joke is completely on the prophet
who does not know that he is in the belly of awhale. He iriu;icully thanks God for his
sal :uli()n “because he sees the fish as a secure place bri nging him up from the destructive
chaos of Death’s raging breakers [in]to the security of the Temple.”! 4 Ackerman asserts
that this erroneous and ironic presumption on the part of the prophet is in keeping with

Jonah's “misguided attempts to avoid certain enclosures he perceives negatively, by

searching fgr other shelters that he [mistakenly] perceives as sources of security,”!!5 such

as the boat, the belly, and the planl. According to Ackerman, such “wildly incongruous and

distorted" situations are at the “heat of satire.”!16 The dissonance and incongruity also

112 bid, p. 217.
113 [hid, p. 216 & 222.
114 1bid, p.236.
115 [bid, p.229:
116 Ibid, p. 228.
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explain why Jonah offers a Psalm of thanksgiving despite the precariousness of his
situation.!17 e

Instead of making “an appeal for heip,” which would make sense considering
Jonah's situation, “the prophet shifts gears, and the prayer veers crazily towards a song of
thanksgiving.”!1® There are numerous instances, Ackerman argues, in which Jonah's song
draws upon the style of a traditional lament. In fact, “his song is replete with snippets from
the Psalter, the first verse closely paralleling the opening lines of Psalms 120 and 130,419
However, both of these psalms are “individual laments™ which continue to “express
cloquent” confessions “of sin and hope in God's mercy,” emotions which Jonah's song in
no way reflects.!20 Instead, Jonah's song becomes a song of thanks. But, in contrast to the
conventional form of a psalm of thanksgiving, Jonah's song skips the standard opening
rubric, an exultation of God's greatness, and dives straight into the second traditional
rubric, a personal lament describing the troubles {'l‘()m which he has been rescued.!?! The
omission of God's pfuisc serves as a poetic indiwli«;n of the prophet's presumptuousness
and egotism. To his arrogant oversight in i)oelic form, Jonah's language includes a large
measure of conceited and incorrect content. Jonah mistakenly credits his salvation from the
wicked seas to his outcry (qarg'ti, Jon. 2:3), rather than that of the sailors, who
passionately beseech God not to hold them accountable for the demise of an innocent
servant of God: “They cried (wayyigre 'u) out to the Lord: ‘O, please, Lord, do not let us
perish on account of this man’s life. Do not hold us guilty of killing an innocent person for
You, O Lord, by Your will, have brought this about.”” (Jon. 1:14). From a close reading
of the text, we see no evidence that Jonah actuafly “calied to the Lord,” but he takes credit

for doing so in his song. Ackerman exploits the comic potential of this self-important claim

117 bid, p. 222.

118 [bid,

119 [bid, p. 221. »
120 [ bid, :

121 [bid, p. 222.
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with vivid imagination and wit: “Jonah may well have gurgled outan unreported plea for
help as he thrashed in the water,” but if it is any cry which is rcspnns:;c for saving Jonah
it was probably the mentorious plea of the sailors that succeeded in persuading God o
grant the prophet’s deliverance, not his own, which il it happened at all didn’ t even make 1t
into the text.!2?

In fact, not only does Jonah refer constantly to his humble petiions O God, of
which we have no actual evidence, but he promises “with Joud thanksgiving™ that he will
“gacrifice 10" God and that what he “vowed" he “will pcrl'orm"(.lon. 2:10). Again the text
seems 1o be silent on the performance of any sacrificial rites on Jonah's part, but is detailed
in its description of those supposedly heathen sailors when they “feared the Lord greatly”
and “they offered a sacrifice to the Lord und. they made vows” (Jon. 1:16). It seems as 1f
Jonah's over-blown perception of himself and the éffects of his words and actions, leads
him into a very low place, literally and fi guratively.

Ackerman argues that throughout the first half of the narrative we find a patiern of
J(lnuh‘:s‘ dcscc'nl, denoted by the use of the verb yrd, 10 g0 down. The impression that the
prophet is descending into an abyss is an image that is actively and repeatedly expressed
from the beginning of the tale. The recurrent use of the verb yrd, to go down, is used to
link Yonah's constant attempts (0 distance himself from God and his duties to the other
major descent of biblical literature, the descent into the underworld. The verb is used o
describe }6nah‘s bﬂighl “down to Joppa,” (Jon. 1:3) and how he had “gone down into the
hold of the yessel” (Jon; 1:5). Both of these passages rely on the word yrd 1o convey the
prophet’s movements. Even Jonah's decision (0 take a nap, to “lay down and fall asleep,”
is .ponrayed as a part of his continual descent; the word'va’yerdam is intended to play on
the san;e root yrd, “10 g0 down.” (Jon.4‘l:5) This pattern of descent is hardly coincidental.

As Ackerman poiﬁls (;u( the word yrd- throughout the Bible in general, and Psalms in

122 Ibid.
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particular, is employed to depict a descent to Sheol, the world of the dead. 23 What makes
.

this perpetual descent and near death experience so ironic, in Ackerman’s view, is that it is
motivated by Jonah's desire for escape. The reason w hy the prophet 1s constantly on the
move is that he is trying o find a place where he will be free from God's ability to compel
him into obedience. The irony, however, is that the more the Jonah secks this false safety,
the more endangered he actually becomes. 124 X

Like the word yrd, the phrase el yarkete ha sephina, *the innermost parts of the
ship,” also functions as a subtle hint about the extent to which the prophet is lulling himself
into a false sense of security. Ackerman suggests that this phrase is intended to play on two
important associations. the Hebrew word sephina, ship, is linked 1o the root $fn meaning
“to hide, treasure up.” Scen in this regard, “the word-play is re-enforcing Jonah's search
for a hiding place in his flight from YHWH."125 Furthermore, the entire phm\'c.“el varkete
ha sephina,” the innermost parts of the ship, is meant to echo Isaiah 14:12-15, which
teaches that secking “the hei ghts/realm of the gods,” yarkete Zaphon, will ulimately result

in landing in the yarkete bor, “the innermost parts of The Pit, another name for the nether

world of Sheol. 126

As the build-up of imagery in Jonah's song gives increasing vividness to Sheol,
with its contextual resonances as a swallower, we are forced to equate the dread
world from which Jonah thinks he has escaped — the “womb of Sheol” — with the
belly of the fish in which he still remains. Since Jonah has been swallowed by the
gréul fish, we are prevented from sharing his illusion that he has found deliverance
in a secure place. We are at once amused by his total blindness, yet forced to
ponder the ties constructed within the narrative of the ship, the fish and the world of

the dead.!27 ~

123 bid, p. 223. ‘ .
124 bid, p. 230. >

125 [bid.

126 |bid, p. 230.

127 bid, p. 234.
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While the reader is able to contemplate with clanity the “ties” between these interlinked
locations, Jonah is not. In addition 1o his confusion ;lt—XTll-l where he 1s, Jonah is also
mistaken about where he is going. He seems to think that he is now bound for God's
Temple. The prophet soon learns however that this notion is delusional. Jonah is bound for
Nineveh, not Jerusalem. The tone'of the song itself may be a consequence of this
confusion. Jonah expresses no sorrow or remorse for his disobedient behavior or his
arrogant attitude. What is more, he never promises to accept the charge he was given in ll;c
first place. This conflation between what he is supposed to do with what he wants (o do is
yetanother comic example of his self-centerdencss. Godd has not put Jonah through all
these trials and tribulations so that he can worship at the Temple. God's objective is simply
to get Jonah to do precisely what he was commanded to do from the beginning of chapter
one. “In the song Jonah affirms only deliverance by YHWH's power, whereas the prose
narrative suggests he should be fearing deliverance into YHWH power for his disobedient
flight. This is hardly a song to be sung by a prophet who had smugly confessed his fear of
YHWH to the sailors in 1:9"128 Seen in this light, the erroncous and egotistical ending of
the Song, in which Jonah commends himself for not being one of those “who cling to
empty folly [and] forsake their own welfarc” (Jon. 2:9), but rather 1s one of the honored
few who recognize and are privileged to experience that “deliverance is the Lord’s,” (Jon.
2: 10) foreshadows the fact that Jonah is still absurdly immature and still has much to learn.

Whereas Good closes his chapter on Jonah with a discussion of the Psalm, seeing it
as additional proof for his thesis about the role satire in the Book, Ackerman begins with
the Psalm, seeing it as the essential key to beginning a satirical reading. While both

authors, along with thinkers such as Mifar Burrows and’ Andrew and Pierre Emanuel

' Lacocque,!2? form a lybc of “satirical school,” agreeing on the genre of the Book, the

1281bid, p. 224. »
1291 have chosen not toinclude the workof these thinkers in this paper because I belicve
the satirical arguments are well-represented by Good and Ackerman. For further .
commentaries on Jonah as a satire, see: Andre & Pierre Emanuel Lacocque, “Jonah, A
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theological critique and analysis which is present in Good's work is absent in Ackerman’s,
a [eature which makes his reading more persuasive 3 a whole, and more palatable. Both
authors, however, succeed in foreefully arguing that incongruity and irony play central
parts in inspiring the audience’s laughter, a laughter characterized by many of the elements
of classical satire.

I have intentionally devoted this much time and space to presenting and discussing
the satiric theories of Good and Ackerman because their works seems to be the foremost
arguments within “the satiric school™ to which Uriel Simon, among other commentators,
take exception. In powerful contrast to Good, Simon will argue that the humor, the
absurdity and the irony of Jonah, are “not satiric but compassionate.” 30 The action of the
plot, he will assert, is not invested in ridiculing Jonah but in returning him (o a rational

understanding of His God and of himself.

: Meriippean Satire,” in Jonah: A Psychoreligious Approach to the Prophet. (Columbia,

S.C., University of South Carolina Press, 1990), pp. 2647 and Milar Bprrows, “The
Literary Category of the Book of Jonah,” in Translating and Understanding the Old
Testament, ed. Harry Thomas Frank & William L. Reed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970) pp.
80-107.

130 Simon, pp. 16-17.
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~ A Laughter of Love, A Comedy of Kindness:

Jonah as a Compassionate Irony ~

Those who see the Book of Jonah as a satire regard the prophet’s attempt to run
away from God as a wonderful case in point. Given that Jonah acknowledges that his God
rules over both sea and land, lr)'mg to clude God seems contradictory in the extreme, as
does Jonah's misconception of where he is and what is important throughout the story.
According to both Good and Ackerman, the “wild incongruity™ between reality and
perception, along with the use of satirical irony place the work firmly in the genre of satire.

However, Uriel Simon, in his commentary on the Book of Jonah, disagrees with this

characterization. Instead, Sinion suggests that the Book’s sense of humor utilizes a more

sensitive and compassionate irony than that of classical satire. 13! A
The exaltednesss of scripture and the mode of seriousness which hovers over it has
prevented many generations from understanding the text’s distinctively humoristc
7 nature. However, the feeling of hesitation [which generations have felt about
reading the Book as comedic] is not justified because humor is not identical with
frivolous joking.132
131 Uriel Simon, pp: 16-17.
132 Ibid.
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Far from being a ridiculous hypocrite, like the stock characters of Moliere, a comedic
“straightman,” or a hilariously deluded prophet, Sififon argues that Jonah is a
simultancously tragic and comic figure, like the complex characters of Anton Chekov.

Simon argues that understanding Jonah to be at once tragic and comic, rather than
satirical, changes the ways in which the motivations behind his strange behavior are to be
understood. From Simon’s perspective, Jonah's actions emerge as evidence of an intense
internal theological conflict. Jonah runs from God because he believes that God's plin is
unjust. The people of Nineveh have sinned and they deserve to be punished.!33 *Jonah
allowed himself to disobey a command of God and te maintain his opposition to it out of
his faithfulness and passion for justice, and because of his suspicion that God would
[ultimately] withdraw His anger against the city.”!34 However, Simon suggests, it is
Jonah’s same radical passion for justice, which can be perceived in a positive light in some
cases, which also makes Jonah so “presumptuous™ in other cases. '35 Jonah knows that he
is compelled to obey God, but he rebels against Him because he sincerely believes that God
1s compromising justice: The root ol".k;nnh's self-deception is not that he thinks he can
escape God. Jonah knows that this is impossible. Simon asserts that the source of Jonah's
self—deception is two-fold: firstly, he believes that he knows better than God about what
constitutes justice, and secondly that his “correctness™ gives him the right to reject and
walk-away from God’s commands. '36

This “presumptuous” character flaw in the prophet is remedied by a plot line that
keeps interrupting Jonah’s arrogant attemplts to runaway, by repeatedly putting him back in
his place. '37-Simon argues. that the storm comes as a surprise to.Jonah and that it is

designed by God to interrupt Jonah's escape long before he ever reaches his destination.

133 Simon, pp. 16-17.
134 Simon, p.17.

135 [bid.

136 [bid.

137 Ibid.
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Like other surprises and interruptions in the plot, the storm is intended to remind Jonah that
God is capable of anything and that G(x]'.s‘)udgmc—r;s absolute. 38 Simon contends that
Jonah's failed “escape attempt,” like many other moments throughout the tale, exhibits an
irony and humor that is not satirical but rather pathetic. What makes the prophet’s actions
so sad and simultancously so funny is that he 1s involved in a hopeless struggle with
God.13 Therefore in Simon’s interpretation, the laughter which the Book™s author tries to
evoke is not one of denision but of recognition. The author works to create a mnmcnl‘m
which the audience laughs because we recognize human eccentricities in the prophet which
L . we sec in ourselves. Jonah's attempt to runaway inspires a laughter of sympathy and
empathy, not a laughter of mockery.!+
I believe that Siﬁ(m‘s work implies a very subtle but important distinction about the
prophet’s behavior and intentions: Jonah is not actually running away from God but from
God's command. In this regard, Jonah is like many other biblical characters who disobey
Divine orders. What makes Jonah special, indeed unique, is that the way God punishes his

wrong doing is simply by forcing the prophet to do what He has already ordained. The

punishments of other biblical “sinners” are very different from the one assigned to Jonah:

Saul loses his n‘éhl to hereditary succession (I Sam. 15:14-35); David loses a child (11

3 Sam. 12:14); Adam and Eve are exiled, and granted lives filled with hard labor, and

‘ ; physical pain (Gen. 3:16-24); Cain is banished from his family home, his relationship

with the ground is cursed, and he is destined to live his life as a “ceaseless wanderer”

(Gen. 4:10-12); and Moses is not permitted to complete his God given mission to take the

o Israelites into the Promised Land, and he is only allowed look on longingly from a
mountain top as they reach their destination (Deut. 32:48-52). The fact lhu} Jonah, unlike

all the other biblicai figures [ ‘have just noted, is punished only by having to do God's will

. et ' 138 [ bid.
. - 139 Tbid.
p s 2 .- : o 140 [bid.
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and experience remarkable success at doing so is precisely what makes him and his story
I

simultancously tragic and comic. Jonah is tragic because his vanity and egotism lead him to
the pathetic act of running away from God's command. Jonah's passion for justice over
Divine will resonates with elements of classical Greek tragedy wherein otherwise
respectable characters act with narrow vision in their obsessive pursuit of one virtue to the
tragic neglect of all others. Jonah's obsession with his version of justice is like Ocdipus’
unrelenting and ultimately destructive search for truth.!#! Jonah is also like Creon,
Antigone’s uncle, judge and executioner, in his catastrophic insistence on law and
order.!#2 However Jonah, unlike Oedipus and Creon, is simultancously a comic character
because of the poetic way in which he is compelled to do God's will despite himself. What
is equally funny is that in doing so Jonah enjoys an unparalleled success which he
considers to be utterly depressing.!43

The dual tragic and comic nature of Jonah’s character'is highlighted in the very first
chapter when he tries to escape God's command. Jonah was actually not the only one of
G(')d's prophets to try to runaway from doing God's will but, from Simon’s perspective,
he was the most pathetic and absurd of them. Like Jonah, Jeremiah hopes to escape God's

command but unlike Jonah, he ‘rccugnims quickly that a prophet is unable (o resist the

‘word of God. He testifies:

+ The word of the Lord causes me constant disgrace and contempt. I thought [to
myself], “I will not mention Him, no more will I speak in His name™ — But [His
"word] was like a raging fire in my heart, shut up in-my bones; I could not hold itin,
I was helpless. (Jer. 20:8-9)

141 Sophocles, Three Tragedies, “Oedipus the King,” trans. David Grene. (Chicago:

_University of Chicago Press, 1954).

142Sophocles, “Antigone,” trans. Elizabeth WyckofT. » .
143 While Simon does not actually draw the comparisons which I have made in this
paragraph his work on the-pathetic nature of Jonah's character inspired my reading of the
simultaneously tragic and comic elements at work in the text.
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Like the commanding feeling in Jeremiah's bones, Divine command prevents Jonah from
hiding himself from God and from leading a cun\'cnlmmhlc If he 1s truly a prophet
Jonah should no better then to think that he can escape God's word, and his attempt to
runaway despite this fact is both laughable and pathetic. !+
Jonah spares no expense in‘his attempt to do the impossible. According to

numerous aggadic sources, Jonah's anxious desire 10 flee was so great that he was believed

to have “hired the whole ship™ in an effort to expedite his flight. This belief led exegetical

writers to speculate about the extent of Jonah's wealth.!45

Without entering the debate over Jonah's personal wealth, [Jack Sasson]
nevertheless support the contention that Jonah hired the [entire] ship and its crew,
for the following reasons. First of all, the narrative in chapter one speaks only of
Jonah and the crew. As a matter of fact, the narrative would become too cluitered,
and certainly off-focus, were there any other passengers on board. Think how
complicated the lots—casting scene would have become, for one example....
Second, the vocable sakar [commonty translated as “fare”], is worthy of attention.
As used in Scripture, it clearly means wages, for hire of services.... As far as
[Sasson] can research the mul(cr, until Roman times ... the ancient world did not

have a specifjc word for “a fare,” a charge for the purchase of space in an

expedition, seagoing or otherwise.!4¢

For this reason, Sasson and Simon!47 assert that Jonah was not as passive in his attempt to

) runaway as it'may have initially appeared. Like Miles, Sasson and Simon seem convinced
. R / i that Jonah’s boarding of the ship was a deliberate action of defiance. However, they stop
well short of suggesting, as does Miles, that his actions represent the height of

sacreligiousness.148 Both authors seem to prefer more subtle and reverent readings of

Jonah's rapid and expensive departure. i ' v

: 3 i ) 144 Simon, p.43. : :
’ » i - " 145 For aggadic citations see: Sasson, p. 83 & Simon, p. 44.-
: ; ' ; 146 Sasson, pp. 83-84.
. T ’ 147 Simon, p. 44.
d ' 3 ' % ot 148 Miles, p.172.
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Simon argues that even after Jonah's absurd attempt to runaway from God by boat,
his laughable and pathetic behavior does not stop. The pm'nc quality of his actions is
epitomized by his taking a nap in the midst of God's commanding storm: “The Lord cast a
mighty wind upon the sca, and such a great tempest came upon the sca that the ship was in
danger of breaking up ....Jonah, meanwhile, had gone down into the hold of the vessel
where he lay down and fell asleep.™ (Jon. 1:4-5) Like other commentators, Simon takes up
the challenge of trying to determine exactly when Jonah's snooze occurred. At issue is ’
whether or not Jonah went down for his nap before or after the arrival of the storm. Simon
points out that the past perfect of yrd, to go down, allows the reader two interpretive
options: the word could imply that Jonah took his nap before the storm began, or
alternatively it could be used 0 indicate that Jonah lay down to nap just as the storm began
to rage. Simon prefers to read the verse to indicate that Jonah decided to take his nap ata
moment when the tempest was already coming upon the sea. '4? This allows him to contrast

the highly responsive reaction of the sailors with the passive, apathetic reaction of the

pvrophcl‘ While the sailors are take spiritual and practical steps to get themselves out of
danger, Jonah decides to go 10 sleep, “to close his eyes to the possible religious meaning of
the storm.” 150 Going to sleep is a continuation of Jonah's rebellion. According to Simon,
. ' 3 Jonah is well aware of the fact that the storm is a sign of God's pursuit.!5! While his

rebellion to God's request began with an active response, in which he took deliberate steps

to runaway, his rebellion continues in a different style, he responds passively, with the
_epitome of non action — falling asleep. Once Goq chooses to reassert His authority by

means of a storm, Jonah decides to counter His power with a gesture of denial. If Jonah

can’ t flee from his duty physically or spatially, perhaps he can escape God's ord?rs by

‘sleeping. In fact, Jonah may be thinking that God can only control his reality if he is

' o A ' 149 Simon, p.48.
t g, - 150 [ bid,
d - co T ; L 151 [bid,
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awake. By going to sleep Jonah attemplts to deny the reality and the seriousness of the
storm, hoping to escape God's command through his dormant withdrawal. Furthermore,
Simon suggests that Jonah's ability to sleep during this maritime cnisis is the first of many
indications that the prophet has a tendency to prefer death over life, a behavior that becomes
fully explicit in chapter four. 152

Jonah's desire to flee his prophetic calling through sleep 1s also significant because
it provides us with the first of several striking similarities between Jonah and the pr()pht:l
Elijah.!S3 Like Jonah, Elijah also tries (o escape reality through sleep (I Kings 19:5). Also
like Jonah, God provides Elijah with a dramatic salvation through special animals (1 Kings
17:2-6). And like Jonah, Elijah too prays to God, while sitting under a plant, to grant him
death (I Kings 19:4).154 '

As we have noted, according to the proponents of “the satirical thesis™ the Hebrew
prophet’s ability to enjoy the “sleep of the righteous™ while the 1dol worshipping sailors
reverently pray for their lives is intended to make the prophet look absurd. Moreover, the
fact that Jonah needs a personal invitation from the ship's captain just to invest himself in
the fate of the ship is yet another example of the ludicrous irony intended to make a
mockery of the prophet.!55 According to Simon however, the irony at work in this
pericope is of a more subtle, compassionate nature than the biting mockery of sarcasm:
Jonah’s flight into sleep is endemic of his hopeless existential struggle with his God.
Simon acknowledges that humor is at play in this scene but he argues that the laughter lies
in Jonah's determined, yet self-righteous attempt to keep struggling with God despite His
overwhelming Power.!56 While Simon would hardly concur with the assertion that Jonah

is God's “straightman,” he would agrée with Mather that Jonah's quality of endurance and

152 [bid.

153 [bid.

1541bid. p.77

155 Ibid, pp. 16-17
156 [bid.
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perseverance is an essential element of the Book™s humor. Jonah's resistance is funny
because he is so determined to get his way, although it is uﬂgr.l)‘ impossible. And even
when Jonah faces difficulties he still “remains available for the next round of Divine
surprises.”!57 Jonah's disinterest in joining the sailors in prayer is “the logical consequence
of his refusal to prophesy:™ Having refused to accept a Divine command, Jonah neither
wants nor expects God to hear his prayer. '3 Simon argues that Jonah's refusal to pray is
emblematic of his desire to be true to himself and to his actions. He wisely believes that he
can’t fairly try to engage God when he has runaway from Him. Therefore, the irony in this
pericope, is not ludicrous, but pathetic.!5? Jonah has comered himsell into a sad position
wherein he believes that he can’t even pray to his own God.

Simon highlights the imns of the storm pericope in which Jonah, who refused to
rebuke Nineveh, receives a rebuke from the ship’s Captain, ordering him to anise and pray
to His God. As was noted, according to Simon, Jonah believes that after having refused to
“cry out to Nineveh™ at God’s command, he can not possibly ery out now on behalf of the
suil‘ors and himself. The Captain, on the other hand, expresses a cautious hope that God
will respond to their pleas for deliverance, but he presumes no guaranteed response. In this
way, the Captain foreshadows the King of Nineveh who hopes that the city’s repentance

A will cause God to change His mind. The text does not offer Jonah's response to the
Captain, and nor is there any mention of his prayer. Therefore, Simon argues, the audience
s /hus no other alternative but to surmise that Jonah not only rebuffed the Captain’s urgent
command to pray, but that he also declined to explaip the reasons behind his refusal. 190
In sharp contrast to Jonah, who tries to escape from reality and block out the
serious nature of the stormy situation, the saitors take a highly active role in trying to

discover the reason for their dire predicament. When their initial prayers and their attempt to

157 Miles, p.288.
158 Simon,
. 159 bid, pp. 16-17, 48.
N 160 [bid, p. 49.
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lighten the vessel fail to amcliorate the storm, the sailors conclude that their valiant
measures have fallen short due (o their lack of undcrslundm—g’;;bnul the reason for the
tempest. The game of the goralot, lots, is founded on the “ethical assumption™16! that there
1s a sinner among them whose wrongdoing is jeopardizing the lives of everyone else on the
ship. The fact that the word goralor, “lots,” is used three times within one verse o
describe the planning of the game, the execution of the game, and the resolution of the
game, reveals the author's conscious artistic decision to slow down the tale so as to “make
the audience participate in the mounting tension™ of the sporting and risky moment 162
(Jon. 1:7).
Once the lots fall upon Jonah, he is greeted with a flurry of questions. Whereas

Good sees the questions of the sailors as superfluous and absurd, Simon regards their style
of interrogation as emblematic of their thoughtfulness and prudence. Even in the furious
storm the sailors do not become impulsive. Their questions reveal what they regard to be a
highly rational method of inquiry: “In order to stop the storm they must learn the identity of
Jnnllh‘s God and find out how Jonah has offended-Him. [Like skilled detectives, | they rain
down a litany of questions that are repetitious and overlapping so as to get to the bottom of
things.”163 Jonah doesnot.answer the sailors’ question about his occupation, but rather

3 anticipates their future questions and provides them with the answer that he thinks is more

applicable. Jonah identifies himself as an ivri , a Hebrew, one who reveres the God “who

[

/"madc both sea and land.” (Jon. 1:9) Taken as a whole, therefore, Jonah's answers to the
sailors’ first round of questions leave much to be desired. He conveniently ignores their

; initial question about his occupation; probably because it would reveal far'more about his

situation than he cares to at the moment. Toxthe questions regarding his origins, his»

response is somewhat mixed. He tells them he is an ivri, a Hebrew, and this piece of

; : ' : 161 [bid.
, . 162 [bid.
J o . ~ 163 [bid, p. 50.
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information is probably sufficiently detailed to answer to the sailors questions: “where have
you come from? What is your country, and of what people are you?” (Jon. 1:8) However,

the second part of his reply to their three questions, “I fear the Lord, who made the sex and
land” (Jon 1:9), must strike the sailors as rather strange. If Jonah is a devotee of the Lord,

then why didn’ t he beseech his God to stop the storm?

The juxtaposition of the yira gedolah, great fear, of the sailors with the statement
“ani yareh,” | fear, in the mouth of Jonah, is not intended as a mockery of the
prophet but rather it is used to define a counterdistinction between where the saiiors
and Jonah stand, in relation to each other and to God, at this moment. Jonah
understands the power of God, but he is not afraid to defy Him or go against His
will. In contrast, the Sailors do not have an understanding of God’s workings, but,

unlike Jonah, they are afraid of God's power, [and seek to learn His will].164

Given the life threatening storm around them, the sailors are anxious to know the misdeed’
of this strange man whose God rules over,all the world (Jon 1: 10). Like the earlier
question and command of th& Captain (Jon. 1:6), the query “what is it you have. you
done?” carries a tone of rebuke. Simon points out, however, that the sailors™ question 1s
not phrased to say “what have you done /o us? In fact, he argues, the sailors ability to
refrain from over personalizing }hc situation is yet another example of the “positive and
unsélfish aspects of their collective image.”165 The sailors words and actions are not
motivated by their ar;éc‘r'al Jonah for/ﬁ)c terrible predicament that he has brought upon
them. Instead of being angry, the sailors response towards Jonah is informed by their

sense of shock at Jonah’s careless decision to hazard an escape attempt from a God who is

both omnipresént and omnipotent.1%

164 [bid, p. 51.
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In the face of an ever growing storm, the sailors are desperate to discover
——
something that they can do 1o free themselves and Jonah from the God who 1s pursuing
him. However, Simon illustrates, the sailors’ desperation does not cause them to lose their
deep sense of humanity and compassion. By asking Jonah's opinion about what they
should do, the sailors’ sensitivity to Jonah and their reluctance to do anything reckless or
impulsive is made vibrantly clear. In contrast to their cautious and paitent posture in the
midst of a crisis that is not of their own making, Jonah insists on being stubborn and
stupid. A wiser and calmer person might have seen being selected by the lots as a last
L chance to “atone for his flight,” but instead Jonah insists on ceatinuing along his
downward and destructive course, even if it costs him his life. “Jonah submits to his
pursuer, [who is God,| but he continues in his rebelliousness. He prefers death, passive
suicide, to repentance for his flight and acceptance of his [God—given] responsibility to
prophesy to Nineveh.” 167
Simon argues that whereas the thoughts of the sailors focus on the root of Jonah's
t . sin, the thoughts of the prophet I‘(x;us on the consequences of how his flight has put these
poor sailors in peril.!68 Just \\/'hcn the audience expects Jonah to confess what he did to
aggravate his God, the lc‘\'.l switches from the voice of Jonah to the voice of the narrator.

According to Simon, the fact that the audience is denied from hearing the.prophet’s

) confession, is intended to help shift the focus from what Jonah has done wrong to what is

i A‘inul to do right: Jonah accepts responsibility for the crew’s well being. He regards the

prospect of his own drowning less as a punishment for himself, than as a noble deed which
he can perform in order to save the sailors, he says: “Throw me overboard, and the sea will .
calm down for you” (Jon. 1:12).1¢% Of coursé, Jonah's act is not completely admirable.

The >facl that he doesn’t simply repent is indicative of his persistent desire to rebel against

; S 167 Ibid, p. 52.
A : ‘ 168 [ bid,
d ' ' . ' B 169 [bid.




52

God, even if he saves the life of the sailors he doesn’t do it at the expense of his destination
of defiance.

The sailors have very different ideas from Jonah. Regardless of the fact that Jonah
has acknowledged responsibility for endangering them and has requested to be thrown
overboard, the sailors are still not convinced that killing an “innocent man” is the only way
out. “Despite the previous failure of technical efforts (Jon. 1:5), the sailors initial response
to Jonah’s request, the logic of which is seemingly irrefutable, is to try to extricate
themselves from their stormy predicament through the technical means of their oars;” |

“nevertheless, the men rowed hard to regain the shore, but they could not, for the sea was

growing more and more stormy about them.” (Jon. 1: 13). Only when their rowing proves |
futile, in the midst of an increasingly violent storm. do the sailors remorsefully give—in to

Jonah’s command (Jon. 1:13, 15). Even still, before these sweet sailors do the dreadful act

of casting Jonah onto the waves, they cry out once more to God to let Him know, in no

uncertain terms, that they are obeying Him under protest: “They cried out to the Lord, ‘Oh,

please, Lord, do not let us perish on account of this man’s life. Do not hold us guilty of
killing an innocent person. For You, O Lord, by Your will, have brought this about” (Jon.

1:14). Citing a wonderfully comic midrash, Simon acknowledges that he is hardly the first

commentator to be fascinated by the sailors’ reticence to throw Jonah in the water. Seizing ;
on the seemingly superfluous verb wayis’u, “they lifted him up,” (Jon, 1:15), aggadic

literature further develops the image of the sailors in agony over their obligation to take an

innocent life. The midrash transforms the complimentary actions of “lifting Jonah up and

casting him overboard” into the image of the sailors raising and lowering Jonah into and

out of the sea, in their hope that God will be fooled, or perhaps placated, if they simply dip

the prophet in deep enough. .

They took him and placed him into the sea up to his knees, and the storm abated.
They lifted him back on board, and the sea became agitated against them. They |
placed him back up to his neck, and the sea-storm abated. Once again they lifted

S —
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him back among them, and the sea became agitated against them. Finally they cast

him in entirely, and immediately the sea storm abated.!70
Simon argues that it is this pained, yet provocative, moral maturity which distinguishes the
sailors from their passenger. Unlike Jonah, they find a way to articulate their dissent from
God’s plan, while still recognizing that they have no choice but to obey it. Moreover,
Simon points out, they have the humility and the reverence to ask God's forgiveness for an
act they have performed under protest. In the end, despite the fact that they felt compelled
by God to do something which displeased them, the sailors are portrayed as a model of
rcvcrcncc.:, fearing God, offering sacrifices to Him, and making vows (Jon. 1:14-16).

While the sailors are the modicum of reverence, praying somewhat regularly, Jonah
doesn’ t actually pray to God until he is in the belly of a fish for thre¢ days and three nights.
(Jon. 2:1-2) In fact, midrashic writers argued that God performs some very crafty tricks,
including the sex—change of a fish, in order to get Jonah to worship-Him. The chrC\\.', the
word for fish, dag, is used twice in the [irst verse of chapter two, in the second verse a
variant of lh.c word for fish, dugah, is used when referring to Jonah's position, in ihe

t ‘

fish’s entrails, when he is finally prepared to pray. The midrashic writers played upon the
possibility that the dagah in Jon. 2:2 could be construed to denote a female fish. In the

Midrash the author seizes o the feminine rendering of the word to concretize Jonah's

stubbornness:

[Even when Jonah was il ihc belly of a whale,] he did not pray because he was not
compelled to do so. He spent three days in the whale’s belly and still he had not
prayed. The Holy One said: “I made him a big comfortabie place within the innards
of the whale so that he would not be overly distressed, and still he does not pray to
me?! I'1l teach him a lesson. I’ll put him in a fish pregnant with three htindred and

170 Simon, p. 53 & Sasson p. 141; see: Pirke D’Rebbe Eliezar 1:10; Yalkut Shemum
Vol. I1:550. X
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sixty five thousand litle fishies, then he'll feel crowded and cramped and he will

P

pray to me,"17!

And so it seems that God's plan worked, at least partially, because Jonah offered up a
Song of thanksgiving to God. In so far as Simon considers the language of drowning to be
an important clement at work in the Song, he is in agreement with Miles and Mather. The
critical difference in his analysis, however, is that while these commentators assert the
drowning motif is enlarged to a comical extreme, Simon sces the Song as a offering a
series of correctives to the prophet’s behavior intended to show how Jonah regards his
current position with respect-to God. It is God himself who has cast Jonah into the depths.
The second person address and second person ending attached to the waves and breakers
serves to dramatize the idea that God is responsible for Jonah's situation: *You cast me into
the depths. .. Your waves are rushing over me. Your breakers are drowning me.” (Jon. 2:4)
Like a desperate drowning victim Jonah feels that each and every one of these forces is
béing hurled directly at him by God. Yetitis this traumatic experience and his salvation
from it that finally compels Jonah to brc.uk his silence toward his Creator and praise His
greatness.!72

Ironically, Jonah's time in the whale marks the start of his being forced to recognize

God's greatness despite himself. The prayer is the beginning of a process that, according to

- Simon, returns the prophet to God and to himself.!7 The fact that the psalm is offered in

the spirit of thanksgiving and not that of repentance is an extension of the reticence and

rebelliousness which remain in the.prophet’s heart, even after his extraordinary salvation.
Jonah's affect therefore, resembles that of those rebellious but needy teenagers who want

{6 maintain a posture of protest, even when they know that what they are being “forced to

171 Simon, p. 58. From: Midrash Yonah, p.98. See also Sasson, p. 155, fn.122: *S.
Talmon informs me of an illustration on a manuscriptat his disposal wherein a mermaid
awaits Jonah's splash into the waters.”

172'1bid, pp. 59-60.
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do” is ultimately what is best for them. The overwhelming anxiety of almost drowning
chastens Jonah into grateful prayer, an act that rcul"ﬁr_r;:Gmi‘s power, but which is still a
far cry from accepting God's justice. As a profession in and of itself Jonah's prayer
compensates for his silent refusals 1o go to Nineveh and 1o join his prayers with those of
the sailors. In terms of how the Psalm’s content is set within a larger context, however,
Simon argues that it fulfills a different function than simply that of compensation. Both
thematically and syntactically it reveals a hero who is beginning to return to God but is still
far from recognizing the depths of his own self-rightcousness, a character trait which
caused him to sink so low in the [irst place.!7

Jonah’s inability to fully change his indignant ways is made clear as soon as he sets
foot in Nineveh. Although lhis ume Jonah responds quickly to God's command, he still
doesn’t do it with the full heart and zeal that we might expect from someone who has

undergone such a humbling ordeal at God's hands. According to a satiric reading of the

Book, the immediate and total repentance of the Ninevites at the urging of a foreign

messenger, serves as an ironic indictment, by comparative inference, of Israel’s continued
refusal 1o listen fo its own prophets in their own land of Jerusalem. Simon, however,
insists that the satirists are making an unfair comparison. Likening the two cities and

T ) 3 peoples responses “totally ignores the fact that” what is presented to have happened

overnight in the fairytale of Nineveh is a “pure idealization,” not to be compared with what
e / is presented in graphic realism about the history of the people Israel in the city of
Jerusalem.175
Simon argues that the enthusiastic penitence of the Ninevites is an even greater
departure from real life than was the prophet’s survival inside a whale. Unlike the storm
* which elicits the devotion of the sailors, or spending three days in a big fish, whjph evokes

: 7 ' the prayer of Jonah, the miracle of the Ninevites immediate and sincere response comes

: s o 174 Ibid, p. 55.
A ‘ : ’ : L 175 Ibid, pp.16-17.
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without any dramatic special effects. They are attentive even when all they hear is five
words from a highly reluctant prophet, who does not cven bother (o speak directly with
their King. Hence what would logically have been the Book's climax is performed entirely
without a giant showdown. The only real conflict, as it turns out, is not between God and
Nineveh, but between God and his pathetic prophet. The climax of their conflict happens
when Jonah is thrown into the water and, for a brief moment, the audience wonders
whether he will live or die. Indeed the people of Nineveh are so cooperative that what is ’
found in the city can only termed a climax because of its comedic effect. While Simon
deems a comparison between the prophets of Nineveh and Jerusalem unfair he 1s stll
impressed by the surprising relationship between Jonah's prophetic effort, or lack thereof,

and his societal results. Isaiah walks around naked for three years in an utterly

unsuccessful attempt to get Judah'to stop cooperating with the Assyrian leadership: (Isa.
20: 12) Jonah, however, utters only a few words without any appeal to signs, wonders or
melodrama and, much to his surprise, a foreign city abandons its evils ways. 176

Whereas Simon agrees with all of the scholars that we have reviewed that the scene

with the Ninevites is himorous, he passionately argues that the humor is not one of satire.

The audience does not laugh in mockery or ridicule at Jonah or Israel. Laughter is evoked

s by the simple fact that these Ninevites are so quick to accept Jonah's word and the mandate
’ of Israel’s God. We laugh at the Ninevites because we don’t expect them (o be so
amenable. Thus, according to Simon, the humor of the Book is not intended to deride
Jonah or Israel but rather to act as a mashal, thPing people to make an analogy between
the Ninevites actions and their own: if these people, of all people, can listen o God's
message and atone for their misdeeds then so can Isracl: The story is a lesson ifl humility,
inspiring the audience 1o repent, rather than shaming them into belicving they have

) : ) squandered their chance to change.!”’

) Ll ' 176 Ibid, pp. 11-12.
, " ; . N 177 Ibid, pp. 11, 16-17
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Those of the satiric school assert that the inclusion of Ninevite animals and
—
livestock in the acts of fasting and wearing sackcloth is pure slapstick. What could be more
ridiculous then forcing dumb animals to join their masters in their acts of contrition? For
satirists, the zoological element of the text serves as further proof of the.mockery and
ridicule contained within it. Simon concedes that viewing the animal inclusion as slapstick
is a viable interpretation, but he also brings substantial proof to argue that the matter.is
more complicated than we might have first expected. Theologically, Simon questions
whether or not the penitence of the animals further contributes to the idealization of the
£ Ninevites repentance, or if it only makes it appear all the more ludicrous.!78
Given the wondrous speed and comprehensiveness of the Ninevite response to
God's message, the addition of animals (o their penitential program could well be designed

to further enhance the immediacy and all inclusiveness of their miraculous repentance.

Hence, the King's animal edict may really serve (o illustrate the commendable piety of the

Ninevites. On the other hand, however, Simon points out that instead of seeing the
¢ Ninevites repentance as ideal, Rabbinic literature has seized upon the ludicrous potential of
animal repentance as [;an of a defensive homiletic agenda to undermine the authenticity and

integrity of the Ninevites.1 The Talmud Y erushalmi Ta’anit 65b states: “The Ninevites

said if you are not going to have pity on us, we are not going to have pity on them (our

) beasts).!80 Here the Ninevites emerge as vindictive people who take out their frustration at
b / God by abusing their animals. Another Midrash, offered in the same vein, teaches as
follows:

Rabbi Shimon Ben Levi said: ‘The people of Nincvch did a repentance of cheating.’
Rabbi Shimon Ben Halafta said: ‘They put the young calves inside and the mothers

, . : 178 [bid, pp.16-17.
- : 179 1bid, p. 70
; 180 bid,
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of young calves outside. They put the donkeys inside and their mothers outside.
This caused a wild bleating from both sides.” 181

In this Midrash, the rabbis seem to be trying 10 prove that the Ninevites tears weren' t really
genuine but contrived, involving the manipulation of innocent animals. Simon, however,
rejects this type of interpretation believing it is defensive, ahistorical and insupportable.
Simon asserts that throughout scripture in general, the Book of Jonah included, there is
evidence of a pervasive cultural belief that the lives and fate of humankind and the animal
world are inseparably related to each other.'®2 *Not only 1s it the case that because of the
evil of mankind the beasts and the birds were sentenced to annihilation during the flood,
but the saving of mankind was linked to the saving of creatures. Even the cessation of
God’s punishment was dcpcndcrlll upon humans and animals alike:” 18 God “remembered
Noah and all the beasts and all the cattle that were with him on the ark ... and the waters
subsided.” (Gen. 8:1). In other instances, the biblical text is deliberate in its language,
stating that animals, as well as humans, are effected when theological warnings are ignored
and geo—political conquests are ﬁmdc. (Jer, 27: 6). In Psalms, we find it clearly stated that
salvation is not exclusive to humankind: “Your justice [is] like the great deep, man and
beast you deliver, O Lx;rd“ (Ps. 36:7). If both humans and beasts can be saved by God,
then why can’t they both repent to Him? Should Nineveh be overturned, both human
beings and beasts will be killed and therefore the people have no rescrvations about forcing
7 " their ;inimals to take part in the penitential fast. In addition, the Book of Judith makes
explicit refer?ncc to a fast in which animals are not allowed water or pasture (Jud. 4:10-
12), and the Book of Joel depicts animals calling out to God for relief: “the very beasts cry
out to You: for the water courses are dried Up and fire has consumed the pastures and the -

\;/ildemess." (Joel 1:20). 184 Seen in this context, Simon argues, the words of the King are

181 [bid.
182 Ibid.

183 bid, p. 70. o . :
184 |bid. Simon makes all of these biblical citations in furthering his argument.
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not ludicrous but part of a highly rational and reverent program: ;r\_lo man or beast — of
flock or herd — shall taste anything! They shall not graze, and they and they shall not drink
water! They shall be covered with sackcloth — man and beast — and shall cry mightily to
God.” (Jon. 3:7-8)

After building a foundation for his argument by citing these examples from sacred
texts, Simon supports his assertion further by highlighting historical evidence to boister his
claim that the Ninevites inclusion of animals was serious, admirable, consistent with a
pattern established in the ancient world. Making the animals put on sack cloth and ashes
seems o signify that they are joining their masters in mourning. Simon regards the
inclusion of animals as a significant mandate, especially considering the fact that the works
of Herodotus and Plutarch!85 both provide evidence that there was an established tradition
in which the beasts of illustrious officers took part in such acts of “moﬁmmg" as an
element of their funeral rites. Ih the anﬁicnl world and even in some cultures and contexts
today, beasts of burden such as ho?ses and elephants are often decked out in highly
omamented regalia as a display of power and wealth. Just as the citizens of Nineveh must
doff their everyday and/or fancy dress, and don the ““costume™ of mouming, so t0o their
animals must do the same.186

Furthermore, Simon notes that while some aggadic sources, like those cited earlier,
contend that the Ninevites used their animals to engineer a false wailing to evoke God's
meéy, this does not reflect an unanimous opinion within Rabbinic literature. Ibn Ezra
actually refutes this assertion. He states that the language of the text indicates that only
human beings were crying out. Ibn Ezra bases his reading on the fact that while the word
ish (man) occurs twice in Jon. 3:8, the word behemah (beast) is only used once. Hence,.he

e word “man” is used to clarify that while both man and beast

185See Herodotus, 9.22-24 & Plutarch. “The Life of Alexander,” 72. (Simon, pp. 70-71

& Sasson, p. 255)
186 [bid, p.71.
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Jonah has tried so hard to evade God and why he will be so sad for the rest of the
o

narrative. Jonah's disobedience and depression is spurned on by the fact that he knows

God to be “compassionate, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness,” and last, but

certainly not least, “renouncing of punishment.” (Jon. 4:2 ) Jonah 1s aware that God

wanted to pardon the people of Nineveh from the very beginning and he believes that

God’s judgment in this matter 1s highly mistaken. It is only now, when his fears have been

realized, that Jonah breaks from his stoic silence and, crying out in anger, tells God and the

' audience that God’s merciful nature 1s the reason why he “fled to Tarshish.™ (Jon. 4:2) It1s

A ’ here that the comic and tragic nature of the Book comes (¢ a climax. Jonah actually

disapproves of one of God's most admirable and awesome qualities. He cven assumes a

vigilant position, desiring God to punish others but pardon himsell. Jonah even has the

chutzpah, if you will, to remind God of a conversation that (hé) supposedly had back in

Israel. He says: “O Lord! Isn’ t this just what [ said when [ was still in my own country?”

(Jon. 4:2) To offer a brutal paraphrase, he actually has the audacity to tell God: *T told You

b so!”
Simon sees Jonah's thoughts and feelings throughout this final chapter as reflective

of the prophet’s desperate need (o retain his self-righteous attitude in an act of defiance

because he is convinced that God's mercy for Nineveh is unjust. Jonah's posture of protest
produces profoundly ironic results. In chapter three, for example, the word ra‘ah 1s used

s / twice in verse 10 to convey both “the evil” that the Ninevites turned away from and “the

%

punishment” that God chose not to bring upon them. (Jon. 3:10) The word ra’ah is used
again, in the same context, by the prophet when he articulates the reason for his ¢
disobedience, i.e. that God is one “renoﬂncing of punishment.” (Jon. 4:2) Jonah also

‘ seizes upon the verb ra’ah to express his outrage and grief, wayera :_ And Jonah “was
displeased”(Jon: 4:1). According to Simon therefore, ra'ah, which is “Jonah’s term for a

| . \ 7 el ’ terrible injustice” is doubly ironic. It expresses “how the anger from which God had
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relented, now becomes” the sentiment which the prophet embraces.!® The state of “evil,”
ra’ah, which was “removed from Nineveh,” along \\’Ilh—lg impending “punishment,”
ra’ah, which they were spared by God, “comes to lodge in Jonah himself.”1% Jonah now
embodies a great sadness, a great depression, ra’ah gedolah, which consumes him, which
1s “terribly upsetting to him.”!! According to Simon, the repetition of the root r’h, implies
that part of Jonah's presumptuousness lies in his assumption and misuse of God's
language to advance his own self-nighteous position. Jonah fails to see how the city of
Nineveh has benefited from the same attribute of Divine forgiveness as he did when he was
iv' saved by God's fish. He is happy to be the beneficiary of such merciful treatment, but he
fails to see how his redemption in and from the whale’s belly should make him empatheuc,
rather than belligerent to the people of Nineveh. 192
Rather than rejoicing with the people of Nineveh, wholike him have received the
Divine gift of mercy, Jonah feels as if he can’ t distance himself from them enough. In fact,

he can’ t even bear to reconcile living if this requires doing so in a world that tolerates the

t Ninevites existence as well. Jonah can’t get far enough away from them spatially and so he
F asks to be moved away from them existentially: “Please, Lord, take my life, for I would
rather die than live.” (Jon. 4:3) In Simon's view, Jonah's plea for death is consistent with

his tendency throughout the Book to deny the wisdom of God's will. Trying to sleep

h during God’s storm is his way of denying its importance, power and meaning. (Jon. 1:5)

i /" So 100, by pleading for death, he tries to escape the fact that God has decided to save the
people of }\Iineveh. To Jonah, this truth of God’s great compassion is too unjust a reality to
be suffered. He would rather die than live in such an unjust world and as subject to such
unjust God. In the Bible, asking for deathi is not all that unusual a request. Even Moses

-‘asks for death when he is endangered by his leadership duties (Num. 11:15), and the

g ' . Lo - a8 189 [bid, p. 75.
. . S 190 Sasson, p. 272.
191 “Terribly upsetting” is

r i ’ ' Sasson’s translation of the phrase: ra ‘ah gedolah. See p. 270.
‘ NS "y B ' R 192 [bid. p. 75. ,
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prophet Elijah, whose story resonates with Jonah's in many places, asks God for death
e
when he unable to convince his listeners to turn away from their evil idolatrous ways. (I
. Kings 19:4-)193
The satiric school seizes upon the highly ironic contrast between Elijah and Jonah to
support the claim that the audience is intended to see Jonah a melodramatic oaf who lacks
the wisdom to appreciate what he has accomplished. We can all sympathize, on a basic
human level, that someone like Elijah might want to die because of an utterly overwhelming
failure. While we might see such a desire to die as melodramatic, we can stull empathize
4 with it as being a perfectly natural reaction to one of life’s defeats. Jonah's desperate plea
for death, however, seems utterly irrational and absurd when compared to Elijah’s. Jonah
is a man who has just done the impossible; as a foreign prophet he walked into Nineveh
and with a five word message, utterly unsupported by fancy miracles or dramatic art fice,
inspires an entire city to repent and save itsell. He accomplishes what no other Biblical

prophet does. He gets people to listen (o him on.his first try. And yet, he is thoroughly

t miserable. Jonah's great sadness over his tremendous success is intended to be thoroughly

ridiculous. 94

Simon, of course argues to the contrary. While he agrees with the Satirists that the

association with Elijah is intentional, he argues that its purpose is not to deride Jonah but to -

honor the prophet and “make him [appear] sublime.™95 Morally, the two figures, Jonah

= T / ‘and Elijah, are linked by their passion for justice. Psychologically, they are connected by a
shared tendency to identify with and invest themselves entirely in their prophetic work.,
even if it takes Jonah a while to get his act together. When they realize that they can not

fulfill their function as they had planned, théir lives as men, seem to them 1o have been

utterly wasted and meaningless.!%

: / . ' g 193 1bid. p.76-77. A
: , 194 See: Miles, Mather, & Good, among others.
d N ' ) ' . X ok 195 Simon, p.77.
3 196 [ bid.
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In Jonah's eyes, his suffering at the responsiveness of the Ninevites was no less
[painful] than the suffering of Ehjah at the dealness of Isracl. Indeed, Eljah
attributes his failure o his unsuitability to serve as a prophet. And so, God has to
constantly buttress him-up and reassure him. Jonah, however, casts the full
responsibility for his hopeless success on God. Consequently, God has to weaken
Jonah and shake him up, [so that he can assume a proper position of humility and

perspective on the world]. 197 N
Elijah asks for death because he can not convince his people that they are wrong. Whercas
Jonah asks for death because he can not convinee his God that He is wrong.!”® God
'L provides a storm and a whale in an effort to force His prophet to obey His orders. Once
that is accomplished, God provides a plant in order to teach the prophet a lesson in both
compassion and justice. Denied the opportunity to protest God's orders in practice, asking
for death is Jonah's way of protesting His mission in principle. The vast discrepancy
between Jonah's success and his sadness is indeed ironic and even funny. The parallel with
Elijah makes the Jonah story all the more humorous because it amplifies his total intensity

and seriousness, not his absurdity. What makes Jonah's wish for death so funny and so

empathetically recognizable 1o the audience are the lengths to which he will go simply to

— ) ‘ prove he is right.!?

Since his wish for death is not granted, Jonah grudgingly settles for placing a

physical distance between himself and the city. His move to a place east of Nineveh marks
his final attempt to runaway. Once again the prophet is alone, having separated himself

from the signs of God’s power present ail around him. (Jon. 4:5) He tried to separate

% * himself from the storm and the sailors by goin,

g to sleep. (Jon. 1:5) Now he attempts to
nce and salvation of the city by walking away fromit. -

separate himself from the penite

Unlike his resolution to go to Tarshish, or his agreement to go to Nineveh, this third

, 197 Ibid.
4 : LT : v . 198 [bid.
: 199 [bid.
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“move” receives no Divine approval or disapproval. Jonah simply decides to get out of
e

town and God allows him to do so without comment or interference. While this act may
appear 1o contain no explicit meaning on the surface, Simon posits that a closer reading
reveals that Jonah's exit from the city is not as innocent as it may intially seem.2® The
evidence, Simon claims, lies in the use of the word mikedem, castward. Jonah's rebellion
against God began by his shipping—off for Tarshish, the furthest known point to the west.
Now, his pathetic refusal to acknowledge God's justice 1s represented by his leaving
Nineveh and heading towards the cast. “Just as the word Tarshish is mentioned three times
in one verse, (Jon. 1:3) here 100, Jonah's renewed rebellion is expressed by the repetition
of the word of the word ‘yr, city, namely the city of Nineveh, to which Jonah remains
close. (Jon. 4:5)"201 The irony in this passage is twofold: despite all that transpired, Jonah
still clutches desperately to his futile rebellion against God's mercifulness; and Jonah's
need to leave the city, yet still look upon it epitomizes a transformation in him which
involves two contradictory impulses. Firstly: Jonah does not want to sce the penitent city
pardoned from all punishmcn.l. But, secondly, he seems to want to witness this miracle of
their absolution, all be il< from a distance: Jonah “made a booth there and sat under it in the
shade, until he should see what happened to the city.” (Jon. 4: 5) It may be that he wants to
watch only so that he can tell later God how wrong He is for being merciful.202 Jonah is -
still simply too self righteous and oo presumpluous to give up on saying to God, “I old
you so.”

Simon is hardly the first commentator 0 pick up on the strange image of Jonah

starring down upon the city which he deplores. The medieval commentator Rabbi David

200]bid, pp. 77-78.
201 [bid. p.78. .
202 I bi modern image, Jonah's posture here is like a zealot who tells
his/lht::llf:| 'rfnfém ?u};(:ou::a?i a certain book or see a certain film because it is blasphemous
or offensive. One wonders, of course, how someonc can say this unless they have seen the
“offending ;;iece" for themselves. If they have not seen IL, then how can lhe}; judge? If they
have seen it, then who are they to prohibit from others from doing the same?
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Kimhi (Radak) offers an interpretation that Jonah's reason for gazing at the city is that he
hopes that if he watches carefully enough he will discover that the Ninevites haven't
continued their repentance. Radak invites the reader to imagine Jonah straining and
squinting simply to catch sight of some Ninevite sin or misdeed that he canuse as proof to
allege the erroneousness of God's merey.23 We have already noted that Jonah retains his
rebelliousness when he goes west and when he goes cast, he goes to the literal extremes to |
try to put a type of distance between himself and God. However, his desire to look on at

Y the events in the city, is the inverse of his refusal to see what was huppening during the

.IF:

. storm. Although the actions arc opposites their meaning and motivation are the same; in
both instances Jonah refuses accept that God's plans are wise and inescapable 2
For Simon, the image of Jonah as the vigilant prosecutor and accusing fault—finder
of Nineveh summons up an interesting contrast with Abraham .;L\' the staunch defender and
negotiator for Sodom. Both men, he points out, H;n.c the special courage to argue with
God. Yet Abraham does so on the side of mercy, while Jonah does so on the side of
= punishment. What makes this contrast even mor€ intriguing is that neither Abraham, the

defender, nor Jonah, the prosecutor, ultimately succeeds in convincing God to change His

mind. Abraham is perhaps a bit naive, in God’s opinion, about the true character of the

people he tries to defend, but in the end he accepts God's decision with maturity. Jonah,

however makes the mistake of being so passionate about justice that he fails to understand

e e / the need to temper it with mercy and compassion. His failure to see the import of
) - . compassion is highly ironic, considering that the prophet himself has benefited so much
from this Divine attribute. The fact that God continues (o put up with Jonah, despite his
_stubborn, and hypocritical stance is embl;mauc of the mhpassionalc manner through

which God ultimately silences the prophet’s arguments, enabling him to rediscover a love

| 5 e : ) 4 ‘ L 203 For citation see: Simon, p. 78.
’ - 4 : 204 [bid, p. 78-79.



— _ BEEEEEE L lS  aaa

i 67
for life. God orchestrates the swift life and death of the gourd in order to teach Jonah the
importance of mercy and the love we should feel for all lh;ll—T\ cs.205
The lesson of the gourd, in Simon’s view, represents not only the peak of Jonah's
rebellion, but also the beginning of his repentance.2% Simon puts particular emphasis on
the way in which the gourd is introduced into the narrative. The “huge fish™ (Jon. 2:1), the
“gourd” (Jon. 4:6), the “worm” (Jon. 4:7), and the “sultry cast wind™ (Jon. 4:8) are all
introduced by the word wayeman, and God “provided.” The word is used to describe the
way in which God “appoints™ things, like props and special effects, to further and ensure
A His plans. God also “casts,” hetiyl, a “mighty wind,” and a “zreat tempest,” as signs of his
incredible power (Jon. 1:4).God ‘dlrchs the storm and the fish in order to make sure that
Nineveh will get its fair chance at repentance, despite the reticence of His rebellious
prophet. Now, as we reach the conclusion of our tale, God also provides “these various
creatures and natural forces to bring the flecing prophet back to Him." 207
Though Jonah is through with his active.resistance to God's will, he has certainly
t not parted with his posture of pr(;lcsl all together.2%8 [n Simon’s view, the main implication
of Jonah's thrice stated dcsi‘re for death (Jon. 4:3, 4:8-9) is a continuation of the prophet’s

wish to escape from living life with God.2%° Having already discussed Jonah’s initial

request for death (Jon. 4: 3), with an eye (o how it contrasts with that of Elijah, Simon
returns to | Kings 19:4 to underline yet another important distinction between these two

= VR / 'pmphels. Unlike-the petition of Elijah, the second of Jonah's three requests for death is no

. ’ direct addressee (Jon 4:8).210

205 [bid.
) : ’ 206 Ibid, p. 81.
; . £ ; 207 bid.
’ 208 [bid, p.84. ‘
’ G- g ) - . ’ x & 209 [bid. ]
: 210 [bid.
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In this [second] request, the rebellion of Jonah reaches the peak that precedes its
waning. This time Jonah is not silent as he was 6 the boat, nor does he express his
rebelliousness at the same level as he did after the pardon of Nineveh. Here instead
he reflects and pleads lor death without turning to or addressing God, who has

already responded 1o his [first] request negatively. 2!

Simon regards God's refusal to grant Jonah his wish as doubly ironic. Normally we might
think that the prayers of a prophet carry a special \\éxghl. Yet whereas God grants the
petitions of the sailors (Jon. 1:14-15) and the Ninevites (Jon. 3:10), the request of the
runaway prophet is repeatedly revoked, in a seemingly uncompassionate w ay.212 On the
other hand however, God's negative response is consistent with His merciful tendency to
preserve life, since the pculmris of both the sailors and the Ninevites involve their survival,
and those of Jonah involve his death. As we have seen with other commentators, Simon
regards Jonah's depression over the death of the plant as decidedly inappropriate. The
repetitive wording of God's queries, “Do you do well to be angry?” (Jon. 4:4, 4:9), in
;egard to Jonah’s bouts with anger serves 0 highlight the pathetic nature of Jonah's
frustration. Simon draws’particular ull(;nli()n to the fact that while Jonah refused to answer
God's challenge to his anger about the pardoning of Nineveh (Jon. 4: 4), the prophet
provides a particularly vocal reaction when God questions his depression over the plant.
(Jon 4:9). By ignoring the question about Nineveh, yet responding to the one about the
gourd, Jonah reveals that the “truth be told, the salvation of Nineveh was not as important

for him as the loss of the plant. He himself admits that the multi-dimensional assault on the

order of justice in the world did not anger him as much as this assault upon him.” He was
n what he perceived to be a travesty of

pained more by the perishing of the plant:tha

“injustice.213

211 Ibid.
212 [bid.
213 Ibid.
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Likening Jonah's despair over the gourd to Hx_\;mn concern for Nineveh is God's
final attempt to make the prophet sce the absurdity of his position. Simon points out that
God is remarkably generous in making an analogy between His own relationship with
Nineveh and Jonah's relationship with the gourd because they are, in actuality, very
different in a number of ways. Firstly, there is a great discrepancy between the amount of
work which has been put into these respective relationships. Whereas Jonah has done
nothing to sustain the plant, (Jon. 4:10) God, The Creator, is the parent and sustainer of all
' that lives, and the city of Nineveh is no exception. Secondly, there 1s a tremendous

4 ’ distinction between the duration of Jonah's relationship with the plant and God's with
Nineveh. While Jonah has barely enjoyed this plant for a single day (Jon. 4:10), God has
been concerned about the well-being of Nineveh for an inestimable length of time. Thirdly,
there is a significant difference between the benefit which Jonah derives from the ﬁlum and
which God derives from the city. Jonah loves the plant because it provides him with shade

(Jon. 4:6), God has no such physical needs and therefore does not derive any material

% benefit from the Ninevites, or anyone else for that matter.2!4 God's comparison, in this
regard is overwhelming. Time investment, labor investment and the unconditional nature of

His relationship with the Ninevites all support God's claim that they are deserving of

mercy, yet the prophet expects God to have no regard for the life of Nineveh, while he )

agonizes over a plant. The implication of God's analogy, therefore, is that mercy is not

y or pain, but moreover because there are certain things or

3

& - e 7 simply derived from sympath

relationships which one can not bear to lose. Despite the overwhelming differences

between the relationship of Jonah and his plant and God and His city, there is an

underlying similarity. Just as Jonah feels sorrow over the loss of the plant, so.too, God

would feel sorrow were Nineveh to be Jost.215 The comparison between the plant and the

| ' . ' i ) ‘ city ironically overturns Jonah's self-righteous resentment-of Divine mercy by

1 .
| X "

| r Cre 4 e : _ 214 [bid, p. 84-85.
- . » 215 [bid, p. 84.
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demonstrating that the prophet’s criterion for caring are far mor irrational and bizarre than
are those of God.
Simon’s analysis of the way in which God describes the Ninevites, the recipients of

His hotly disputed Divine mercy, differs greatly from the commentators surveyed in the

rest of this piece. Simon disagrees with those who argue that the Ninevites inability to

distinguish their nght from their left implies that they are deficient in their moral and ethical
" understanding because they are Gentiles. (Jon. 4:11) Simon points out that were this true it

Y would be inconsistent with the way in which Genuies are depicted throughout the rest of

I

» the Book. Indeed, both the Sailors and the Ninevites are shown (o be intelligent,
responsible, and penitent.2!6 For this reason, Simon aligns himsell with the medieval
commentators who argue that *not knowing right from left” does not refer to the entire
Ninevite population but rather to the Ninevite children, who have )cAl to reach the age of
reason and can not, therefore, be held accountable for their actions 2!7 This non-culpability

_ of children, Simon posits, is a well QOcumcnlcd concept in biblical literature. When God

. angrily tells those who believed the reports of false spies that they will not be allowed to

enter into the land, He exempts their children from this punishment because “they do not

yet know good from bad” (Deut. 1:39). What is more, Simon argues, Scripture also

implies that before one reaches aduithood, not only can a child not recognize the difference
between good and bad, but that children are essentially incapable of doing evil (Isa. 7:15-

6). 218

‘ A " I'find this reading problematic and inconsistent. If the lesson of the gourd is God's

way of demonstrating the ineffable nature of His mercy, then why would the text limit the v

. scope of His mercy to include only children? And, if it is true that God is only concerned

{ ¢ . ? e . )
| ¢ 05 b 216 bid, p.86. . .
1 . . 27 Ibildd. pl? 86-&7. Simon cites Rashi, Ibn Ezra and Radak in order to support this
| d L 3 ‘ i . ¥ L* B assertion about the Ninevites.

o ' ] 218 [bid.



for the children, then why doesn’t He save the children and punish the parents, s Was the
case in the passage from Deut. 1:39, W hich Simon cited as a proof- text?

The people of Nineveh are righteous 1n their immediate pursutt of repentance, but
even the All Merciful acknow ledges that they have been evil. (Jon. 1:2) Asked to present @
defense of why He 1550 forgiving in the face of such wickedness, God dlplnmuncull)‘
softens his terminology from the harsh and explicit accusation that Nineveh 1s wicked o a
gentler, more metaphorical assertion that Ninev chis intellectually or morally challenged in

* that they “*do not yet know their night hand from their left.” (Jon. 4:11)

o Just as Simon advocales a sernous understanding of the inclusion of ammals in the
rites of fasting and mourning, 21?80 100 he argues that God's decision 10 sparc them 18
meant to be taken with equal sincerity. Simon suggests that God' s inclusion of the animals,
completes a merism, a figure of speech in which the mention of two polanues 18 Ll.\:cd 10
express a totality. Hence, God's intention 15 10 pardon every living thing, from the citizens
of Nineveh right down to their animals (Jon. 4:11), and his us¢ of the words, sadam ...
u'bChcﬁmh,“ persons and animals, 18 used 0 exXpress the whole entirety of 1ife.220 By
running away and begging for death, Jonah’s protest against God effectually becomes @

is final question, «And should 1 not care about Nineveh,

rejection of his own life. With Hi

that great city, in which there are .- persons and animals?” God reminds the prophet about

! the preciousness of all living creatures win order to restore Jonah to his full human
‘c-xislencc," an‘ to his relationship with God 2!

Simon articulates an understanding of the Book of Jonah as a work of

compassionate irony, a piec¢ in which the decp {heological concerns and struggles of the

-prophet ar¢ cxprcsspd by his pulhclic posture throughout muci1 of the nurruli\"c Simon’s ‘

perspective on the Book, in contrast to Miles, Mather, Good, and Ackerman seems

’ . 219 [bid, pp. 70-71:
{ i ' ' 220 [bid, p-87-
g O 221 1bid.
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distinctly concerned with finding a reverential way o approach the text and 1o glean its
messages. He is uncomfortable with interpretations of Jonah which emphasize mockery
and humor above theological sincerity and struggle. Simon makes some very important
points, from my perspective, especially with regard to reading the Book in a religious
context. However, I believe that Simon’s interpretation of the Book, in an effort to treat it

reverentially, fails to see how humor can in fact lead to and complement reverence, not .

" simply take away from its sincerity.



~ A Portrait of a Runaway Prophet:

Jonah as a Romantic Comedy ~

In this chapter | will endeavor to present a personal reading and interpretation of the
Book of Jonah. Like those who sec 1135 a parody, farce, OF satire, my reading of the text1s
based on the noton that Jonah 1s @ comedy. While 1 have said that 1 disagree with Simon’s
assertion that Jonah is not the subject of any ridicule or mockery, | am impressed by his

argument that the irony of the Book ultimately restores the prophet 10 himself and © God. 1

suggest that the Book of Jonah is,a romantic comedy and as such it can be both-comic and

tragic at once. The nfagic of romantic comedy 1s that 1t employs the various genresof

humor — satire, farce, parody, and compassionate irony — in order 10 create a literary

context in which conflicts ar¢ porne out, but are always eventually resolved in a way that

allows love and Jaughter 10 flourish. Ultimately, 1 believe that interpreting the Book of

Jonah asa romantic comedy can help us 10 arrive at a reading that is both comic and

reverentfal, recognizing bou( the humor and {he seriousness of the text.

[n presenting this hypothesis | will be drawing on & number of diverse sources and

texts. Wiili;xm Whedbee's work on the «Comedy of Job” provides the basic foundation for

my own reading of Jonah as a n_»manlic comedy. While Whedbee does not discuss

" romantic-comedy as such, instead he likens Job 1© Greek love comedies of its €rd, 221

believe. that the criterion he establishes for defining comedy are applicable to any lovers’

ob,” Semeia 71977.

DL g
222william Whedbee, «The Comedy of J
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story. Whedbee articulates a “vision of comedy which has two central ingredients: 1) its
perception of incongruity and irony; and 2) 1ts basic plot lifie that leads ultimately to the
happiness of the hero and his restoration to a harmonious society.™2} To some extent
elements of Whedbee's understanding of comedy resemble the definitions of comedy
which Miles, Mather, Good, and Ackerman articulated. What makes Whedbees's criterion
different is not so much their content as it is their context. For when the comic ingredients
of irony, incongruity, and reconciliation are found within the context of a love story, our
understanding of what makes the Book of Jonah so funny undergoes some interesting
£ changes.

A number of scholars have pointed out the resonances between the plays of
antiquity and the stories and slrﬁclur(‘s of the Bible. Because I am far more familiar with the
comic love dramas of Shakespeare and Moliere, than with the playwrights of antiquity;
whose structure and plat lines they often borrow, | will be drawing on their work to
elucidate humorous situations in the Book of Jonah from a romantic perspective. Strictly

speaking, scholars of Shakespeare use the term romances “(0 express the character of his

224 While this

i last four plays: Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter s Tale and The Tempest.

study refers to none of these plays, the Book of Jonah and Shakespearean comedies such Y

’ as A Midsummer Night's Dream, Twelfth Night, and The Two Gentlemen of Verona, share.

certain features. common to the above four works, formally regarded as “romances.” These

~E ,'" shared elements include “extravagance of incident;” “an ordeal undergone by the main

. character;” and an “emphasis on reconciliation.”225 By calling the Book of Jonah a

romantic comedy I do not mean to infer that it is historically linked to Romanticism or

) A y Romance literature. Rather, 1 will be using the word “romantic,” to provide a contextual

ed. Bloomsbury Guide 10 English Literature (London:

224 Mari i )
Mksin Wnae-Dars, ese “romances” are regaided §

. o b
" Bloomsbury, 1989) p.856. Written at the end of his career,
g as more phri)llosophicgl than other Shakespearean comedies.

|

i

g _

i T ' , h , 223 Whedbee, p. |
225 [bid pp. 856-857.
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frame of reference for how the form and content of the Book of Jonah dramatically enlarges
and then resolves a conflict between two parties who love cach other. 1 also believe that
“romantic” is a fitting term to describe the tendency of Jonah to be highly fanciful,
imaginative, and theatrical.

Before embarking on a scene by scene analysis of the Book of Jonah based on this
hypothesis, T would like to begin by pointing out how even the prophet’s name is symbolic
of the romantic relationship he has with God. In all but a few instances the word Jonah in
the Hebrew Bible means “dove.” In The Song of Songs both the male and female lovers
refer to their beloved as “my dove™ (Songs 2:14, 5:2, 6:9). Biblically, the dove is portrayed
as a creature given to moaning and complaining (Is. 38:14, 59:11 & Ezek. 7:16), a
characteristic that is certainly prcgcnl in the prophet as well. Furthermore, the dove is used
to represent not only an individual but an entire people. For example, the people Isracl is
referred to as a silly dove: Hosea laments that “Ephraim has acted like a silly dove with no
mind” (Hos. 7:11). Jonah, as we have seen, definitely has a tendency to be silly and act
wil.houl careful consideration of the consc.qucr;ccs Hence, | am suggesting that the
prophet’s name was in(cnlio’nully chosen with these romantic and silly images in mind
because they are emblématic of his character and of his relationship with God. Jonah loves

) God and is beloved by God. Yet he is given to moaning and silliness, as comic lovers often
are. In addition, the fact that prophet’s name can also refer to an entire people, indicates that
b 4 Jonah Vhimself is model of human behavior and relationships; we see this, for example, in
his tendency to be judgmental about the evil of others, while being self-righteous enough
to be blind to his own faults. )

One of the things that is revealed by reading the relationship between God mfd

J<-J;lah as a romantic one is lhal it helps us appreciate the many roles that both of them take
onin lh? oourse of the narrative. Both of them play roles which are part of the classical

genre of romantic comedy. Sometimes God resembles a firm, yet wise and merciful ruler.

(Jon. 1:2, 3:10 & 4:6-11) At other times, He seems like a scorned suitor who pursues the



_
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object of his desire with anger and indignation. (Jon. 1:4-16) in still other instances, God
B

appears to be like the cunning comic character who uses theatrical ruses o save the day.
(Jon. 4:5-11) So too, God's prophet also resembles a number of the genre's prototypes.
Jonah is the rebellious lover who runs away from authority. (Jon. 1) He is the pompous,
self-important fool, who makes an ass of himsell because of his false
assumptions. (Jon. 2) The prophet is the unrelenting stickler for jusuce who wants other
people to be punished. (Jon. 4) And Jonah is the silly, yet adorable person, who is

' ultimately able to gain perspective on life. What is equally intrnguing is that God and Jonah
E sometimes exchange roles depending upon who is experien-ing a particular emotion at any
given time. Over the course of the drama both God and Jonah take trns resembling the
parental and/or legal voice of the comic father and/or ruler who wants to exert his will over
that of his child, or those he regards as antagonistic. (Jon. 1:1-4, 3:1-2 & 4:1-2) Both
God and Jonah play the lover who does strange and wild things that the other regards as
mean or spiteful. (Jon.1:3, 1:4, 2:1-2,2:11 &4) And God and His prophet also play the
b lovers who are finally reconciled after their journey through cc nflict and difficulty. (Jon.

4:11)

The initial conflict that serves o ignite a romantic comedy is a battle of wills

between powerful authorities and those they rule. This conflict, between the commands of *

authority and the personal desires of individuals, serves as the opening scene of

. i > / Shakespeare’s'A Midsummer Night's Dream. The law of land, as decreed by the Theseus,

" Duke of Athens. Theseus, would force Hermia to marry Demetrius, whom she does not

love, instead of Lysander whom she does. Helena, meanwhile, loves Demetrius, who does .
» "é

not love her. Hermia's father, Egeus, and Theseus represent both the power of parental

will'and the power of the state to reinforce it. These powerful men have seemingly liulc

interest in or symipathy for what the young lover's want. The law is the law and their
; : ) . i \ : power is absolute — as is the harsh penalty for disobedience, dcalh. According to )

’ N ¥ ) 4 - . convention and law, Hermia owes her father Egeus total love and total obedience. Hermia
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and Lysander, of course, sce things rather differently from these domineering figures and
——
traditions. The Duke and the father, who have such disregard for their feelings are
insensitive and cruel, and must be escaped. Therefore, Hermia and Lysander resolve to flee
to the woods where they will be safe from the law and powers which forbid their love.226
The Book Jonah begins in a similar way. God, in this romantic comedy, 1s a
multidimensional character who takes on many roles. The Almighty at once acts as both the
ultimate voice of authority and as Jonah's Beloved. In His role as ruler, God exercises His
Y right to command His prophet to go forth to Nineveh (Jon. 1:2). God, like the Duke and
» father, seems 1o be totally uninterested in how the prophet fcels about this task. He is not in
the habit of asking His prophets whether or not they like their mission, and Jonah’s case is
no exception. God expects that His prophet Jonah will go to Nineveh simply because He
has ordered the prophet to do so. From Jonah's perspective, however, the situation is not
so simple. The prophet reveres God, but the Almighty has commanded him to do
something that is utterly antithetical his nature-Jonah is does not rebel simply for the sake
‘ of rebelliousness, but because he can not face the prospect of preaching to the audience of
stupid Ninevites whom he hates.
Alas for the runaway lovers and the runaway prophet, we discover that Authority is

not so easily escaped. The law, as it turns out has a long arm indeed! Hermia and Lysander

reach the woods, but so too does Demetrius, who will not give up his love for Hermia, nor

i . / his claim to the power of Athenian law to secure her as his bride.227 So it is with Jonah.

" He has succeeded in sailing away in the exact opposite direction of where he was

commanded to go, but God, the iQw giver, and God, the lover, are intent on taking the
‘ | A . s . wind out of Jonah’s sails (Jon. 1: 4). With the tempest, God asserts his power and his

anger at,the prophet’s unlawful and unloving abandonment of his commission. God

|

i

! . o : 226 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer N}'glll 's Dream (Middlesex: Penguin, 1967)
1

r - ’
U ; ' L Lill.22- 167. ;
- A= ) 227 A Midsummer Night's Dream, 1.i.1l.188: 190.
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* Jonah at their mercy (Jon. 1:4-7). Having been designated

throwing him overboard with violent curse
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commands not only Jonah's obedience to His laws, but He also demands that Jonah love

—

Him *“with all [his] heart, with all [his] soul, and with all [his] might.” (Deut. 6:5) God was
spurned by His runaway prophet and the storm serves as abundant evidence that He feels
deeply betrayed by His beloved prophet, who owes his Creator complete love and loyalty.
Hence, Jonah is like Hermia in his disobident and impetuous [light. The ironic twist of
romantic comedies is that the character who flees in the name of love— either with a lover,
like Hermia with Lysander, or because of the love of an ideal, hike Jonah’s commitment to
strict justice — always ends up running away from someonc clse who really loves them as
well. Hermia tries to leave her loving, even if difficult, father, and Jonah tnies to leave his
loving, even if domincering, God.

The genre of romance also helps us to reconceptualize the role and the behavior of
the sailors. Romantic comedy loves to use characters like these scamen o sustain our sense
of surprise and suspense. The magic of the sailors'is that they refuse to conform to the
audience’s expectations. In this regard they resemble the Outlaws of Two Gentleman of
Verona, who aid the play’s hcr(l), Valentin, despite the audicnee’s expectation that, as
convicts, they will.rob an(-! slay. the “noble™ protagonist. To the audience’s surprise, they

discover in the course of the Outlaws™ conversation, that these much (eared men, like

Valentin, have unjustly been betrayed by [riends and fortune, and what's more they are not

amoral vagabonds but they actually practice their trade within certain ethical limits.228 The
same basic prirciple holds true for the sailors. The storm and the game of lots have left

as the root of their predicament,

our expectation is that the sailors will loose little time in thrashing the prophet (o death and

s. Yet, the heathen sailors are not whulqwe

expect; as in Shakespeare’s The Two Gentleman of Verona, an unlikely dialogue ensues in

which these possible piratesque idolaters take a keen interest in the scemingly irrelevant

228 William Shakespeare, The Two Gentlemen of Verona.(London: Penguin, 1968) IV. i.

11.1-76.
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topic of Jonah's background before they ask the pressing questions of what he’s done o
get them into this mess, and what must be done (o get them uul—G:)n, 1:8-11). When Jonah
tells them to throw him overboard we might expect that the sailors would jump at the
chance. Yet, as fortune would have it, these sailors are anything but bloodthirsty pirates.
So opposed are they to fulfilling this request that they try to get close enough to shore, so
that the prophet can swim to dry land. (Jon. 1:13) The salors figure thati! they “row hard™
“enough, they can get Jonah to a safe place and they will no longer be caught up in the
' tempest he has brought upon them. Only when this atlempt proves bootless do they
. ) abandon their efforts and cast the prophet overboard (Jon. 1: 12-15). Thus, like
Shakespeare’s outlaws, these seafaring idolaters scem (o have ethics and values that are
actually quite admirable.

Jonah’s audience expects that the scene we will move from these strange seamen (O
find out what happened to the prophet. Butonce again our expectations are not met. We do
not hear about Jonah's fate until another verse later, It scems that Jonah's author so loved

L these sweet sailors that he couldn’t resist leaying the audience with the image of the sai lors
making sacrifices to God in pl:uxsc and thanksgiving (Jon. 1:15-16). Our suspicions
e are forced vlo laugh at ourselves for holding such peaceful, righteous, and

confounded w:

pious men in such low esteem.

" Before | take my leave of these scaman I feel obliged to point out a few more things

) " ;S lgoul them. Strangely enough, despite all the good things we can say about them, these

is more, theirs is a fault that is strikingly similar to the sin

sailors have a serious fault. What

of the man they try to save. Like Jonah, the sailors refuse to accept what God commands

them to do immediately, without hesitation. Like the prophet, their futile attempts to

y that they somehow “know better” than does

runaway from the sea storm, seem to impl

‘ - ‘ A ' | ' God. Rather than promptly throwing the prophet overboard they try to get him, and/or

hore. (Jon. 1:13) This is utter folly,for they
As long as they have Jonah, these men

‘ " ' i informed b
o themselves, back to s have been informed by

4 N * ‘_ $ : X ’- Jonah that his God rules sea and land. (Jon. 1:10)
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’ expected in the song is a penitent lament full of repentance a
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are doomed. Their efforts to avoid throwing Jonah into the sca exhibits the same
foolishness that Jonah demonstrated in his attempt (o escape God'S order by sailing for
Tarshish. (Jon. 1:3) The ironic part about this common disobedience, however, is that the
sailors arrive at their decision (o defy God through precisely the opposite reasoning than
that of Jonah. The prophet rejects the Almighty’s orders because he wants nothing o do
with God’s deliverance of Nineveh, a vast city with thousands of people. (Jon. 4: 1-2, 11)
The sailors, on the other hand, defy God's instructions because they care so much for
human life that they are prepared to risk their collective fate to save the life of a man who
has brought them to the verge of death (Jon. 1:13-14). In the end, these brave scamen
receive a measure of poctic justice for their noble concern. For rather than causing Jonah's
death, their casting him overboard lcud:s' to Jonah's saivation in the belly of the whale and
ultimately, by extension o Nineveh's deliverance as well. Without these lovable satlors,
who toss the prophet into the sca against their will, no ong in-our tale would have been
saved. They are, in a sense, Jonah's teachers. The sailors show their passenger that a
rc;luclanl obedience to God's will is far better than none at all.

The prophet’s Psalm 1s a continuation of the outlandish surprises and wild
incongruities we have wilncss‘cd already. As all of the commentators have noted, what is
nd remorse.22? Instead
Jonah's Song from the belly of the whale is reminiscent of how romantic comedy exploits
lheﬁ'elf-imponancc and vanity of a foolish character who erroneously mistakes his situation
for something it is not. In Twelfth Night the target of this comic scenari

rd, who is duped into thinking that his

0 is Malvolio, a

self-important and self righteous Puritan Stewa
passionately. Through the ruse of a forged leuer,

employer, Countess Olivia, desires him

the other servants on Olivia's slul"f trick Malvolio into dressing, speaking, and-acting in

discusseii the incongruity between the

< Bvensacholar who | IS sohigir o d the song of thanksgiving which is

song of lament which is the audience anticipates, an
actually performed.
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ways that are totally inappropnate to and incongruous with his station. He thrts with,
teases and prompts Countess Olivia with “quotes™ from “her fetter,” until she becomes so
agitated by his words that she orders her other servants to get him some professional
help.230

Malvolio’s situation scems highly reminiscent of what Ackerman asserts about the
tenor and nature of Jonah's Song. The prophet presents a Psalm of Thanksgiving to his
Beloved based on a series of erroncous and self—important assumptions. Firstly, in nc way
do God's actions, that He “provided a huge lish to swallow Jonah,” represent God's
answer to Jonah's pleading call, as he believes itis: “Inmy trouble | called to the Lord,
And He answered me.” (Jon. 2.3) God saves Jonah because he has a job for him to
perform as His prophet. If God rc.s:ponds' to any plea here, itis that of the sailors who
“cried out” to God asking that they not be responsible for “killing an innocent person.”™
(Jon. 1:14) Secondly, the prophet has no idea of where he is, namely in the belly of a
Whalc It is his arrogance and self-centerdriess that allows him to delude himself into

thinking that some special vehicle takes hlm Imm the depths of Sheol to God's Temple.

(Jon. 2:3-8) This self—deluston leads to Jonah’s third shallow assumption, namely that he

is going to Jerusalem to make a sacrifice, when, in fact, God is saving him in order to send N

His prophet to Nineveh, where he should have gone in the first place.23! From this

perspective, Jonah’s Psalm reveals the words of a self-aggrandizing fool, who easily

/&eludes himself into assuming an arrogant tone based on an erroneous understanding of
how others lruly regard him.

In addition to pompous fools with inflated ndw of themselves, love comedies also

prOVIde us with fools who flourish through felly. The genre of romantic comedy delights

in dramauung the trcmendous success of fools despite their seemingly overw! helmmg

ineptitude. In A Midsummer Night's Dream the audience encounters Bottom and his

230.William Shakespeare, T} welfth Night. (Middlesex: Penguin, 1968) I11. iv. 11.16-64.

21 Ackerman, p. 222
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partners, who are perhaps the poorest performers on the planct. >3 They are as inept at
performing tragedy, as Jonah is at performing ;)l();)l\es).-\”cl both the prophet and the
players succeed despite themselves, even though the outcome of their work 1s exactly the
opposite of what they are trying to achieve. The Mechanicals want to perform a tear jerking
tragedy, which is a parody of Shakespeare's own Roineo and Juliet, >33 1n honor of the
Duke's wedding day. Thescus knows that these morons will fall on their faces and he
selects them for that very reason. Theseus, as it turs out, has a wonderful, albeit nasty
' sense of humor. An astute theater goer, Duke Theseus knows that even a brilliant comedy

* ‘ is nowhere near as funny as a bad tragedy.>* Indeed the Mechanicals performance 1s so
awful that it leaves everyone in hysterics. The Duke and the rest of the audience are
delighted with Theseus’ bold, inspired choice of amusement. 233

Jonah's long awaited message 10 Nineveh plays itsell dutin much of the same way
as the Mechanicals’ performance. Even by the tim¢ Jonah begrudgingly acquiesces 1o
God's second command that he prophesy to-Nineveh, the prophet still seems to hope, In
P his heart of hearts, that if he ;'numblcs the mighty message as minimalistically as 1s
possible, then he can h(;ncslly claim to have fulfilled the letter of God's command, while
~ ‘ : sabotaging its spirit. (Jon. 3:1-5) Jonah does his utmost to fail. He says five words. His
message has no accusation, no argument and no artistry. He does not even bother to
introduce himself or his God by name (Jon. 3:4). In short, this puny prophesy is
) == / purposefully pathetic. Yet, despite himself, Jonah meets with a stupendous success, which
- ¢ been slapped silly. Lo and

is so sudden and so surprising that it scems as i, we hav
- F behold, despite the utter ineptitude of the specch, every single soul Stops what their doing

232 A Midsummer Night’s Dream. V. i.1.56-81.
72-’*33 Ibid V.i.1.108-138.
1 85 lll!:ll:ij \7:\11118198-1;)55‘.’. One point of clurificali.on: while lhc: Mecha.u‘uculi hu;ﬁ a \elnl::alnol :
sense of imagination, which seems to make their performance a su}:.Lcss‘ﬂ Ol;‘ . us‘: bt OB
i . have no imagination. In this regard, Jonah is distinct from the Mec! agu._ sbu Lty
5 both Jonah and the Mechanicals fail to achieve their goals, and 1: o u(l)'mg are Su'csoen i
o5 s ) the foolish rubric of romantic comedy which [ sought to highlight in this comparison.
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and responds to this subversive servant of a foreign Sovercign with complete solemnity
—
and total seriousness (Jon. 3:5). Like Bottom and the Mechanicals, Jonah's serious
intentions meet with comically incongruous results. With his unwilling warning he wins
every heart, human and beast alike. (Jon. 3:7-8)

The miraculous nature of Jonah's success includes Nineveh's King as well. The
unanticipated behavior and/or judgments of a ruler are also basic ingredients of romantic
comedy. An audience’s fundamental assumption about monarchs 1s that they will always
defend their own power above everything elsc. Changing one’s mind or humbling
themselves before a foreign power is totally antithetical to « Royal character. For monarchs
to act cooperatively and even submissively to another's rule, could potentially undermine
their own power by making them look weak or uncertain. Rulers are supposed (o stick o
their guns and never give in to anyone. Romantic comedy, however, delights in ‘
contradicting this practical, real world assumption. The happy ending, the reconcihation
between the needs of the individual and the las of Authority, requires the ruler to reverse
himself or, at least, our expectations of him. Both Thescus and the King of Nineveh do
precisely that, making for a laughable and joyful conclusion.

Theseus, in A Midsummer Night's Dream, out for his morning stroll,
coincidentally accompanied by Hermia's angry father, discovers the silly lovers sleeping on

the ground. Egeus reminds the lovers about the Athenian law and tells them that their time

is up: “I beg the law, the law upon his head. They would have stolen away, they would,

Demetrius, Thereby to have defeated you and me — You of your wife and me of my

consent.”36 After Hermia's and Lysander’s wild night in the forest, authority reas

er, informs the Ruler that he

has'given up his claim for Hermia and now loves Helena. That being the case, the Duke

236 Ibid. IV.i.11.152-158.
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swiftly overrules the power of Hermia's father and permits her to marry Lysander.>¥7 Love
has triumphed!

The King of Nineveh's behavior is highly reminiscent of his Athenian colleague,
Theseus. Nineveh is [srael’s arch enemy. They are the most powerful nation, a*great™ and
“enormously large city.” (Jon. 3:2-3) As was noted carlier, Hebrew prophets have a
dismal record of abuse at the hands of their own rulers: God only knows what will happen
to Jonah at the mercy of a foreign one! By telling us how large the city is, the bibhical
i author artfully reinforces the audience’s fear and dread of Nineveh's people and its
ruler.238

Surprisingly, As it turns cut, the Ninevites and their ruler are not at all what we
expected them to be. Everything about Nineveh seems to be utterly upside-down. Note the
order and way in which things happen, for instance. Normally lhc‘ng sets a standard or a
practice of behavior which is then followed by his subjects. In this crazy town, however,
its the other way around. The King takes his cue from his subjects. The text tells us about
the people of Nineveh's reaction first: “The people of Nineveh believed God. They
proclaimed a fast, great and small alike put on sackcloth.” (Jon. 3:5-6) We might have
ey ; expected that the King would tell his people to ignore this funny prophet from a foreign

land and assert his power by pronouncing a prompt pullback from their penitent posturc.

One would think the King could ill afford to have his people listening to Jonah when they

ought to be listening to him. But the opposite proves true. Like, Theseus, the Ninevite ruler

her than imposing his will upon them. The people

gives in to the instinct of his subjects rat

begin their repentance and then “when the news reached the King of Nineveh, he rose from

his throne, took off his robe, put on sackcloth, and sat in ashes.” (Jon. 3-7) By .

: o excmging his royal robe for sackcloth and his mighty throne for ashes, the King clearly

L o s B : ‘ K 237 [bid, IV.i.11.126-180.
B ’ ) 238 Good, pp.47-48.
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demonstrates that, under the circumstances, at least, penance 1s more important to him than
e

power (Jon. 3:6).

Additionally, the King's own decree 1s a further extension, in three main ways, of
the radical incongruity at work within the narrative. His words seem absurd on every level.
Firstly, as Mather points out, the purpose of the edict seems primarily aimed at granting a
royal blessing to what people were already doing (Jon. 3:5-8).23 Perhaps, this act is the
last remnant of the King's regal cgo asserting itself. The King hopes that by joining the fast
and officially endorsing it that it he can somehow keep it under his control. Secondly, the
decree is ridiculous considering the extent to which he tries to expand upon the penitence
that people are already performing. Perhaps the King's addition gives him the sense that he
is contributing an original element, a broader scope, and a greater intensity to the communal
repentance already underway. Possibly he tells himsell: “If the trend of the day is
repentance then obviously I have to look more penitent than'cverybody else.” The way in

which he accomplishes this objective, however, is totally ludicrous. While Simon is correct
in that in the Bible animal life and human life are linked, he can not actually cite any biblical

evidence to show that animals are ever obligated to fast or mourn.2% Numbers 29:7-11

describes a day of atonement on which human beings are required to fast, cease from labor

and make sacrifices. While there is an animal role in this — in the place of the sacnificial
offering — it can hardly be regarded as similar to the human one. In Numbers, animals are

th( ;neans by which an human owner’s atonement is acquired. Animals deaths do not
représent repentance for their own sins. Indeed, even when an animal is destroyed for
taking human life, it master is held accoﬁmable as well. Even when animals do terrible
things, the Bible does not use the word wevil” or“sin” to describe their actions. (EX.
21:28-;35) Hence, when the Kiﬁg of Nineveh orders animals to participate inthe acts of ‘
repentance, it seem that'he is simply upping the ante so that he can assuredly save his soul

239 Mather, p.282.
240 See Simon, p.70-71
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and his ego at the same time. True, from a purely techmcal point of view, the King also
adds the actions of “crying mightly to God and turning back from evil ways.™ (Jon. 3:8)
But these actions are hardly original since crying outand reframing from evil are the
logical, emotional and practical extensions of mourning and penitence. The third main way
in which incongruity is evident in the King's edict s the theological comment and question

with which he ends his decree: *“Who knows but that God may turn and relent? He may

-turn back from His wrath, so that we do not perish. (Jon. 3:9) This theological aspect of

the King's behavior suggests that while he may be trying retain a measure of regal
importance, the Ruler’s response to the prophesy is essentially unassuming and sincere. He
does not guarantee that these penitent actions will merit success but he carnestly hopes that
God will take note of the Ninevites ;csp(msc and that He will n back. There is an
element of absurd irony in the King's philosophical tone. Kings are supposed (o do a bit

more, than just hope for success. We expect them (o take decisive and powerful steps to

ensure their goals. They are supposed 0 make promises, not pray for miracles. Normally

the King would end his decree by stating the consequences for disobeying his word. But

the Ruler of Nineveh can not close his proclamation this way because any threat of

punishment would be redundant. Given the prophet’s threat of total destruction what more ~

can the King possibly add? Therefore, rather than ending his edict with an emphatic

exclamation point, the poor monarch is forced to finish it with an equivocal question mark.
(Jon. 3:9)

All this comedy not-withstanding, the King's actions carry some Serious
implicati ; risi iV and his readiness 0 accept
implications as well. The Ruler’s surprsing responsiveness, an p

urthermore, his decision to heed

. God's word, serves as a foil to the rebellious prophet. Fi e

Jonah's warning, when he could have easily had him killed, foreshadows the mercy that
Nineveh receives from God, who could destroy the ity at will.
In contrast to these graceful rulers, whose flexibility and generous mercy wins the

day, romantic comedy also provides us with sore losers intent on spoiling it. Such sore
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losers have some interesting common traits. They generally have a very strict, unchanging
definition of justice. They insist on others being severely purfShed. And they are so
concerned with getting their way that they fil 1 see the self=destructive implications of
their arguments. Consider our friend Egeus in A Midsummer's Night's Dream, the angry
father hauls his daughter before the Duke because she will not do what he says. 24! Yes, the
law is on his side, but what about what Hermia wants? Does she not deserve some
consideration as well? And besides, is not Egeus taking his power a bit oo far? Surely a
disobedient daughter who loves you is better than a dead daughter can not, or even an
obedient one, who will resent you for the rest of your life.2*2 But the law 1s the law and
Egeus wants it immediately enforced. Caught in an ugly situation, Duke Theseus wiscly
bides for time and grants Hermia a day to think over her choices. Four acts and infinite
laughs later, Egeus has not changed a-wit. What he does not know, however, is that
Demetrius has changed and no longer wants (o marry his daughter. Egeus interrupts
Lysander’ s account of all that has taken place and demands his version of justice once
ag;n'n_ this time demanding that Lysander be Killed for kidnapping his daughter!43 Poor
Egeus, his position never changes and hc; fails to see how destructive his accusations
actually are. If Lysander were to be killed, Hermia, Egeus’s own daughter, would forever
be miserable, and an innocent man would be slain for nothing. Ultimately, however, the

true irony of Egeus's argument is that it reveals that he is ignorant as to what love really is.

e could never force her to love

him.
Jonah, Like Egeus is a sore-looser. He runs away from his commission because he

fears God will be merciful with the people af Nineveh rather than punishing them (Jon.

42). According to the probhel‘s sense of justice Nineveh deserves no mercy and he

241 A Midsummer Night's Dream, 1.i.11.22-30.

242 1bid.
243 Ibid. V.i.1.153-158.
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certainly does not want 1o be a part of giving 1t o the them. Just like Egeus, Jonah never

-

relents on his claim on a true understanding of Justice. Indeed, the prophet even has the
audacity 10 1ell God: “See, | told you <o Jonah, like Her mia’s father, fails 1o cnmprchcnd
the self—destructive consequences of his position. I Nineveh deserves no merey, then
neither does he. His responsibility as & prophet s 10 preach where and what he is told, yet
he willfully attempted 0 shirk his responsibility by sailing away (Jon. 1:1-3). Instead of
squashing hiim, however, God grants the runaw ay prophet salvation and a second chance.
(Jon. 2:1,3:1- 2) Therefore, lesson of the gourd W hich happens al the end of the Book,
should be completely unnecessary because Jonah should now betiet by that pointin the
story. Jonah's deliverance from the whale’s belly should have taught him that God redeems

sinners out of His sense of mercy and that forgivencss, both Divine and humarn, isa

wonderful thing. Butit seems that Jonah thinks that mercy should be reserved for him

alone, and that Nineveh should be pumshc\l according to @ strict sense of justice. The same

mercy which God grants Jonah, and Jonah happily accepts, 18 {he very same merey which

Jonah aespiscs when it 1s L_mnlcd {o Nineveh. He l.uls to see how st milar he 18 10 the

Ninevites in deed and in name. Like the pcoplc of Nineveh, Jonah has sinned. The nam¢ of

the pl'ophel and the name of the city contain the exact same leters, y-W-N-H and

N-Y-N-W-H. Yet despite the striking similarities, the prophet refuses to see that the

NlnCVllCS are human as he is.

Rdlhe(lh.m {aking pride in his accomplishment at causing these sinners to change

their ways, the prophet begs God for death. Much has been made of his morbid request.
While1 agree with those who see Jonah's death wnaﬁ to be absurd in and of itself, 1 believe
. that the request reveals a more serious C\ISlCﬂUdl and theologrcal message as well. Like the

readiness of Egeus 10 assert the sad fate of his daughter and/or her lover, Jonah's wish 16

die is a reminder of the tragedy that lies latent within the conflicts of comedy. The statement
&hat' he would rather die than live in @ world where Nineveh is pardoned is truly a powerful

X
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testament to the depth of Jonah's self-nghtcousness and his simultancously comic and
i

tragic inability to learn from his past mistakes. >+

As the unrelenting sore losers lash out against the world, the audience resumes

wondering, even if only briefly, whether the lovers and their antagonists are beyond any
hope of ever working things out. Fortunately, romantic comedy artfully produces brilliant
ways of getting its malcontents out of their rut. The purpose of the gourd pericope 18 10
help Jonah regain, or perhaps develop, a mature perspective on life, and, as Simon says,
return the prophet to himself and to God.2#5 Romantic comedy loves to resolve conflicts by
presenting stubborn characters who stumble into reality checks in the form of crafty and
theatrical ruses, which facilitate the restoration of harmony between these foolish characters
and those who love them.

Moliere, in particular, delights in ending his plays with this type of reconciliation.
In The Imaginary Invalid, the protagonist Ardin is a ridicutous, hypochondriac, who 1s so

absurdly self-absorbed and devoid of common-sense that he willingly allows himself to be

swindled by his physician, and cuckolded by his,wife, while disowning his loyal daughter

because she will not marry the quack he has chosen for her.24 It takes a brilliant ruse,

concocted by Toinette, the family maid, to make Ardin snap out of his pathetic position of

self—pity. By getting her employer (0 play dead, Toinette shows Ardin who truly cares for

him and who is brazenly leading him on to get his money. Empowered his new

knO{ledgc of his allies and enemies, Ardin drives the fakers out of his home and gives his

¢ i i i in gains perspective, his actions ensure
daughter and her suitor his blessing 247 Once Ardin gains perspective, his ac

that happiness and truth can triumph over misery and deceil.

*244 Mather, p.283. _ -1

245 Simon, pp. 86-87. ) o
246 Jean Baptiste Poquelin Moliere, The Imaginary In
York: Samuel French,1939) Act I11, p. 68.

247 bid. pp. 68-72.

valid. Mcrril Stone, Trans. (New
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The short but dramatic existence of the gourd facihtates a similar life lesson for
e
Jonah. The progression of the ruse is more subtle than Toinette's, but itis stlla highly

manipulated game with a completely calculated conclusion. Indeed, the lesson is SO

seamlessly designed that it allows Jonah to play two parts at the same ume. Like Ardin,

Jonah plays along and learns {rom the ruse, while simultancously being taken in by the
game, like the invalid's deceivers. Jonah's playing along 1$ cvidenced by the way he takes
to the gourd immediately. Rather than being suspicious or afraid of this miraculous gourd
that springs up ex—nihilo, the normally skeptical prophet1s delighted by the plant. (Jon.
4:6) Just as the sudden “death™ of Ardin, tricks the fakers into revealing their truc feclings

with irrevocable force, here 100, the sudden death of the gourd prompts the prophet into

exposing his deficient and shallow nouon of what really maters. (Jon. 4:7-9) Indced, as

Good points out, the gourd is the first living entity 10 the story Jonah for which the prophet

takes a stand.?*8 His pro—gourd position reveals the absurdity of his {hinking. How can

nan beings, when the

Pr0phel is so moved over a gourd? Or, 10 pul it .molhcr way, if Jonah thinks that God's

pardoning Nineveh is foolish, perhaps lhc prnphc( should consider the wisdom of grieving

over a plant”’"“) Just as Ardin learns {hat he is not really sick, Jonah learns that his

definition of justice is not really just. Both these men of folly recogniz€ that their eccentnc

way of thinking has made them needlessly miserable and anti-social. Ironically, in his
ééng. Jonah {peab ill of those “who cling to empty folly” and in sO doing “forsake their

own welfare,” when it was really his own running away and his own “‘empty folly” which
has caused him t0 w“forsake” his “own welfare.” (Jon. 2:9) The jmaginary illness and the
Godiy gourd provide the promgomsls \ulh new—found insight; both Jonah and Ardin come

{0 the realization that their view of humanity has been highly mistaken. Thus disabused”

\248 Good, pp. 52-53-
249 [bid.
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from their self-rightcous anger, Ardin can now retumn (o an affectionate relationship with
his daughter, and Jonah is now free to revere and love God as € Should.

While the denouement of Moliere's play explicitly details Ardin’s transformation

and reconciliation with others, the case for Jonah's accomplishing this romantic feat s
presented implicitly and with great subtlety. Nevertheless, [ believe that if we are ready o
read closely and listen carefully, we can demonstrate that this reconciliation 1s precisely
. what the text is trying to communicae 10 its audience. We know that Jonah has changed .
because he stops acting according (0 his typical manner.
In chapter one, Jonah hates God's command so much that he atlempls 1o runaway.

(Jon. 1:3) In chapter two, Jonah is so haughty that he mistakes the entire context of his

deliverance, speaking to God like a cocky lover, rather than as a penitent supplicant. (Jon.

2) In chapter three, Jonah is obedient, but still so resentful of God's command that he can

barely stand to get God's message out of his mouth. (Jon, 3:4) And even throughout most

prophet sits around suiking about how awful God's mercy is. (Jon.

of chapter four, the

L 4:1-9)

Finally, after the gamé of the gourd, Jonah stops prolesting, stops running away

- and stops talking back. God oo has changed. Rather than picking on the prophet and -

) exposing him to further ridicule through His wild surprises, God invites His prophet, His

dove, His beloved, to laugh with Him. Our author not only wants 0 ensure that God gets

- = lﬁle last word, but that God and Jonah can share the last laugh.
more than a hundred and twenty thousand

“And should I not care

about Nineveh, that great city in which there are

B their right hand from their left, and man

ts-as well?!™
persons who do not yet know y beas

. ' A  (Jon. 4:10-11) “
s The subject of the text’s last joke is not Jonah, but the Ninevites. While it is true

‘ e ‘ » ‘ l . 1 that God has granted His mercy upon them, it hardly-exempts the Ninevites from being the

and then. As many of Jonah's m
rzealous in their penitence as Jonah is in

: ' ) ' : : entators have .
) ' topic of an occasional joke now odern comm

4 ‘ % A ey : : - )
i oy ‘ ; ks . pointed out, the Ninevites are as ridiculously ove
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his self-righteousness.230 The sight of fasting beasts, dressed in sackcloth and ashes is
just too hilarious for God to resist. Just as Theseus invites the runaway lovers to join him
in a little amusement at the Mechanicals uproarious tragedy,?3! so t0o, God invites His
runaway prophet (o join Him in laughing at the comical city and its buffoonish beasts.
(Jon. 4:10-11) Just as Jonah learns to think more generously of Nineveh, let us try (o think
graciously ol‘v him. Our text provides us with no clue asto how Jonah responded to God's
last line. Let us lovingly imagine that after this pregnant pause, Jonah burst out laughing,

adding his great guffaws to that of God, his Beloved.

250Good, p. 49; Mather 282; Miles 176-177.
251 A Midsummer Night's'Dream, V.i.1l.27-41.
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~ Humor and Prayer: An Epilogue ~

Thus far my thesis has employed a literary critical approach to elucidate and explore
& various readings of the Book of Jonah. My discussion of the Book of Jonah would be
lacking were I not to consider the setting in which the textis traditionally chanted in a
Jewish milieu. Unlike Shukcspc;;rc‘s plays which may be read and performed at any point
in time, the Book of Jonah is linked to'a specific sacred time within the Jewish calendrical

and ritual system. To study Jonah simply as a work whose meanings transcend the

particulars of time is to fail to examine an important dimension of its life as a text, its place

within a liturgical context which itself endows the Book with special meaning. I place this

discussion, of Jonah’s life as a text, inan epilogue because itis not one which I can finish

in these few pages but rather one which I hope o explore, both in theory and in practice, in <

my life and work as a rabbi, an artistic and spiritual vocation which I will begin in earnest

upon the completion of this project.

- 7 g The pages which precede these are focused upon the comedic dimensions and

| | ’ ' implicationsrof the Book of Jonah. Perhaps the greatest irony of the Book's life is the fact
that this comedy is chanted on the most serious and sacred of days within’the Jewish year.

The Book of Jonah is traditionally read at shincha, the afternoon service, on Yom Kippur, -

li{e Day of Atonement. Thé parallels between the Book of Jonah and the-rituals and

theology of Yom Kippur have been noted by scholars and sages for centuries.?52 Just as

 how far back in Jewish history the Book of Jonah began to serve as

252 4
SRR Kippur, the Day of Atonement; It is certainly enforced

r X = ‘ - y . ’
' ~ M haftarah for the afternoon of Yom
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the Book of Jonah focuses on the image of the Ninevites repentance through fasting, and
the wearing of sackcloth and ashes, so too Yom Kippur is a day entirely devoted to Isracl’s
self—affliction and atonement. Jonah's affirmation of the Holy One’s nature, as *“a merciful
and compassionate God, slow to anger, abounding in Kindness, renouncing of
punishmcnl" (Jon. 4:2), is precisely the language repeated throughout the liturgy of the
Yamim Noraim, the Days of Awe. Just as Jonah recognizes these attributes in God, Israel
is to acknowledge them, on the most holy of days and sacred of times. Like Jonah, and the
people of Nineveh, who are blessed recipients of God’s abounding mercy, the Jewish
people pray for God's mercy and forgiveness al the time of Yom Kippur. How, then, are

we to reconcile the literary critical understanding of Jonah as a comedy with the powerful
and somber associations evoked by the “awesome and dreadful”233 day on which it is
read?

I conclude with personal interpretation of how we may.take the comedy of Jonah,

into the liturgical space and theological time of Yom Kippur:

As the final reading from scripture for the High Holidays, the Book of Jonah

elaborates on the liturgical themes of the season. God's majesty, remembrance, and

revelation are omnipresent. God gives the orders: commissions the prophet, raises the

storm, sends the whale, par(}ons the city, and plants the gourd. The people of Nineveh

quickly heed God's message and atone. Yel, despite this seriousness, the narrative can

also be regard as a comic render[f;g of the testing motif at the hear! of the Binding of Isaac

3 jan Talm tates, ‘On the Day of Atonement ... at minhah [afternoon
;}:?OL?CWB:IZ)LI‘;)E‘;"S;??)? ?)fs o ‘ iticus 18] and for haftarah, lhc,
Book of Jonah.” By Philo's days (early first century CE), it had come tobt::g Cu*st:pmdg)d
among Jews to spend the Day of Atonement in 2 synagogue, fasting and beseeching G¢

S i ) (il late in the afternoon. A few minutes
... Today, prayers run seamiessly into prayers unt e I e g of the Gales' it

“aftel * o the-full text of Jonah, worshippers reac ! :
justra;eggcrl‘%egli l:e fiié of-individuals for the coming year. The Slrlrgggsc lha; rsog allots
sinful Nirieveh gives worshippers hope that they too will partake of divine mercy.
“(Sasson, p.28) i '

o8 Unetatl:eh tokef,a prayer atiributed (o Rabbi Am
the High Holiday liturgy.

non of Mayence and chanted as part of




_misdeeds, by Yom Kippur we reach the climax of this process, seeking forgiveness an:

- and be happy in the opportunity for atonement that Yo
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narrative, which we read on Rosh Hashanah. While Abraham  lests ( sod with his
obedience, Jonah tests God through his disobedience. While Abraham speaks to God with
diplomatic reverence, Jonah talks to God like a troubled adolescent. Indeed, given the
prophet's behavior, God's patience with him is so great that it borders on the absurd. Just
as Father and Son spent three days to reach M. Moriah, Jonah spends three days in the
belly of the whale before he reaches out in prayer 1o God. Just as God spares Isaac Sfrom
death, so 100, the All Merciful pardons the city of Nineveh, which was doomed for
destruction, and keeps granting the runaway prophet another chance. Despite the fact that
these stories share much in theme and motif, the Binding of Isaac leaves the audience
trembling at the tension between God and family which can never be fully resolved, while
the Book of Jonah, in conirast, leaves the audience rolling in the aisles, smiling at God's
sense of humor and at the absurdity of Jonah, who represents all humankind. On Rosh

Hashanah we begin an intense period of repentance, Jocusing on our shortcomings and
1

seeking to forgive. Yet as we reach the end of Yom Kippur and we participate in the

reading of the Book of Jonah, rather than regarding ourselves as hopelessly devoid of

merit and imperfect, the Book reminds us that our faults are human, and as humans we

have the potential to change and to learn.

We fast on Yom Kippur because a Jfull stomach makes for sleepy mind. We subject

({ur bodies to hunger so as lo ensure that we will be particularly attentive o the prayers

and stories which fill our mouths and ears. Fasting is intended 1o help us maintain a

serious and somber frame of mind. Yet, our Sages also teach us that we should rejoice

m Ki[)pu)' provides. The Rabbis.,
chose t& Book of Jonah for this day, and for this service, 10 make sure we didn't loose 0_”'

sense of humor, just because we've been fasting and praying all day. The Rabbis knew

that they could not give us a snack, so they decided to fill our bellies with the laughter the

Book of Jonah can provide.

d
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It isn't easy to keep our sense of humor on a day like Yom Kippur, but the
e

challenge makes the effort all the more worthwhile. It isn't easy to keep one's sense of

humor in Yom Kippur's sacred hour, when we are about 10 begin the Yizkor service and
recall our loved ones, who are no longer with us, but perhaps the comic nature of this
story can help us to recall the joy we shared with them while they were with us. It isn'l easy
10 keep our sense of humor when we feel we have been wronged, but a litile bit of laughter
* may help us put things in perspective. It isn't easy to keep our sense of humor when w.
, know that we must ask the forgiveness of those we may have hurt; But perhaps, the

Comedy of Jonah will give us the humility o Iry.

B
F
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