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 The iconic1 biblical story of Yona is highlighted on the afternoon of Yom 

HaKippurim, when it serves as the Haftara for the Mincha Tora reading.  The Haftara is 

an ancient institution, dating back to at least @70 CE,2 whereby, along with the regular 

Tora reading for a Shabbat, Yom Tov or Fast Day, usually only a portion of a prophetic 

book is read in public. On two occasions, however, an entire book is read as the 

Haftara—a) Sepharadim read all of Ovadia (which is actually not so exceptional since the 

whole book consists of only a single chapter) as the Haftara for Parashat VaYishlach 

(Beraishit 32:4-36:43) and  b) all four chapters of the book of Yona comprise the Haftara 

for Yom Kippur following Mincha. Since the Mincha service on Fast Days is the only 

service that features a Haftara, reading the book of Yona would appear to have more in 

common with the Haftara reading on Fast Day afternoons—(Yeshayahu 55:6-56:8)—

than the Haftarot read as part of the morning services of Shabbat and Yom Tov 

throughout the year.  

 

Although there is a dispute regarding the reason why the Haftara became a 

component of Jewish prayer services,3 what is universally agreed upon is that a 

particular Haftara is chosen because it parallels in some manner what had been read 

earlier from the Tora.  Cognizance of such a fact provides an ongoing evocative 

                                                           
1
 In an interesting study which attempts to identify the most popular, well-known bible stories that are 

taught to children, the story of Yona—actually only the portion of the story where the prophet is first 

swallowed and then eventually regurgitated by a great fish—was  tied for 13
th

. See 

http://www.openbible.info/labs/kids-bible-stories/ and http://www.openbible.info/blog/2013/11/so-

you-want-to-write-a-kids-bible/ One wonders the extent to which the story of Pinocchio was influenced 

by this story. In a website devoted to this question, Denelle Gale writes,  

Though the stories are very different, they share many commonalities. Jonah and Pinocchio both 

"find redemption in the belly of a whale."  They way they do this however, is different. Jonah 

asks God for a second chance to prove himself worthy and to fulfill God's Plan, no matter where 

it leads him. While on the other hand, Pinocchio proves himself brave, truthful and selfless by 

risking his life to travel deep into the depths of the ocean to save his father and because of this, 

he earns the right to become a real boy.  http://pinocchioandreligion.weebly.com/jonah-the-

whale-and-pinocchio.html  
2
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haftarah  

3
 Ibid.  

http://www.openbible.info/labs/kids-bible-stories/
http://www.openbible.info/blog/2013/11/so-you-want-to-write-a-kids-bible/
http://www.openbible.info/blog/2013/11/so-you-want-to-write-a-kids-bible/
http://pinocchioandreligion.weebly.com/jonah-the-whale-and-pinocchio.html
http://pinocchioandreligion.weebly.com/jonah-the-whale-and-pinocchio.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haftarah
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challenge to identify the connection between the two texts, one from the Tora and the 

other from Nevi’im (the prophets) and various writers have addressed this very issue.4  

 

Using the typical reading for a Fast Day as an example, one reason for the choice 

of the verses from Yeshayahu for the Haftara could be the common theme of 

repentance. The Tora reading, Shemot 32:11-4; 34:1-10, contains as part of Moshe’s 

plea to HaShem to Forgive the people after the sin of the Golden Calf, the following 

terminology:  

 

Shemot 32:12 

Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, saying: For evil did He Bring them 

forth, to Slay them in the mountains, and to Consume them from the face of 

the earth? “Shuv” (Turn) (reminiscent of the term “Teshuva” [repentence]) 

from Thy fierce Wrath, and “VeHinachem”5 (Repent) of this evil against Thy 

People.   

 

in effect, Moshe, and by quoting him, all of us, are asking God to “Repent”, as it were, to 

apply to us Rachamim (rather than Din), thereby providing a context for our “Walking in 

God’s Ways”6 and acting similarly towards others, even those who may have done us 

some wrong.  

 

The theme of repentance in the Haftara is very overt, making it a most 

complementary reading for what had just been read from Shemot: 

 

Yeshayahu 55:6-7 

Seek ye the Lord while He may be Found, call ye upon Him while He Is near; 

Let the wicked forsake his way, and the man of iniquity his thoughts; and 

“VeYashov” (let him return) unto the Lord, and He will Have Compassion 

upon him, and to our God, for He will abundantly Pardon.   

                                                           
4
 E.g., R. Yissachar Yaakovson, Chazon HaMikra, Sinai, Tel-Aviv; Meir Tamiri, Truths Desired by God, Gefen, 

Jerusalem, 2011; R. Daniel Feldman, Stuart Halpern, ed., From within the Tent: The Haftarot, Maggid, 

Jerusalem, 2011. 
5
 See Beraishit 6:6 

“VaYenachem” (And it repented)  the Lord that He had Made man on the earth, and it Grieved 

Him at His heart.  
6
 E.g., Devarim 28:9 

The Lord will Establish thee for a Holy People unto Himself, as He hath Sworn unto thee; if thou 

shalt keep the Commandments of the Lord thy God, and walk in His Ways.  
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Ibid. 56:1-7 

Thus Saith the Lord: Keep ye justice, and do righteousness; for My Salvation 

is near to come, and My Favor to be revealed. Happy is the man that doeth 

this, and the son of man that holdeth fast by it: that keepeth the Sabbath 

from profaning it, and keepeth his hand from doing any evil. Neither let the 

alien, that hath joined himself to the Lord, speak, saying: 'The Lord will 

surely Separate me from His People'; neither let the eunuch say: 'Behold, I 

am a dry tree.' For thus Saith the Lord concerning the eunuchs that keep My 

Sabbaths, and choose the things that Please Me, and hold fast by My 

Covenant: Even unto them will I Give in My House and within My Walls a 

monument and a memorial better than sons and daughters; I will Give them 

an everlasting memorial, that shall not be cut off. Also the aliens, that join 

themselves to the Lord, to minister unto Him, and to love the Name of the 

Lord, to be His Servants, every one that keepeth the Sabbath from profaning 

it, and holdeth fast by My Covenant: Even them will I Bring to My holy 

Mountain, and Make them joyful in My House of prayer; their burnt-

offerings and their sacrifices shall be acceptable upon Mine Altar; for My 

House shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.   

 

All of which brings us back to the book of Yona. What sort of tie-in is there 

between this prophetic book that led to its being designated as the Haftara for the 

immediately preceding Tora reading (VaYikra 18), which deals with various sexual 

abominations apparently prevalent among the Egyptians and Canaanites of the biblical 

period, and that are to be consciously avoided by the Jews in order for them to remain 

in the land of Israel?  

 

Perhaps the key connection is identified by focusing on the last verses of the 

Mincha Tora reading, rather than its numerous graphic examples of immorality. HaShem 

Tells the Jewish people that they have to live according to a high standard of personal 

conduct so that what happened to the Canaanites not happen to them: 

 

VaYikra 18:25-8 

And the land was defiled, therefore I did visit the iniquity thereof upon it, and 

the land vomited out her inhabitants. Ye therefore shall keep My Statutes and 

Mine Ordinances, and shall not do any of these abominations; neither the 

home-born, nor the stranger that sojourneth among you-- for all these 
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abominations have the men of the land done, that were before you, and the 

land is defiled-- that the land vomit not you out also, when ye defile it, as it 

vomited out the nation that was before you.   

 

Ironically, these verses, while accounting for the fate of the Seven Nations, could be 

interpreted as simultaneously suggesting a limitation on HaShem’s Omnipotence, i.e., 

He Cares only about what takes place in the land of Israel as opposed to elsewhere.7 

Could a Jew think that as long as he lives in the Gola (diaspora) he is not bound by the 

Mitzvot of the Tora, i.e., that all Mitzvot are Teluyot BaAretz (responsibilities only of 

someone living within the land of Israel)?8 The story of Yona, both with respect to what 

happens to the prophet when he deliberately leaves Israel (Chapters 1 and 2) and the 

fact that God is Concerned about at least the interpersonal moral conduct of the 

inhabitants of Ninveh (Chapters 3 and 4) who not only lived outside of Israel, but were 

idolaters to boot, conveys the very universalistic message that HaShem’s high 

Expectations of moral behavior is not an exclusively  geographical concern, but rather a 

standard that should apply to all human beings and in all places.  

 

Some commentators explain that the theme of Teshuva in the book of Yona is 

justification in its own right for its selection as the Yom Kippur afternoon Haftora.  It 

seems to me that trying to tie it to the Tora reading would be in keeping with the spirit 

of the Haftarot that are read throughout the Jewish year.  

 

Best wishes for a wonderful, healthy and spiritually meaningful New Year! 

                                                           
7
 A similar idea is suggested by R. Meir Soloveitchik, in his essay “Haftara for Mincha of Yom Kippur; Ivri, 

Aveira and the Perfect Crime” (From within the Tent: The Haftarot, pp. 543-9—see fn. 4 above), but he 

bases his conclusions upon the linguistic implications of words like “Ivri” and “Aveira” rather than on the 

afternoon Tora reading itself.  
8
 RaMBaN actually appears to suggest such a thing in his commentary to VaYikra 18:25 : 

…Now the verses which state, (Devarim 11:17-8) “And you perish quickly… and you shall lay up 

these My Words…” only make obligatory in the Exile the observance of these Commandments 

affecting personal conduct, such as the wearing of Tefillin and the placing of Mezuzot, and 

concerning them the Rabbis explained that we must observe them so that they shall not be 

novelties to us when we return to the Land, for the main fulfillment of the Commandments is to 

be kept when dwelling in the Land of God… 


