
Y
o nah ben Ami L ta's beg inni ngs were quite unusual. 
According to Pi.rk e d' Rabbi Eli ez er (ch ap ter 10), 
Yonah w as the son of the w idow in whose ho use 

Eli ahu HaN avi l iv ed d ur ing a f amin e. This was the s ame 
child who d ied and w as r ev ived by El iahu HaN av i  (I 
M el achim 17:9- 24). Yo nah was a disciple of El iah u and, 
afl erw ards, of Elisha and was the prophet for the 
dynas ty o (Jehu (ll M el achim 9: 1- 10, 10:30, and 14:25). 
He l iv ed for 120 years. 

Th e Ramb an (Bereshis 6:19) no tes that when 
r esor ting to mir acl es , HaShem employs an eco no my of 
means and c auses mir acl es to h appen as close as possi
ble to the n at ur al order. In the entire sef er Yonah, many 
of Lh e events are an i ntermi ngling of over t mir acles with 
natural phenomen a. 

The s efer Yonah consists of 4 chap ters and is 
r ead on Yom Ki.ppur . In chap ter 1, HaShem commands 
Yonah to go to Nineveh, the c api tal of Assyria, and Lo 
prophes iz e  that unl ess the p eople rep en t, the c ity will b e  
d es troyed. Yo nah, r easoning that r ep entance by the 
Ninevi tes would ref lec t  poorly on B'n ei Yisroel, attempts 
to escap e from d eliver ing the prophecy and boards a 
vess el h eaded towards Tarshi.sh. How ev er, the vessel is 
b eset in a t emp est. The crew r eali zes so mething is 
amidst, as o nly their vessel w as b esi eged in the storm 
while nearby vessels w er e  in c al m  w at ers. They id enti
fy Yon ah as the source of their problem and h e  is cast 
overboard. 

Chapt er 2 commenc es wi th Yonah swallow ed 
by a "gr eat f ish." Although this f ish is gener ally assumed 
to b e  a huge aquatic creature, inter estingly, it is not men
tion ed by the commentari es as on e of the ta'nini m. On 
day 5 of creation, HaShem creates, among other crea
Lures, th e f ish ( B er eshi.s 1:20), i ncluding the aquatic 
creatures r ef erred to as "ta'ninim" ( B ereshis 1:21). Rashi 
interprets ta'ninim as (a) l arge f ish within the oceans and 
(b) specifically, as the L eviathan. Rok each s ugges ts Lhat 
Lhes e ta'nini m  are l arge aquatic, fire-breathing s erpen ts. 
Rav Dovid Brown [l ) suggests they are sper m  whal es 
and Rav Aryeh Kapl an [2] s ugges ts ta'n inim are w hal es , 
dragons, sea monsters, or the L eviathan and i ts mate. 

Why was Yonah'.s "great f ish" no L includ ed in the c aLego
ry of the ta'ninim? P erhaps, this question bo thered Rav 
B achya, who interprets the phrase "gr eat fish "  as great in 
years, not size, as many aquatic cr eatur es ar e much l arg
er than this "gr eat fish." T his "great fish," w as designat
ed for the sole purpos e of swallowing Yonah (Midrash 
Tanchu ma, Va'yikr a, 8), an assig nment fulfilled over 
3,100 years af ter i ts creation. 

Th e identity of the species of fish that swal
lowed Yonah h as received much spec ulation. Although 
the spec ific aquatic sp ec ies c annot b e  identified, it is fair 
to question wheth er it w as a w hal e, a l arge shark, or 
ano th er typ e of fish. Some id ent ify the "great fish'' as the 
sper m  whale (Ph yseter macrocephalus), as adult males 
reach a l eng th of 5 0-60 f eet. Sper m  whales are carnivo
rous and eat giant s q uid, octopi, skat es , and f ish, includ
ing sharks. T hey are mammals and usually producing a 
single c alf per g es tation p eriod (which is over 16 
mon ths !) (3). According to J ewish tradition ( e.g., Rashi 
on 2:1), initially, Yonah w as swallowed by a mal e f ish, in 
w hich h e  w as comfortable and did no t d aven Lo 
HaShem. This male fish then trans ferred Yon ah to a sec
o nd f emale f ish, pregnan t with h undreds of tho us ands 
eggs, which made i t  uncomfor table f or Yonah, ther eby, 
prompting h is prayers (Yalkut Shimoni). T hus, t he 
aquatic cr eature that swal lowed Yon ah is id en tif ied as an 
oviparous ( egg l aying) f ish, no t an aquatic mammal. 

What about a shark? Sharks Lend to rip their 
prey, rather than swallow them whol e. The M albim 
not es t hat t his specific aquatic spec ies w as commanded 
to swallow Yon ah whol e, rather than to tear him into 
piec es. Thus, the "great f ish " could have b een a species 
of shark that w as specifically co mmanded no t to r ip and 
tear Yonah. How ever, this shark must be  huge, as, 
according to the Radak and Pirke d e  Rabbi Eli ez ar, 
Yonah's entry i nto the "gr eat fish" w as comp ar ed to that 
of a p erson ent ering a great syn agogue, ·wi th enough 
internal h eight per mit ting him to s tand erec t. The 
l argest of the sharks is the whal e  shark, Rh incodon 
typus, which r eaches a max imum l ength of 45 f eet. The 
white shark f eeds on microscopic pl ank ton, l arger fr ee-
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s1.>.rimming prey, such as small cr ustaceans, schooling 
fish, and occasionally tuna a nd squid. Female white 
sharks are ovoviviparous (i.e., liv e-bearers). In the p r e g 
nant female, the  eggs a r e  housed in t emporary shells 
from which the embryos hatch within the mother and 
no urished by a yolk sa c and a s ecretion, known as "ut er
ine m ilk.'' Th e lemale gives b irth to live young. In 1995, 
a n  11-meter  female whale shark was harpooned and 
found t o  c ontain 300 f etal specimens [4, SJ. Interesting, 
Rav M oshe Alshich states that the second female fish 
was pr egnant with thousands of small fish, nOL eggs 
indicating the f ish was ovoviv iparous. 

lt is probably m ost prudent to conclud e  that 
the " great fish " r emains an unidentifi ed  sp ecies, which 
may or may n ot b e  ext inct. Howev er, this specific f ish 
has the distinction of b eing one of the thre e  creations 
with w hom HaShem dir ectly comm unicated ( Bechoros 
8a ). 

As noted above, some commentaries (e .g., 
Rashi) suggest that Yonah's residence in the ''great fish" 
involved two distinct fish, an initial male fish and then 
a female fish.  Howev er, others (Zohar, B eshallach 47b 
48a; Rav Bachya) suggest that only one fish was 
involved. ln th is case, Yona h, f e eling comfortable, did 
n ot pray d uring his 3-day stay in the f ish's stomach. 
HaShem killed this fish and o th er f ish fed on its carcass, 
causing discomfort to Yonah and prompting his p rayers. 
HaShem then revived the f ish. Howev er, there is anoth
e r  possible explanation that i nvolves only one fish, ye t  
incorporates the con cept of  an initial mal e  fish followed 
by a pregnant female fish. Some fish are h e rmaphrodit
ic and exhibit behavior a ll y - and environm e ntally
induced adult sex change, which can involve males 
b e coming females and females b ecoming males [6]. 

O nc e  swallow ed by t he f ish, Chazal qu estion 
Yonah's ability L O  s e e  in the dark interior of the fish's 
stomach. A ccording to Rav Mei r, a p earl suspended 
inside th e fish provided illum ination (Pirke d' Rabbi 
Eliez er, chapter 10). Rav M e ir may have b e en refer ring 
to those l uminescent m inerals that release light energy 
In the process of luminescence, an energy source kicks 
an el e ctron of an atom o ut of its ground (lowest energy) 
state into an excited ( h igher-energy) stat e ;  the el ectron 
falls back to its ground state and g ives back the energy 
in the form of l ight. There a re s e v e ral varieties of l umi
nescence, each named according t o  the s ourc e  of energy 
tha t triggers the l umin escenc e .  Yonah may have used a 
mineral that emits light by tri bolumines cence. In this 
mode of light emission, the minerals are lumi nous upon 
b eing h it, crush ed, s cratched, or r ubb ed ; h e r e  m e chani 
cal en ergy is  c onverted to lig ht energy [7). 

Another question f ocus es on Yonahs ability to 
survive inside the stomach of a f ish. Th e diet of a fish 
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capabl e  of swallowing a human probably consists of 
larg e squid, o ctopi, and/or tons of smaller schooling 
fish. Once devoured, the f ishs a ci.dk digestive juices, 
which includ e proteolytic enzym es, d ecompose the 
ingested food. 1f so, how was Yonah able to s urvive in 
this digestive s oup of extremely low pH? Th e Yalkut 
Shim oni (in chapter 4 of Yonah) s uggests that the 
extr eme acidity of the fish's d igestive juices burned 
Yonah 's clothes, jacket , and body ha ir. Aga in, so h ow 
was Yonah able t o  su rviv e ?  A s econd qu estion is direct
ed t o  Yona h's s ustenance inside the fish. Did Yonah eat 
the kos her fish (pr obably, as s ushi) ingested by his host 
fish ? These questions both ered Ras hi (2: 1), who sug
gests that HaShem took manna (i. e., the mira culous , 
spiritually-derived food that sustain ed B'n ei Yisroel in 
the desert) and sustained the fish with it. Apparen tly� 
this spiritual f ood n egated b oth th e  fish '.s n e ed to swal
low prey fish and its n e ed t O  continue secreting acidic 
digestive juices. Th e internal envi ronment of the fish's 
stomach was now suitabl e  to allow Yonah to s urvive. 
Rashi also suggests that this manna served as a food 
sourc e for Yonah. We know that eventually Yonah dav
ens Lo HaShem from within th e fish, yet, a p erson is not 
permitted to daven is an unsuitable place ( e.g., bath
room ). What ab out Yonah's de f ecation ? How could h e  
daven in an area contaminated with human feces? 
However, w e  know from the encounter of B'n e i  Yisroel 
with manna , that this spiritual food was compl etely 
absorb ed into the body, with out the  pr oduct ion of m eta
bolic waste. 

Pirke d' Rabbi Eliezar relates an i.nteresti.ng 
event concerning Yonah's stay w ithin th e fish. 
Apparently, on that specific day the fish was designated 
for devouring by the giant leviathan. As Yonah was still 
within the fish, his fat e was tied to the fate of the fish. 
Y onah r e quested the fish ta ke him t o  speak wi th the 
Leviathan . Upon encount e ring the Leviathan, Yonah 
related that in the futur e Messianic age, he w ould b e  
assig ned th e  task of  s laying th e  Leviathan a nd preparing 
it f or a feast for the r ighteous. Upon h earing this, the 
Leviathan fled in fear. As a r eward for being saved, Lhe 
fish gave Yonah an undersea tour, which i ncluded th e 
pathway through the Red (Re ed) Sea taken by B 'n e i  
Yisroel when  leaving Egypt, th e Eb en Shethiyah 
(Foundation Ston e ), and an entranc e  to G ehinnom. As 
Yonah was within the fish and as t he fish was transvers
ing through und e rground a quifers la cking light, how 
was Yonah able t o  view these tourist attractions? This 
question bothered Rashi ( 2 :6), who states that the fish 's 
eyes wer e  like windows l it by torch es. Appare ntly, Rashi 
was r e f erring to the bioluminescent bacteria living in the 
eye s ockets of d e ep -dw elling fish . Bi oluminescence ls, 
in a sense, the. opposite of phot osy nthesis. In photosyn-



the sis, green plants convert l ight (solar ) energy in to 
c hemical energy ( AT P ), whereas in bioluminescence, the 
o rganism converts chemical energy (ATP ) into light 
energy, a s, for example, light emi ssions fro m  fire flies. 
Sunlight can only pene trate the upper most layer s of the 
ocean; all visible light disappears below 100 me ter s. 
Fi.sh dwelling in t he grea t dep ths nee d an al ternative 
l .ig ht source. Bi.oluminescence i s  the solu tion. l t  i s  esti
ma te d that 90% of the deep -sea crea tures are biolumi 
nescent, e mploying a symbiotic relation ship with biolu
minescen t bacteria, the actual 
p ro ducers of light. For exam-

was shriveled and swollen because o (  hi s stay within the 
stomach of the f ish. 

Chap ter 3 commences with HaShem coming to 
Yonah a secon d time and commanding hi m to go to 
Nineveh. Yonah, provided with a second opportunity to 
bring HaShems message to Nineveh, tells the people 
and king of Nineveh tha t  unless they repent, HaShem 
w ill dest roy t he city in 40 day s. T he people and their 
king (who, according Lo one opinion, was the same 
p ha raoh from the time of Moshe ) repen t. 

T he lasL chapter begins 
with Yonah depresse d  and 

ple, the so- calle d "fla shlight" 
fish house bioluminescent bac
teria in small pou ches under 
their eyes; by opening and clos
ing the se pou ches, t he fi sh u se 
the bac te ria l light emi ssions to 

communicate with other fi sh 
and to a ttrac t mates [ 8 ] .  These 
fl.ashligh t fish apparently are 
what Rashi mean t w hen 
describing Yonahs fish a s  hav
ing eyes tha t are l ike windows 
li t by to rc hes. 

As a reward for being 
saved, the fish gave 
Yonah an undersea 

tour, which included 
the pathway through 
the Red (Reed) Sea 

request ing to die. To view the 
ou tcome o (  hi s prophesy or, 
perhaps, to see if t he repentance 
of Nineveh was sincere, Yonah 
lives in a handcrafted hut just 
ou tside the ci ty. HaShem causes 
a plant (i.e., the kikayon) to 
grow unexpec te dly, covering the 
open roof of the hu t and p rovid
ing shade for Yonah . He i s  quite 
pleased. However, Ha S hem des
ignates a wo rm to a ttack t he 
plant, causing i t  to wither. With 
the sou rce of shade obli terated, 
the sun beats on Yonah's head 
and a hot wind a1ises, causing 
him to feel faint and, com
pounded by his overall depres
sion, to re quest to die. T he 
c hap ter ends w ith Ha Shem 

Rav Brown [1] que s
tions how the fish was able to 
show Yonah the Eben 
S he th.iya h (Founda tion Stone) , 
w hich i s  fi xe d in the dep ths 
beneath the Hac hil of the Bais 
HaMikdash, as Medi terranean 
coast o ff Ere tz Yi sroel o r, per -

taken by B'nei Yisroel 
when leaving Egypt, the 

Eben Shethiyah 
(Foundation Stone) , 
and an entrance to 

Gehinnom. 

haps, a t  t he northern most tip 
of the Gulf of A qaba, i s  t he clo sest that t he fi.sh cou ld get 
to Ye rnshalayim. If so , how could Yonah have seen the 
Eben She thiyah, beneath the Bai s HaMikdash. Rav 
Brown, therefore, concludes tha t  the Eben She thiya h  i s  
not a small rock, bu t rather i t  i s  shaped a s  an under
ground mountain, sp reading deep beneath the surface 
to underlie all of Eretz Yisroel and for ms the continen tal 
shelf that Yonah reached (see page 322). However, a s  the 
Eben S he thiyah i s  t he "plug" to the subte rranean deep 
waters, ano ther though t  i s  that the f ish approached the 
underside of the Eben S he thiyah by swi mming in 
underground a quifers (Rav Reisman ,  personal co mmu
nication). 

Chapter 2 conclude s with the fish spewing 
Yonah out to dry land. Pirke  d' Rabbi Eliezar acknowl
edges that t he f ishs stomach, with its acidified digestive 
juices, was a hostile environment for Yonah. When 
spewed from the fish:S mouth to dry lan d, Yonahs 
clothes were 1.om, hi s hair had fallen out, and bi s skin 

after their repentance. 

explaining to Yonah w hy He 
g rants clemency to the Ni.nevi.re s  

T he re i s  discu ssion a mong the commen taries 
on the i dentification of the k ikayon. Ra shi describes it 
as a plant that grows high, has many long branches, and 
affords shade. T he lbn Ezra, quoting sc holars f ro m  
Spain, iden tifies it a s  the gourd and the Redak a s  the cas 
tor bean plant. T he gourd (perhaps, the specie s, 
Lagenaria si seraria, or bottle gourd) i s  a climbing planL 
wi th large leaves (9] and the castor bean plant ( Ricinus 
communis L) grows 10-12 feet tall with gigan tic, broad 
leaves. See ds of the castor bean plant produce oil u sed 
in folk medicine reme dies and are the source of ricin, a 
deadly poison u se d  in bioterrorism [10]. As  bot h plants 
produce very large leaves tha t  would provide much 
shade, they are sui table candidate s  for the kikayon . 

Ha S hem designates a wo1m to destroy the 
kikayon. The Me 'a m  Loez and the Radak no te tha t the 
worm attacks the roots of the p lant, causing dea th and 
wilting of the aboveground leaves. Perhaps, thi s worm 

Derech HaTeva 45 



wa s a nematod e ,  or roundworm. Mor e than 10,000 
sp eci e s  of nematodes have been i de nti f i ed, with about 
2,5 00 being parasitic to plant s. Ma ny plant parasitic 
nematodes attack the plant roots, causi ng aboveground 
pathologies, i ncluding w ilti ng i n  hot weather. Most 
plant-parasitic nematod e s  range in l e ngth from 0.02 to 
0.04 i nch e s  [11]; Ra v Chaim Rabi nowitz (in Daas 
So f erim) sp ecifi ca lly m entions that this worm wa s very 
small a nd, therefore, could be a nematode. Th e  kikayon 
has a short exist e nce ; it sprang up overnight and at the 
end of th e followi ng night, by daybreak, it w ith e r ed  (1bn 
Ezra ; Radak). Thus, HaShem's zoologic impact o n  Yonah 
ranged from a huge fish to a minute worm. 

Yonah went to sl e ep a happy man, i n  his hut 
with the kikayon providing a dditional sha de. However, 
whe n  h e  a woke ,  the kikayon had with ere d  a nd he was 
exposed to e x L Tem e heat, from the sun and from a 
strong, hot wind common i n  the Midd le Ea st (Rav 
Rabinowitz i n  Daa s  Soferim). "And it happened whe n  
Lhe su n rose that HaShem d e signated a sti lling east 
wi nd; the sun beat upon Yonah's head a nd h e  felt f aint" 
(Yo nah 4 : 8). A combination o f  forc e s  i nteracts to dis
comfort Yonah. The comm e nta ri e s  not e  that HaShem 
d e signat e d  an oppre ssi vely hot, ea st e rn  wind to blow, 
whi ch also swept a way the hut a nd what wa s left of the 
kikayon. Yonah was to tally u nprot ected a nd could no r 
e ndur e  the duality of the oppre ssive, ho L  wind and the 
sun beating on  his head. He became fa int, appar ently 
experi e nci ng h ea t  stroke, whi ch occurs wh e n  the nor
mal body h eat loss proce sses become in e ff ective a nd 

hyperth ermia , or el e vated b·ody temp erature, ensu e s. 
Symptom s o f  h yperthermia include a n  increased m eta
bolic rate, which i n  turn, incr ease s  heat production by 
the body The ski n  b ecom e s  hot and dry a nd, a s  the 
body temperature spirals upward, multiple organ dam
age, including that of the brain, b e comes a po ssi bility 
Heat stroke can be fatal (12]. 

Alb e it the wind wa s hot and oppre ssive and 
the sun wa s strong, but why wa s Yonah hyperse nsitive 
to th e se str e sses? Hair on  the scalp guards the head 
against physical trauma ,  heat  lo ss, a nd sunlight fl2I. 
The pasuk ( 4:8) sp ecifically stat e s  that the su n beat on  
Yonahs baldh ead. T h e  Midrash Tanchuma (Toldos, 12) 
notes that Yonah's scalp hair and facial beard were di s
solve d  follo,ving his stay i n  the fi sh 's stomach. Th e  1bn 
Ezra explains that because Yonah wa s i n  the stomach of 
the fish f or a n  extended p eriod o f  time his skin  wa s t en
der and hypersensitiv e to  heat. Ra v Yose f Kara sugg e st s  
that whe n  th e sailors thr e w  Yonah i nto the sea , the high 
salinity caused his hair to f all out. Without hair cover
i ng his ski n  or head, Yonah was hyperse nsitive to the 
su n, e xplaini ng his fainting wh e n  the su n beat on his 
h ead. 

This i ncident with Nineveh conclud e s  Yo nah's 
rol e as  a navi. Appar e ntly, sometim e s  a person  must be 
hit with the "kitch e n  sink " b e fore h e  u nderstand s  the 
m e ssag e. HaSh em utiliz e s  many components o f  namr e -
a great fish, a m inut e  worm, the kikayon plant, a tem
p e st, turbulent wa ve s, strong winds, and the sun - to 
bring across His m e ssag e  to Yonah. 
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