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O
 
nce there was a queen who had only one child, a son. 
She loved him very much and did everything she could 
for him. All the queen wanted with all her heart was 
for her son to grow up to be a good and kind person. 

Even though his mother gave him everything, the prince was not 
always happy. In fact, sometimes he was very mean. He would hit 
people and would laugh when they were unhappy.
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The queen didn’t 
like some of the things 
her son did. Sometimes 
she got very angry. She 
would tell him to stop whatever he was doing 
and go to his room. Later she would come to him 
and quietly explain why she disapproved of his 
behavior. Once, when her son did something very bad, the queen got 
angry. She screamed at him: “Get out of here.” The prince ran out of 
the palace and disappeared. 

For what seemed like a long time the son wandered from place 
to place. He became a beggar. It wasn’t fun being a beggar. People 
laughed at beggars. No one was nice to beggars. Some people even hit 
beggars. 
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He was now very unhappy. He was sorry for what he had done and 
remembered the quiet talks he had with his mother. Slowly, the prince 
realized that he had been very wrong. 

Finally, after much thinking and crying, he decided to go home. 
Things had changed. Even though it had only been two days, the boy 
was now much older. The young prince who once wore silk was now 
dressed in rags. He came to the palace and came before the queen. He 
said: “Your majesty, I know that I have changed, but I am still your 
son. I love you. I want to come home. Even though I many not look the 
same, it is still me.” The queen hugged her son, and the prince came 
back home. From Midrash Rabbah

Questions
1. Why was the queen 

upset at her son?
2. What did the prince 

see happen when he 
was outside of the 
palace?

3. How did the prince 
change?

4. How is this a story 
about t’shuvah?  
If the queen stands 
for God, who is the 
prince?
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G
 
od’s word came 
to Jonah, saying, 
“Get up, go to 
the great city of 

Nineveh, and tell it that its evil 
has come up before Me.” Jonah 
got up and ran away to Tarshish 

to get away from God. He 
went down to Jaffa. He 

found a boat going 
to Tarshish. He 

paid his fare. He 
went down 

to go on it 
to Tarshish, 
away from 
God. God 
put a great 
wind on 
the sea. The 
boat was 
ready to 

break up. The 
sailors were afraid. They shouted, 
each to his own god. They threw 
things off the boat into the sea 
to make it lighter. They said, one 
to the next, “Come, let’s draw 
straws so that we can find out 
who is responsible for this evil.”

Jonah and 
the Whale
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They drew straws, and Jonah got the short one. They said to him, 
“Please tell us who made this evil fall on us. Where do you come 
from? Where is your land? From what people are you?” He said to 
them, “I am a Hebrew. I believe in the Eternal, the God of the heavens, 
Who made the sea and the dry land.” The men were afraid. They said 
to him, “What have you done?” These men knew that he was escaping 
from God, because he had told them. They said to him, “What should 
we do to you to quiet the sea? The sea keeps going and storming.” He 
said to them, “Take me and throw me into the sea and the sea will be 
quiet. I know that it is because of me that this great storm is against 
you.” The men rowed hard to return to the dry land, but they could 
not, because the sea was going and storming against them. They 
called to God, and they said, “Please, God, do not wipe us out because 
of the soul of this man.” 

Questions
5. Why did Jonah run 

away from the land 
of Tarshish?

6. Why were the men 
in the boat afraid of 
Jonah?

�



 

T
 
hey threw Jonah into the sea, and the sea stopped its anger. 
The men believed in God—really believed. They offered 
offerings to God and vowed vows. God picked a great fish 
to swallow Jonah. Jonah was in the fish’s stomach three 

days and three nights. Jonah prayed to God from the fish’s stomach. 
He said, “I called out from my troubles to the God who answers me. 
You tossed me into the deep, into the heart of the sea. The currents 
surrounded me, all the waves broke over me. When my soul was ready 

to fade, I remembered God. My 
prayer came before You—to Your 

Holy sanctuary. God saved me.”
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God spoke to the fish, and it spat Jonah out onto dry land. The 
word of God came to Jonah a second time, saying, “Get up, go to 
the great city of Nineveh, and tell what I tell you.” Jonah got up and 
went to Nineveh just as God had said. Nineveh was a great city. He 
walked for one day and called: “Forty days from now Nineveh will be 
destroyed.” But the people in Nineveh trusted in God. They called a 
fast and dressed in sackcloth from the greatest to the smallest. God 
saw in their actions that they came back from their evil ways. God had 
mercy.

Jonah felt this was evil—a great evil. He burned with anger. He 
prayed to God and said, “God, this is why I started to run away from 
Tarshish. I knew You are a kind and mercy-showing God, patient and 
understanding, Who would forgive their evil. Now God, please take 
away my soul, because I would rather die than be alive.” God said, “Is 
it right that you burn with anger?” 

Questions
7. In what way 

did the people 
of Nineveh 
change?

8. What caused 
the change?
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onah left the city. He 
built a sukkah there 
and sat in the shade 
to see what would 

  happen to the city. 
God picked a castor-
oil plant that grew up 
over Jonah to be over 
his head and shade him. 
Jonah was happy about 

the plant, really happy. But God picked a worm that bit the castor-
oil plant, and it dried up. When the sun shone, God picked a cutting 
east wind. The sun beat down on Jonah’s head. He became faint and 
wished his soul to die. He said, “I would rather die than be alive.” God 
said to Jonah, “It is right that you burn with anger over the plant?” 
He said, “Is it right that I burn with anger—to the point of death.” 
Then God said to Jonah, “You cared about the castor-oil plant for 
which you didn’t work, that you didn’t raise, that came one night and 
vanished the next. Should I not care about 
Nineveh, the great city that has more than 
a hundred and twenty thousand people 
who cannot tell the difference 
between their right and left 
hands? And it has many 
animals, too.”

Questions
9. What lesson did Jonah 

learn?
10. How can you adapt the 

lesson Jonah learned into 
your own life?

11. Why is this story read 
every Yom Kippur?


