The Lord directed a large fish to swallow Jonah.  Jonah remained in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.

During the afternoon service of Yom Kippur we read the book of Jonah, which is one of the most enigmatic narratives found in Tanakh.  This book contains the story of Jonah being swallowed alive by a fish, and then spit out, unharmed, after three days and three nights.  


This incident has captured the imagination of many writers and artists over the centuries who have all tried to flesh out the meaning of this story.  Indeed, the rabbinic tradition also contains many different explanations of this event.


When God speaks to the fish and commands it to spit Jonah out, it marks only the second time in Tanakh that God actually speaks directly to a non-human.  The first time was when God spoke to the serpent in Eden.  The association with Eden at once reminds us that we are witnessing a moment of cosmic proportions.  So great is the enormity of this event that the rabbinic sage, Rabbi Tarfon declares, "This fish was prepared already during the six days of creation in order to swallow Jonah."  It was not an ordinary fish that Jonah resided in, but a fish especially designed by God.


This explanation echoes in the writings of the great 15thc. Spanish rabbi, Isaac Abravanel.  Abravanel writes: "And there is no doubt that a human being does not have the strength to live within the belly of the fish for even one hour, and certainly not for three days and three nights, for a human being can only survive by drawing in cold air from the outside.  Nevertheless, this does not discount our belief in this miracle."


Hence, Rabbi Tarfon and Abravanel both understand that this fish was able to swallow Jonah only through an outstanding miracle of cosmic proportions.  Nevertheless, others insist that this passage should be understood in a rational way.  For example, some point to an incident that happened in 1927 on the Falkland Islands where a man was swallowed by a whale, and then after the whale died a day later, the man emerged relatively unscathed.  Others point to a similar event in 1891.


Alternatively, the medieval Provencal scholar, R. Joseph ibn Kaspi, records a position that maintains that the entire tale never actually happened, except in a vision or a dream that Jonah received; Jonah was never actually in the belly of a fish he only dreamt that he was there.


So there are three possible ways in which the Jewish tradition accounts for the fish swallowing Jonah alive.  However, this raises the much deeper question of why God saw to it that a fish should swallow Jonah.  One answer to this question focuses on the symbolism of the belly of the fish.  The fish, we recall, swallowed Jonah, after he fled God's call.  He then remained and prayed in the belly of the fish for three days and three nights before being vomited onto land.  Some commentators explain that Jonah's prayer within the fish was actually his words of repentance before God.  


The symbolism of three days and nights is also associated with the time it takes to travel to Sheol, the Netherworld; Jonah's descent into the fish can thus be viewed as a descent into a type of death.  Furthermore, the belly of the fish directly parallels the womb of a mother.  Jonah's emergence from the fish can then be seen as a type of rebirth.  After travelling to Sheol, Jonah repents and is then resurrected.  It is only after this rebirth that the narrative relates (3: 1), "The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time." 


This symbolism of death and rebirth appears in many of the customs associated with Yom Kippur.  For example, when emergency fast days are discussed in Tanakh, the ideal seems to be a three-day fast.  (See Samuel I, 30: 12; Esther, 4: 16.)  Is this three-day fast perhaps an attempt to simulate death?  So too, the custom has developed for men to go to the mikvah on the eve of Yom Kippur.  The mikvah with its pure water also evokes the image of an embryonic sac, and a convert's emergence from the mikvah has often been compared to a moment of rebirth.  Finally, when the Yom Kippur fast ends, we reenter the physical world with the blasting of a ram's horn, the simplest sound known to ancient man.  Perhaps this shofar blast should be seen as parallel to the cry of a baby exiting the womb and emerging into the world. 


This explains why the story of Jonah in the fish's belly figures so prominently in the Yom Kippur liturgy, as the story teaches us that true repentance is accompanied by a metaphysical rebirth.  And indeed, when true repentance occurs, like a newborn baby, our potential is infinite.
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