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Ramban’s Eishet Yefat To’ar: A Paradigm for 
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 The assertion that Chazal were skeptical of the institution of Eishet 

Yefat To’ar, a female captive taken by a Jew as a wife, could rightly be 

classified as an understatement. In various formulations, ranging from 

the celebrated “Dibrah Torah KeNegged Yeitzer HaRa,” “The Torah spoke in 

relation to the Evil Inclination,”1 referenced by the Talmud in Kiddushin2 

and cited by Rashi,3 to Ben Azai’s linkage of Yefat To’ar, on the principle 

of “Averiah Goreret Aveirah,” “A sin leads to another sin,” to the 

emergence of a “Ben Soreir U’Moreh,” “A disobedient and rebellious 

son,”4 the Rabbinic tradition unequivocally expressed its profound 

discomfort with the notion of forcible seizure of a woman on the 

battlefield.   

If one rejects the view of Rav in the Bavli,5 which was accepted by 

Rambam,6 that one may immediately engage in a single act of intimate 

relations with this woman, and opts for the Yerushalmi’s view,7 as 

                                                 
1 See Rav Baruch HaLevi Epstein’s essay on this puzzling concept 

(Devarim 21:11:72) for his assertion that the Torah only made concessions 

to human frailty in the heated context of war. This conclusion is highly 

debatable for reasons beyond the scope of this essay. For just one notable 

source that would run counter to Rav Epstein’s premise, see Ramban 

Devarim 23:10 s.v. ViNishmarta MiKol Davar Ra. 
2 Talmud Bavli Masechet Kiddushin 22a. The imagery employed by the 

Gemara, comparing the leniency of Yefat To’ar to consumption of 

properly slaughtered meat, as opposed to Basar Temutot Neveilot (meat 

from carcasses), is both highly provocative with respect to the general 

license to consume meat, as well as validating of Ramban’s instinct to link 

these two realms of carnal pleasure in his essay on holiness (VaYikra 19:2 

s.v. Kedoshim Tihiyu), as well as Rambam’s linkage of the gustatory and 

coital realm in Sefer Kedushah. 
3 Rashi Devarim 21:11 s.v. VeLakachta Lecha Le’Ishah 
4 See Devarim Rabbah 6:4. Rashi s.v. VeLakachta Lecha Le’Ishah cites a more 

widely known Midrash Tanchuma, which follows a similar logic with a 

slight variation, linking Yefat To’ar to Isha Senu’ah, a hated wife, and 

only then, Ben Sorer U’Moreh. The point is identical. 
5 Kiddushin 21b 
6 Rambam Mishneh Torah Hilkhot Melachim Chapter 8. In fairness to 

Rambam, he did mandate that one not perform the act on the battlefield 

itself in a uniquely brutal fashion, but rather with a certain modicum of 

dignity, VaHaveitah El Toch Beitecha; in any event, the extremely troubling 

nature of the act remains. 
7 Talmud Yerushalmi Makkot 2:6 

Ramban did,8 that even one act of intimacy is contingent upon adherence 

to the numerous protocols prescribed in the opening passage of our 

Parashah, certain primal aspects of the Torah’s dispensation may indeed 

be mitigated. Nevertheless, the difference remains largely of degree, and 

not of kind.   

Plainly speaking, Chazal’s reticence and sense of foreboding 

regarding the outcome of such activity is fully understandable. Both the 

ethic and the aspiration of “Ki Hashem Elohecha Mithaleich BeKerev 

Machanecha… VeHayah Machanecha Kadosh,” “For Hashem your God 

walks in the midst of your camp… and so your camp shall be holy,”9 to 

say nothing of the broader vision of “Kedoshim Tihiyu,” “You shall be 

holy,”10 are left deeply wanting in the case of a Yefat To’ar. 

And yet, “Divrei Torah Ani’im BiMkoman Va’Ashirin BeMakom Acher,” 

“Words of Torah are [sometimes] poor [i.e. brief] in their place, but rich 

[i.e. developed and expanded] elsewhere.”11 It seems that a certain aspect 

of the Yefat To’ar protocol, however undesirable the institution, per se, 

remains, may shed some light on the Teshuvah season in which we are 

now fully engaged. 

II. 

The Torah’s mandate, following bringing the captive woman into 

one’s home, to allow for a maximum of a thirty day period of weeping, 

“UVacheta Et Aviha Ve’Et Imah Yerach Yamim,” “And she shall cry over her 

father and mother for a month,”12 was interpreted in highly divergent 

ways by the various Mefarshim. Rashi,13 consistent with his general 

approach to the protocols of Yefat To’ar, and reflective of the 

aforementioned disdain for the institution, assumes that the weeping is, 

like the shearing of the hair, elongation of the nails, and disrobement of 

finery, an attempt to deter a future marriage between the captor and 

captive, in so far as the weeping will make the captive woman even more 

undesirable.   

In contrast, Ibn Ezra14 assumes that the weeping was meant in the 

sense of mourning, presuming that the captive’s parents were actually 

killed in war. This view was categorically rejected by Seforno,15 as there 

would be no reason for the captive woman’s parents to be killed in a 

Milchemet Reshut, a non-obligatory war, which is the context of the Yefat 

To’ar procedure. 

A third approach is suggested by Rambam,16 who maintains that the 

weeping is actually a form of mourning, not for the literal death of the 

captive’s parents, but for the cultural and social displacement that she 

suffers. The Torah had compassion for the terrible plight of this woman, 

and gave her a period of time in which she could attempt to process both 

her physical and spiritual dislocation. Indeed, even as Rambam utterly 

rejects the possibility that the captive may be converted against her will, 

                                                 
8 Ramban Devarim 21:13 s.v. Ve’Achar Kein Tavo Eileha UVe’altah 
9 Devarim 23:15. See Ramban’s essay referenced in Footnote 1 for his 

expression of this ethic. 
10  VaYikra 19:2 
11 Talmud Yerushalmi Rosh HaShanah 17a 
12 Devarim 21:13 
13 Ad loc. s.v. UVacheta Et Aviha Ve’Et Imah 
14 Ad loc. s.v. UVacheta Et Aviha Ve’Et Imah 
15 Ad loc. s.v. UVacheta Et Aviha Ve’Et Imah 
16 Hilchot Melachim Chapter 8, Moreh Nevuchim 3:41 
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and, after twelve months, should she be unwilling to accept the 

tenets and practice of Judaism, she must be emancipated, she will 

nevertheless no longer be permitted to engage in any idolatrous 

practices.   

Remarkably, according to Rambam, despite the Torah’s 

profound antipathy towards any form of paganism, in doctrine as 

well as in practice, the Torah still had compassion for the immediate 

and jarring nature of the transition imposed upon the captive 

woman.   

Indeed, it is Rambam’s view17 that the Rabbinic expansion of the 

Torah level mandate of a single day of mourning into a thirty day 

period, in recognition of the suffering of the mourner, is indeed 

rooted in the halakha of Yefat To’ar. 

III. 

Unlike Rambam, who deemed the notion of compulsory 

conversion a halachic impossibility, Ramban18 deemed it to be a core 

aspect of the Yefat To’ar protocol. As such, Ramban adopted yet 

another view of the thirty day period of mourning. In contrast to 

Rambam, who saw it as a humanistic measure reflecting the Torah’s 

compassion for the brutal transition imposed upon this captive, 

Ramban deems it a theological necessity. For, if the captive woman is 

not prepared to voluntarily convert, a thirty day period is required 

to ‘uproot the idolatry from her heart and from her mouth,’ and 

further, ‘to extinguish the [kindled] coal’ of displacement and 

separation from her mother and father.   

In other words, since, according to Ramban, volition will not be 

required for this woman’s conversion and subsequent marriage to a 

Jewish man, a dramatic measure is necessary to ensure that, at a 

minimum, she is no longer an active idolater, nor does she continue 

to identify with a culture or family rooted in idolatry. Subsequent to 

this thirty day purgation of previous bonds, both theological and 

personal, Ramban asserts her marriage need not be conceived as a 

coercive one, in an ongoing sense, despite its undeniably coercive 

origins. 

For Rambam, then, thirty days is sufficient for a bereft and 

grief-stricken woman to find some measure of solace before 

determining, for herself, her future path.  She will then consider 

whether to join her captor, in faith and in marriage, or to eventually 

leave his home, even if she may never return to the idolatry of her 

youth.   

For Ramban, in contrast, the thirty day period is not a respite, 

but a revolution; it is not a convalescence, but a transformation. 

Apparently, Ramban believed that it was possible for a person to 

literally be transformed in one month’s time, to have bonds, familial 

as well as theological, irreversibly severed, and in their place, new 

ones formed. If Chazal did indeed equate standard conversion to 

rebirth, as expressed in the phrase, “Geir SheNitgayeir KeKatan 

SheNolad Dami,” “A convert who converts is like a newborn child,”19 

Ramban’s paradigm of the Eishet Yefat To’ar expressed in this 

passage can certainly be described in the same language.20   

                                                 
17 Hilchot Aveil 6:1. Rambam’s language here is entirely consistent 

with his conceptualization of Yefat To’ar: “MiChlal SheHa’Aveil 

Mitzta’eir Kol Sheloshim Yom,” “This implies that a mourner is in 

discomfort for all of thirty days.” No reference is made to the 

mourning being related to a death, per se, but simply that a person 

who is in mourning (in the case of Yefat To’ar, over her previous 

existence) experiences Tza’ar for thirty days.  
18 Ramban Devarim 21:13 s.v. Ve’Al Da’ati 
19 Yevamot 22a 
20 My presentation emphasizes the clear differences between 

Rambam and Ramban’s approach. It should be noted, however, that 

IV. 

Ramban’s Eishet Yefat To’ar, with its conception of a month of 

transformation, lays down the gauntlet for all of us in Chodesh Elul. If we 

would doubt for a moment that a month is sufficient to engage in a 

wholesale reformation of character, and further, a reconfiguration of our 

inner worlds and all that we hold dear, then we must think again. Indeed, 

Ramban’s precise language in the context of Yefat To’ar regarding the 

uprooting of idolatry from her mouth and from her heart, “La’Akor Sheim 

Avodah Zarah MiPiha UMiLibah”, “To uproot the name of idolatry from 

her mouth and from her heart,” directly mirrors Ramban’s formulation of 

the Mitzvah of Teshuva.  In his celebrated essay on the passage in 

Nitzavim, “Ki HaMitzvah HaZot… Ki Karov Eilecha HaDavar Me’od BeFicha 

U’Vilvavecha La’Asoto,” “For this commandment… it is very close to you, 

in your mouth and your heart to perform it,” Ramban21 asserts that the 

specific Mitzvah in question, HaMitzvah HaZot, is Teshuvah.   

Indeed, just as was the case with the Yefat To’ar, with respect to 

removing idolatry, Ramban identifies both the outward component of the 

Mitzvah, the Vidui (‘BeFicha,’ ‘In your mouth’), as well as the inner 

resolution to not merely withdraw from sin but recommit to Torah in its 

entirety, (‘BiLvavecha’, ‘In your heart’).22 The sweeping scope of the 

Kabbalah BaLeiv of committing to Torah now and in the future further 

mirrors the Yefat To’ar’s actual conversion. 

There is little doubt that Ramban’s direct parallel of the process 

undertaken by the Yefat To’ar and the standard penitent sets the bar for 

our Teshuvah process very high. And yet, despite this daunting standard, 

we should not despair of attaining the full measure of what Teshuvah has 

to offer, for there remains a profound contrast between the Yefat To’ar 

and each one of us, even within the Ramban’s scheme. In the case of the 

Yefat To’ar, the transformation she must undergo in a thirty day period 

is, in a very concrete sense, wholly unnatural, imposed upon her by 

another person’s desires and the ravages of war. But for us, the Mitzvah 

of Teshuvah, and the spiritual opportunity it constitutes, could not be 

more natural. As Ramban would have it, Ki Karov Eilecha HaDavar 

Me’od: there is no Mitzvah which is more internally driven, and more 

liberating, than the process of returning to our Creator, and our own best 

selves. 

A Spade for the Soul 
By Ephraim Helfgot (’20) 

This week’s Parashah, Ki Teitzei, discusses the Halachot of wartime 

life. The Torah stresses that the camp of Bnei Yisrael must be kept 

                                                                                              
towards the end of Ramban’s essay, he does introduce the notion of the 

thirty day period being one of consolation for the captive woman. 

Nevertheless, on balance, the theme of consolation is at most a minor 

motif in Ramban’s presentation, compared to the clear necessity of 

uprooting her idolatrous roots prior to her compulsory conversion and 

subsequent marriage. 
21 Devarim 30: 11 and Ramban ibid. s.v. Ki HaMitzvah HaZot 
22 Ramban’s dual scheme of Teshuvah-Vidui is mostly familiar from 

Rambam’s similar scheme, as interpreted by the Rav. See Rambam 

Hilchot Teshuvah 1:1, 2:2. What is fascinating is that the Kiyum BaLeiv of 

Rambam appears to differ slightly from that of Ramban. For Rambam, 

the inner component is focused on abandoning a specific sin, regretting it, 

and resolving, internally, not to recidivate. For Ramban, the Kiyum 

BaLeiv is defined by recommitment to the Torah in its entirety, 

“VeYashuvu BeLibam El Hashem ViYikablu Aleihem HaYom HaTorah 

La’Asotah LeDorot,” “And they shall return in their hearts to Hashem, and 

they shall accept upon themselves, today, to keep the Torah for all 

generations.” 
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spiritually pure, saying, “Ki Teitzei Machaneh Al Oyevecha VeNishmarta 

MiKol Davar Ra,” “When you go out as a camp upon your enemies, you 

shall keep yourselves from any bad thing” (Devarim 23:10). Among the 

specific procedures prescribed by the Torah is the burying of human 

waste: “VeYateid Tihiyeh Lecha Al Azeinecha VeHayah BeShivtecha Chutz 

VeChafarta Bah VeShavta VeChisita Et Tzei’atecha,” “And you shall have a 

spade by your equipment, and when you relieve yourself, you shall dig 

with it, and cover your excrement” (ibid. 23:14). This is necessary 

because, as the next Pasuk states, “Hashem Elohecha Mithaleich BeKerev 

Machanecha,” “Hashem your God walks in the midst of your camp” (ibid. 

23:15). On the level of Peshat, the Torah is commanding us to maintain a 

basic level of hygiene and civilization in a war camp, to prevent a moral 

breakdown in the Machaneh.  

The Midrash, however, finds deeper messages hidden within the 

commandment to keep a shovel handy for bathroom purposes. The 

Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni 934) renders the phrase “VeYateid Tihiyeh Lecha 

Al Azeinecha,” “And you shall have a spade by your equipment,” as, “Asei 

Tik LeZayin Shelcha,” “Make a holder for your weapon.” One who walks 

outside should not do so with his sword outstretched; the easy 

accessibility of his weapon is liable to tempt him, “VeHu Makkeh Le’Echad 

VeHorgo UMitchayeiv BeNafsho,” “And he will strike someone and kill 

him, and then be mortally guilty.” The Midrash applies this concept to 

one’s Yeitzer HaRa, in accordance with the Pasuk, “LaPetach Chatat 

Roveitz,” “Sin crouches at the door” (BeReishit 4:7). If one does not take 

preventive measures, he opens the door to his lowest urges-- specifically, 

the Midrash writes, in matters of lust and physical Ta’avot. 

The Midrash, a paragraph later, cites Bar Kappara: “Al Tikrei 

Azeinecha Ela Oznecha She’Im Yishma Adam Davar She’Eino Hagun Yani’ach 

Etzba’o Be’Ozno,” “Do not read ‘your equipment’, but rather ‘your ears’: 

that if one hears something improper, he should place his finger in his 

ears.” This is an extension of the Midrash’s earlier recommendation: an 

effective way of forestalling sin is preventing the very thought of an 

Aveirah. 

It is interesting that the Midrash presents two different formulations, 

brought from two different sources, in support of this concept, 

considering that the point of the two Midrashim, preparation as a 

protective measure against sin, is not readily apparent in the Pasuk! The 

literal translation of the Pasuk, quoted above, speaks only of covering 

human waste. It is true that the introduction to this section of the Torah, 

‘You shall keep yourselves from any bad thing,’ quoted above, lends itself 

to such an interpretation; but the Midrash to that Pasuk (Yalkut Shimoni 

933) already emphasized the need to prevent opportunities for sin, and 

already dwelled on the specific case of lustful desires. Our Pasuk, 

meanwhile, talks of hygiene procedures in a war camp. Why does the 

Midrash see our verse as a worthy base for such a homily? 

 The Parashah’s opening discussion of an Eishet Yefat To’ar, a female 

wartime captive taken by a Jewish captor, troubled Chazal due to the 

immorality and intermarriage inherent in the situation. The only rationale 

the Talmud can proffer is, “DeLo Dibrah Torah Ela KeNeged Yeitzer HaRa,” 

“For the Torah only spoke in relation to the evil inclination” (Kiddushin 

21b). But if the Torah recognizes that such action is evil, then surely it 

must advise against it, even if only in a hidden way. There must be 

another verse, a verse close by, which speaks of warfare and subtly, 

concealedly, exhorts us to prevent the heat of war from overcoming our 

better angels. There must be a Pasuk here, a phrase there, which, while 

not contradicting the allowance of Eishet Yefat To’ar for an individual’s 

Yeitzer HaRa, urge us to rise above our base inclinations.  

Enter the Midrash. The Midrash notices that the topics of camp 

hygiene and Eishet Yefat To’ar both speak of wartime situations, and 

open with the same words. It further notices that our section is riddled 

with a cascade of strange word choices: Protect yourself from any “Davar 

Ra,” “Bad thing,”  instead of ‘Avon,’ ‘Sin’; keep a shovel by “Azeinecha,” 

“Your equipment,” instead of ‘Keilecha,’ Your things’ (‘Azeinecha’ is 

from the same root as the word ‘Oznecha’, ‘your ears’); make sure that 

God does not see any “Ervat Davar,” “Lack of a thing,” instead of Avon 

(‘Ervat’ is from the same root as the word ‘Arayot’, ‘immoral 

intercourse’). And so the Midrash connects the dots and presents the 

moral: Prevent yourself from entering a situation, or hearing a message, 

which will allow your Yeitzer HaRa to lead you down the wrong path. 

In war, as well as life, temptation is strong; give yourself the best 

chance you can to avoid sin. May we all take this message to heart in 

these final weeks before the Yamim Nora’im, and commit ourselves to 

proactively prevent temptation in the year ahead and beyond. 

Was Yonah Really In a Fish For Three Days?  
By Rabbi Chaim Jachter and Binyamin Jachter (’17)23 

A Torah Academy of Bergen County alumnus was eager to know 

whether an Orthodox Jew is required to believe that Yonah truly was 

swallowed by a large fish and survived inside of it for three days. 

Indeed, it does seem to be quite a stretch of the imagination to believe 

this. The answer hinges upon when it is appropriate to interpret a 

portion of the Tanach in a non-literal manner. 

Precedents for interpreting Tanach in a non-literal manner 

Undoubtedly, certain phrases in the Torah are not to be taken 

literally. Chazal (Chullin 90b and Tamid 29a) explicitly state that the 

Torah occasionally uses hyperbole. A clear example of this is a Pasuk 

(Devarim 1:28) which refers to cities surrounded by walls that reach the 

heavens. Another Pasuk (Melachim Aleph 1:40) describes the earth 

cracking from the noise made by the party of Adoniyahu; this is 

another obvious exaggeration. These are by no means lies, since it is 

clear to any intelligent reader that these descriptions are hyperboles. 

The first major authority to discuss this issue is Rambam, who 

develops this discussion in his great philosophical work, Moreh 

Nevuchim (The Guide for the Perplexed). Rambam insists repeatedly in 

this volume (1:1-30) that Torah passages that suggest the corporeality of 

Hashem contradict fundamental logic (since Hashem cannot be 

restricted to a body), and therefore must be interpreted in a non-literal 

manner. 

Moreover, Rambam believes that certain episodes in the Torah are 

not to be understood literally. For example, he interprets BeReishit 

Chapter 18 allegorically (ibid. 2:42), saying that the three angels must 

have appeared to Avraham Avinu in a vision because angels do not eat 

human food or even appear in a human form.24  

In this chapter of the Moreh Nevuchim Rambam writes that 

Yaakov Avinu’s wrestling with an angel was merely a prophetic vision, 

as was the story of Bilam’s talking donkey. Four chapters later, in 

Moreh Nevuchim 2:46, Rambam insists that various bizarre prophetic 

episodes such as Hoshei’a marrying a harlot (Hoshei’a 1-3) and 

Yishayahu walking barefoot and naked (Yishayahu 20) occurred only in 

a prophecy. Rambam forcefully argues, “Heaven forfend that Hashem 

would command His prophets to act in a psychotic manner.”    

Even more shockingly, Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim 3:22) endorses 

the opinion (presented in Bava Batra 15a) that the entire book of Iyov is 

merely a Mashal (parable). Rambam insists that “any intelligent 

person” would agree that the first two chapters of Iyov, which describe 

                                                 
23 Thank you to my son Binyamin, son-in-law Yisroel Perton, and dear 

friend Dr. Dino Feigelstock for helping us formulate the ideas in this 

essay. 
24 The Ramban (Breishit 18:1) rejects this argument of the Rambam in 

the strongest of terms. 
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the Satan’s exchange with Hashem arguing against Iyov’s righteousness, 

are to be understood as a parable.   

Rambam argues that the description of Iyov as living in the land of 

Utz (Iyov 1:1) clearly indicates that what follows is a parable. The land of 

Utz is not described elsewhere in Tanach as a place where event happen, 

but Utz is mentioned once as the name of one of the children of Avraham 

Avinu’s brother Nachor. The word Utz, Rambam argues, alludes to the 

word Eitzah (advice). Setting the scene of Sefer Iyov in its opening verse 

in the land of Utz indicates that the book is about offering advice, or 

insight, as to how we are to perceive Hashem’s judgment in the world.  

Professor Uriel Simon - Yonah as an Allegory  

Rambam does not address the issue of Yonah living in a fish for 

three days in the Moreh Nevuchim. Da’at Mikra, in its introduction to 

Sefer Yonah, notes that Ibn Caspi is the only classic authority who cites 

an opinion that the first two chapters of Sefer Yonah should be 

understood as having occurred only in a prophetic vision. The Da’at 

Mikra assumes that the Ibn Caspi refers to Rambam. Indeed, Rambam, 

towards the end of Moreh Nevuchim 2:46, writes, “And from what I have 

mentioned derive to that which I have not mentioned.”   

Professor Uriel Simon vigorously argues that Sefer Yonah is meant 

to be taken as an allegory, similar to the Rambam’s approach to the book 

of Iyov. He contrasts Yonah with Megillat Esther, which he argues has all 

the hallmarks of an actual, historical story. In Megillat Esther, the name of 

the king is mentioned, the country he rules is noted, and a specific 

timeline is presented for the events of the story.   

None of these hallmarks of a true story exist in Sefer Yonah. The 

name of the king is omitted, the kingdom of Assyria (of which Nineveh is 

the capital city) is not mentioned and no timeline is offered for the events 

recorded. Moreover, Professor Simon argues that the details are 

presented in a wildly unrealistic manner, such as the size of Nineveh 

being three days’ journey across, to stress that the story is not intended to 

be understood literally.   

The Traditional Approach - Sefer Yonah as a True Story 

Even the more rationally inclined commentators such as Ibn Ezra, 

Radak and Abarbanel understand all of Sefer Yonah, including the fish 

episode, as constituting an event that actually happened. Da’at Mikra 

cites a report printed in a 1927 issue of the Princeton Theological Review 

which records the saga of a sailor named John Ambrose who allegedly 

was swallowed by a whale and survived for three days inside the whale.   

Needless to say, many are deeply skeptical about this report. 

Moreover, Radak and Abarbanel understand Yonah’s survival in the fish 

as a miraculous event. Thus, a natural explanation is, at best, 

unnecessary. Just as Hashem made the miracles of Keri’at Yam Suf (the 

Splitting of the Sea) and the revelation at Har Sinai, so too He made the 

many miracles recorded in Sefer Yonah.   

Da’at Mikra notes that Chazal also understood the entirety of Sefer 

Yonah in a literal sense. The Mishnah (Ta’anit 2:4) notes that one of the 

Berachot recited on the seven intense fast days for rain is, “Mi She’Ana Et 

Yonah MiMe’ei HaDagah Hu Ya’aneh Etchem VeYishma BeKol Tza’akatchem 

HaYom HaZeh Baruch Atah Hashem Ha’Oneh Be’Eit Tzarah,” “The One who 

answered Yonah from the belly of the fish, He will answer you and hear 

your cries today; Blessed are you Hashem Who responds in a time of 

crisis.”   

We may add that Rambam himself (Hilchot Ta’aniot 4:12) codifies 

this Beracha as normative Halacha. Thus, it appears that Rambam 

believes that the Yonah-in-the-fish episode should be understood 

literally. The Rambam understands various stories as non-literal due to 

theological problems posed by the literal understanding; Hashem’s, or 

even an angel’s corporeality is inconceivable to the Rambam, and 

therefore he understands various Pesukim as allegories or prophecies in 

accordance with this view. However, just as Rambam does not regard the 

Ten Makkot as allegorical, even though they severely deviate from the 

natural course of events, so too the Rambam does not interpret Yonah’s 

stay in the fish or the Kikayon incident as allegory, since there is no 

compelling theological reason to do so.   

Moreover, the Mishnah’s phrase is paraphrased in both the 

Ashkenazic and Sephardic Selichot. Ashkenazic Jews say, “Mi She’Anah 

LeYonah BiMe’ei HaDagah, Hu Ya’aneinu,” and Sephardic Jews say, 

“De’Anei LeYonah BiMe’ei HaDagah, Aneinan”, “He who answered Yonah 

in the belly of the fish, [Ashkenazim: He will] answer us.” Thus, the 

position that Yonah in the fish should be viewed as an allegory lies 

considerably outside the mainstream of Jewish thought.   

Responding to Professor Simon’s Proofs 

Professor Simon gave compelling insights arguing that the literary 

style indicates that Sefer Yonah is to be understood as 

allegorical. However, we may respond that the Rambam’s primary proof 

to his allegorical approach to Iyov (which Professer Simon utilized as a 

support) is from the fact that the location of Sefer Iyov, the land of Utz, 

appears to be fictional. Sefer Yonah, though, focuses on Nineveh, a very 

real place. It also mentions Yaffo as a port for international commerce, 

which it was then and remains so until this very day. Tarshish, Yonah’s 

aborted destination, is a real place as well, as explained by Da’at Mikra.   

The portrayal of Nineveh as an evil and exceedingly large city is 

indeed realistic. Sefer Nachum serves as the sequel to Sefer Yonah, 

predicting the destruction of Nineveh following its reversion to its evil 

ways after Yonah’s visit. Finally, the absence of any mention of Yonah’s 

visit to Nineveh in Assyrian historical records hardly constitutes evidence 

that this event did not take place. Although abundant amounts of ancient 

Assyrian artifacts and documents are extant, Yonah’s absence might be 

explained in numerous ways.   

It could be that Assyrian kings sought to squelch the story since 

Yonah’s message of morality was incompatible with their 

agenda. Alternatively, the Teshuvah was so short lived that Assyrian 

recorders of history did not find it worth mentioning. Finally, drawing 

conclusions from the absence of archaeological evidence is an endeavor 

fraught with danger which has yielded many theories that were 

subsequently debunked, especially in regard to the Tanach.    

Conclusion  

Rav Yaakov Emden is famous for noting in the introduction to his 

Siddur that the survival of the Jewish people is a miracle greater in 

magnitude than any miracle recorded in the Tanach. Yonah’s miraculous 

survival in the fish foreshadows our supernatural survival in the Exile. 

Just as Hashem has orchestrated our survival throughout the extreme 

difficulties of the past two thousand years, so too did Hashem arrange for 

Yonah to survive three days in the fish. The Jewish experience makes it 

much easier for us to believe the reality of Yonah’s miraculous survival. 

Furthermore, a major theme of the Yom Kippur is Hashem’s relationships 

and interactions with the world; the miracles performed for Yonah 

provide a strong reminder that Hashem interacts directly with the world, 

a fact we would do well to remember on Yom Kippur.  
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