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“Is It True?” 

A Sermon for Yom Kippur 5782 

Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

I begin to think about the High Holidays sermons around 

May or June, so, it was fortuitous when one Sunday in June, Gabe 

Robinson-Lynch, who has a great track record for sermon ideas, 

told me he had one.  Gabe and his family related to me that just 

two days before, a lobster fisherman diving off Cape Cod was 

swallowed by a whale, spit out in the air, came crashing back 

down on the sea, and survived.  Now that’s a great topic for a 

sermon they offered. 

Well, I had to admit, it did have some things going for it.  

We read the book of Jonah on Yom Kippur afternoon, so it had 

timeliness in its favor.  And we do seem to be living with other 

frightening biblical-type plagues surrounding us: Covid, 

wildfires, drought, Lone Star ticks in West Tisbury which are 

slowly but deliberately marching toward down Island towns. 

This news story fit right in. And it had a happy ending, so it 
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definitely had potential.  But I needed to do my research, which 

boiled down to asking Gabe one question: “Is this true?” 

It seems my insightful question was the dominant one on the 

news for the next few days.  The New York Post: “Sounds Fishy, 

Experts say.”  The Boston Globe: “A Lobsterman found himself in 

a whale’s mouth.  Really? Experts agree: It happens.”  I guess the 

Post and the Globe talk to different “experts”.  On the GBH talk 

show “Boston Public Radio,” Marjory Egan and Jared Bowen did 

a whole segment of listener call-in discussion with the 

introduction: “We are asking this question: are you buying it?”  

They had callers who were expert divers weighing in on both 

sides of the question—"impossible,”  “very possible.”   

I wasn’t sure I was buying it.  Not the veracity of the story—

I believed it--but that there was a sermon in it.  But then I 

realized, that my first response, the question “is it true?” maybe 

that was the sermon.  Because behind the question of whether this 

story of Captain Michael Packard was true, was the question of 

whether the story of Jonah itself is true.  And behind that 

question, was whether other biblical stories more central to its 

authority, such as the plagues, the Exodus from Egypt, or the 
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parting of the Red Sea—whether they were true.  Those are 

questions worth delving into.  Those are questions that make for a 

sermon.   

Now, let’s return to the remarkable story of Captain Michael 

Packard, for the question of the truth of that story and the truth of 

Jonah do shed light on each other.  On June 11th, Packard, an 

experienced and respected 56-year-old commercial lobster diver, 

was diving at about 45 feet off Herring Cove beach, 

Provincetown.  As he described it, he felt a huge bump and 

everything went dark.  In his words: “I could sense that I was 

moving and I said oh my God, did I just get bit by a shark, and 

then I felt around … and I realized there was no teeth and I felt 

really no great pain and then I realized oh my God I’m in a 

whale’s mouth, I’m in a whale’s mouth and he’s trying to 

swallow me.  And I thought to myself, ok this is it this is…I 

finally…I’m gonna die…and I thought about my kids and my 

wife and I I really, there was no getting out of there…and all of a 

sudden he went up to the surface and just erupted and started 

shaking his head and I just got thrown in the air and landed in the 
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water and I was free and I just floated there and I couldn’t believe 

it.  I couldn’t believe I got outa there. And I’m here to tell it.”1 

Now, I do believe Captain Packard’s story.  I think it is true.  

But a follow-up question I have is, whether it is meaningful 

enough to others to be told and discussed every year.  We know it 

was meaningful to Packard’s wife, who reportedly pled with her 

husband (unsuccessfully), to find another job.  Beyond that, we’ll 

have to see.  The story of Jonah, however, which is more 

fantastical as it involves not just being in the whale’s mouth but in 

a great fish’s belly for three full days, is on its surface not true, 

and yet is read every year on the holiest of days along with very 

sophisticated discussion and commentary about how it relates to 

our own lives.  So, let’s discuss for a moment what we might 

mean by the word “true” and how it relates to these stories. 

Of course, truth matters and is often an issue of life or death. 

It matters, for example, that people understand the truth of the 

safety and efficacy of vaccines and not the disinformation spread 

on the internet.  It matters that people understand that climate 

change is indeed caused by human beings, our policies and our 

behavior.  It’s also the case that something can be true, like what 
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we had for dinner last night, but really doesn’t matter much.  And 

then there are other things that are not literally true, but matter a 

great deal.  Those things are often found in the context of sacred 

or artistic expression.  In sacred texts, poetry and storytelling, the 

truth of the story paradoxically has nothing to do with whether it 

is literally true. 

 Let’s take the example of the biblical story of Job.  And here 

I’ll share some insights of the great Bible scholar Uriel Simon.  As 

Simon points out,2 in the story of Job, Job is described as 

“wealthier than anyone in the East…; on a spiritual plane, ‘there 

is no one like him on earth.  Within a single day, he loses all his 

possessions to bandits and natural disasters. . .  The boils that 

infest him leave no bit of skin uninflamed—‘from the sole of his 

foot to the crown of his head.’”   

You could read this literally and say (as some 

fundamentalist preachers have said about Jonah) “it 100% 

happened because it’s in the Bible!”  You could also read this 

literally and say, as some fundamentalist secular people might, 

this 100% didn’t happen and therefore the Bible is not worthy of 



 6 

our serious attention.”  The rabbis themselves are more nuanced 

readers.  A rabbi in the Talmud, for example, freely says that 

there was no such person as Job, because the book of Job was a 

parable.3 This reading was not a problem for the authority or 

sacredness of the book, for while there was disagreement about 

this claim, all the rabbis still agree that Job is true in a deeper 

sense. 

 What sense is this?  There may not have been a man named 

Job who was the wealthiest, most spiritual and perfect man in the 

universe who lost everything in one day.  But does it matter that 

there was not a historical individual named Job in a particular 

place and time for whom that is true?  We already know, as 

ancient listeners knew as well, that all of us are Job, and all of us 

are his “comforters.”  The moral injustice that Job endures, 

happens every day.  It happens to people we love, and it happens 

to us.  And in response, every day, we see false comforters, 

explain away suffering or injustice to make it easier for them to 

bear.  We are Job and we are also those comforters.  The book of 
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Job has had such impact for so long because there is nothing 

truer, and this is the case, whether or not the book of Job is “true.” 

We can understand the stories of Noah’s ark or the plagues 

of Egypt in a similar way.  While some look for archeological 

evidence of an ark or read ancient records for a clue of a locust 

infestation in Egypt in order to give authority to the Bible, for me 

this not only misses the point but, undermines its sacred 

authority.  For the powerful stories of Noah’s ark and the plagues 

of Egypt are about truths much more profound than whether they 

happened at a particular time and place.  They are about the 

connection between human sin, greed and injustice on the one 

hand, and climate catastrophe on the other.  That is a truth we are 

living through right now.  Similarly, the story of the Exodus has 

inspired so many people around the world for so long, not 

because of the historicity of a particular man named Moses, but 

because of the truth that the struggle against oppression and the 

drive for freedom and justice define human life.  The faith of the 

Bible does not rest on historical “facts”, but on the inspiring 

claims that we can overcome injustice when we join together with 
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commitment and courage, and that we can avoid a future of 

climate catastrophes when we are in covenant with all of creation. 

This view of sacred scripture, is not just a modern, liberal 

perspective.  It resides in the texts themselves and has been a part 

of rabbinic interpretation for the last 2,000 years.  We are called 

the “People of the Book,” not because we have a book but because 

we interpret it. And we have not been literal readers—far from it.  

The very nature of a sacred text is that it has many layers and 

speaks to different generations throughout time and place. 

Let’s look at an example of how the text invites non-literal 

interpretation through the use of symbolic numbers to measure 

time.  Noah’s ark floated for 40 days and 40 nights.  Moses was on 

Mt. Sinai for 40 days and then another 40 days.  The Israelites 

wondered the desert for 40 years.  Jonah’s message to the 

Ninevites, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overturned!”  

Ancient readers don’t read this literally and think, “what a 

coincidence!”  They recognize these numbers and understand that 

the literal facts are not what is important—it is the deeper truth 

that we must look for in the story. 
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The rabbis of the Talmudic period have a phrase for using 

non-realistic language for getting at deeper truths: “leshaber et 

ha'ozen mah shehi yekholah lishmoa—to break open the ear in its 

capacity for hearing.”4  The idea is to use different literary styles, 

anthropomorphism for the divine, poetry, parable, in order to go 

beyond the capabilities of literal language and reach higher or 

deeper into life’s truths.   

Now let us apply this way of reading to the book of Jonah.  

The second chapter of Jonah is the chapter that relates Jonah’s 

experience in the belly of the whale.  It begins, “The Lord 

appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah; and Jonah was in the 

belly of the fish three days and three nights.  Then Jonah prayed 

to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish.  He said, [and here 

the prose turns to poetry for the rest of the chapter]  ‘Out of my 

distress I called to the Lord,/ and He answered me;/ From the 

belly of Sheol [death] I cried out,/ and You heard my voice./  You 

cast me into the deep,/ Into the heart of the sea,/....The waters 

closed in over me,/ the deep engulfed me./  Weeds twined around 
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my head./. . . . Yet You brought my life up from the pit,/ O Lord 

my God” (Jonah 2:1-7, New JPS translation).  

Let’s remember the context of this poem.  Jonah has been 

sleeping on a ship during a raging storm, closing his eyes to the 

impending catastrophe while others address it.  Rather than join 

them, he expresses a death wish: “Throw me into the sea.”  He 

gets his wish.  As readers we have an expectation that he will 

drown, that he will die.  And in fact, he finds himself in a space 

that is the poetic equivalent of a grave.  A dark, confined place 

that the text says is-- “the belly of Sheol--the grave.”  

While we can drown in water, however, we can also be born 

in water.  The tomb of the fish doubles as a womb.  Water is a 

common poetic image for rebirth, as it is the Nile and the Red Sea 

in the Exodus story.  Jonah, who had a death wish, now has an 

actual brush with death.  It is that brush with death that gives 

him insight and the possibility of rebirth.  In the poem Jonah says 

that “reeds twined around my head.”  Sensitive readers will note 

that the word “reed” alludes to the “Reed Sea” or the “Red Sea”.  

The Red Sea is the birth canal for the Jewish people.  And the 

midrash shared by Rashi on Jonah says that Jonah saw the Reed 
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See through the eyes of the fish for “the fish’s two eyes were like 

two windows, and he would look at everything in the sea.”5  

Jonah, in the darkest possible place, sees in the deepest possible 

way. 

Now let’s turn to Captain Packard’s story.  While the 

journalists emphasized its amazing likeness to the biblical story of 

being caught in a great fish and spit out, Captain Packard 

emphasized another part of his story which he repeats over and 

over again in each interview, choking up as he tells it.  “I was 

completely inside; it was completely black,” Packard said. “I 

thought to myself, ‘there’s no way I’m getting out of here. I’m 

done, I’m dead.’ All I could think of was my boys — they’re 12 

and 15 years old.”6  “It was dark,” he said in another interview—

"and I thought, this is how I’m going to die and I came back to 

life.”  And in another: “I’m struggling and banging and kicking 

and just thinking, there is no way I’m gonna get outta this unless 

he’s gonna let me go.”7  And the phrased he used to sum it all 

hope: “It’s the perfect celebration of life!  I survived, I survived.”8  

This was the truth of the experience for Packard.  And this is 

one of the truths of the Jonah story as well and why it is read on 
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Yom Kippur.  Yom Kippur is designed to be a kind of brush with 

death.  We wear kittels, our white robes which eventually be our 

burial shroud. We act as if we are not in bodies, fasting from food 

and drink.  We experience a ritual brush with death so that we 

can emerge with insight and gratitude, so we can say along with 

Captain Packard, “It’s the perfect celebration of life!  I survived, I 

survived.”  

Hopefully, we can live the rest of the year with the insights 

from that experience of a brush with death. Hopefully, we too can 

see through the eyes of the whale, and act with a sense of 

gratitude and purpose.  What will Captain Packard do with his 

experience of his brush with death?  We can only wish him the 

best.  But my question is: what will we do with our experience of 

our brush with death?   

We are not only living through an annual ritual experience 

of a brush with death today.  We have all lived through, are living 

through, a very real one.  Some of us have buried loved ones over 

this pandemic.  Some of us have cared for loved ones who have 

been ill.  Some of us have been sick ourselves, and some have 

endured all three.   
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All of us are in the belly of the whale, right now.  We are in a 

dark, confined place, a place that can feel tomb-like.  We are 

praying for hesed or the grace of the universe to let us out.  We are 

praying for the tomb to become our womb, for the insights of this 

difficult and unwelcome experience to be a foundation for a new 

life.  What are we doing with our brush with death? 

The text of Jonah is there for us as a guide, an insight as we 

try to put together the truth of our lives.  It is not a children’s 

story, although I think that children do have a remarkable sense 

of the truth of non-realistic stories.  The authority of our sacred 

texts has nothing to do with factual accuracy.  They are stories for 

life, and their authority calls us not to believe but to engage. 

“Out of my distress I called to the Lord, and He answered 

me;/ From the belly of Sheol [death] I cried out,/ and You heard 

my voice./ …. The waters closed in over me,/ the deep engulfed 

me./…. Yet You brought my life up from the pit,/ O Lord my 

God!” This is the story of Jonah.  This is the story of our lives.  Is it 

true?  Absolutely.   

I pray for all of us to be renewed and written for another 

year in the great Book of Life. 
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