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{ENTERING THE BELLY OF THE WHALE}
By Rabbi Dr Orna Triguboff

In the lead up to Rosh Ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur we 
examine our lives and reflect on how we can improve. It 
is a chance to reflect on what has gone well over the last 
year and what we can build on for the year to come.

The many mystical teachings 
about this period are full of 
imagery and symbolism, and 
I wanted to share some of 
them with you. Reb Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi, founder of 
the Jewish Renewal movement, 
once told me that these 
teachings are designed to nurture 
the more artistic, creative parts 
of the brain, as well as helping 
develop emotional intelligence.

So let’s enter the belly of 
the whale (and one of the 
Tanach stories we read 
on Yom Kippur) ….. 

A storm is raging, and the ship 
in which Jonah is sailing is about 
to capsize. According to the 
ancient divination of the sailors 
on board, Jonah is the cause 
of this dangerous situation. 
He is cast into the sea, and 
promptly swallowed by a whale. 
Three days later Jonah is spat 
out onto dry land, and takes 
on the mantle of a prophet.

The 18th Century Gaon of 
Vilna, connected the journey 
of Jonah to the journey of the 
soul during a lifetime. Jonah’s 
sojourn in the belly of the whale 
being connected to times of 
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soul transformation. The name 
Jonah in Hebrew is Yonah, 
which means “dove”, and dove 
is a symbol for the soul. During 
periods such as the lead up to 
Yom Kippur, where teshuvah – 
“repentance” is the focus, it is 
as if our souls are experiencing 
what Jonah did thousands of 
years ago. The time inside the 
belly of the whale, is a time to 
connect with our essence, to 
return to our essence; teshuvah 
means “return”. Once we return 
to our essence, we are ready to 
leave the belly of the whale and 
be active in the world again 
with renewed authenticity.  

REPENTANCE IS ENTERING THE 
DEEPEST WELLSPRING
The ancient love song, The Song 
of Songs, has a famous verse: 
“From the depths I cry to you, 
O Lord”. The mystical 13th 
Century text, the Zohar links this 
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verse to Repentance. Repentance 
is described in this way: “There 
is a hidden place above, it is the 
depth of the wellspring. From 
this well, fountains and streams 
flow to all directions, and the 
deepest of depths is ‘Repentance’. 
And whoever wishes to repent 
and cleanse themselves of sin 
must call on the divine through 
this deep well.” (Zohar)

REPENTANCE IS DIVING INTO 
THE CELESTIAL OCEAN

Just as the myth of Venus 
describes her daily swim in the 
ocean as the way she is constantly 
renewed, so too, the Zohar 
describes the process of repentance 
as a diving into the ocean of the 
spirit. It is called the principle of 
Binah - Understanding. Binah 
is not only called the Supernal 
Mother of all creation, but also 
the Celestial Ocean. During Elul 
and the 10 Days of Awe, through 
the process of teshuvah, our soul 
is returned to its source, like a 
river flowing to the sea. When it 
rests in the ocean, it can connect 
to its original purity and be re-
invigorated. This spiritual ocean 
is so huge that it is able to receive 
all souls. Even when we feel there 
is no return, when there is no 
way back, the ocean beckons.

Whether it is the belly of 
the whale, the deepest well 
or the grandest ocean, we all 
have a great opportunity this 
year, to return and reconnect 
with our inner spark. 

Wishing you a meaningful 
High Holy Day period,

Rabbi Dr. Orna Triguboff




