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Abstract:

The Lord’s question in Jonah 4:11 remains unanswered and ambiguous. Jonah does
not reply. This leaves the reader wondering what the Lord’s message was. This article
proposes that the Lord’s rhetorical question in Jonah 4:11 may imply Jonah’s mission.
This article will offer a new perspective to the literary reading of the book of Jonah by
using Mary Douglas’ “Ring Composition” format, which is a kind of chiasmus. The
chiasmus is usually applied to short pieces of writing, while Ring Composition is used for
much longer texts. It is a construction of parallelism. It opens a theme, develops it, and
rounds it off by bringing the conclusion back to the beginning. As a result of this ring-
formation reading Douglas concludes that “the meaning is in the middle of the text. Since
the book of Jonah offers a construction of parallelism, in order to explore the meaning of
the Lord’s question, this article will consider whether the Book of Jonah is an example of

the Ring Composition pattern.
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Preface

The Lord’s question in Jonah 4:11 remains ambiguous because Jonah does not answer.
What does the Lord’s question mean?

This article proposes that the Lord's rhetorical question in 4:11 may imply Jonah's
mission. However, this interpretation is not prevalent among previous scholars and
commentators. For example, Jack M. Sasson, Phyllis Trible, and Hans Walter Wolff
interpret this question as God's request for Jonah to understand God’s mercy and thus the
question is not linked to continuation of his mission.! Jacob M. Myers interprets Jonah
4:11 as a claim against the exclusivity of postexilic Judaism.? Albert Kamp associates
Jonah 4:11 with the story of Noah in Genesis, in terms of saving humans and animals. In
the Noah story, it is not God who utters the curse against Ham, but Noah. According to
Kamp, Jonah 4:11 argues that the divine perspective is quite different from human beings
(Noah and Jonah).® James Limburg superimposes the image of the Lord in Jonah 4:11 on
Jesus in Luke 19: 41-44. Jesus weeps over the city of Jerusalem in the same way that the
Lord spares Nineveh.* Another different interpretation is seen in the work of Rabbi David
Kimchi. He explores the saying among the sages “Is this the second time He spoke to him
not the third?” Kimchi found two ways of interpreting this. One is the Lord’s words
regarding Nineveh in Jonah 1:1 and 3:1. The second is the order of Nineveh and the event
in the days of Jeroboam ben Joash. Through Jonah ben Amittai, they turned themselves
from evil to good. Kimchi argues the word “second” (3:1) implies the relationship between
the book of Jonah chapter three and the event in 2 Kings 14:25.% Jonathan Magonet and
Uriel Simon have slightly different interpretative nuances. Magonet argues that God is not
satisfied with the effect of His words on Nineveh alone and that these words also should
have consequences for the messenger.® Simon interprets Jonah’s silence after 4:11 as
expressing praise with mute language.” These scholars, however, do not directly link the
word of the Lord with Jonah's mission.

This article will introduce a formal analysis of Mary Douglas’ Ring Composition to
the discussion.® Douglas proposes a kind of chiasmus as “Ring Composition”. “Chiasmus”
is a rhetorical term describing a construction involving the repetition of words or elements
in reverse order.’ Douglas explains the difference between chiasmus and ring composition
as follows: “A chiasmus is usually applied to short pieces of writing, whereas I am using
the words Ring Composition for much longer texts”.® The ring composition is “a
construction of parallelism that must open a theme, develop it, and round it off by bringing
the conclusion back to the beginning.”!' In that format, Douglas explains that “the

meaning is in the middle”*? of the text. This use of “Ring Composition” appeared not only
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in the Middle East, but all over the world. The Bible and Homer’s Iliad are typical
examples according to Douglas. Douglas abstracts the features common to those writings
through seven conventions to be explored below.

As observed by the scholars mentioned above, the Book of Jonah is composed of
word repetition and parallelism. In order to explore the meaning of the question in Jonah
4:11, this article will focus on Mary Douglas’ Ring Composition analysis. By applying her
theory, the question of the Lord may have a strong connection with the Lord’s command
at chapters 1:2 and 3:2.

This article will proceed as follows. First, we will review the seven conventions of
ring composition proposed by Douglas, looking at her analysis of the story of Isaac’s
binding in the book of Genesis. Next, we will explore how the book of Jonah appears in
the light of Douglas’ seven conventions. Finally, we will explore the significance of the

Ring Composition seen in the book of Jonah.

1. The Seven Conventions of Ring Composition according to Mary
Douglas

According to Douglas, the seven conventions which outline a stylistic form found in
the eastern Mediterranean region in the eighth to the fourth centuries BCE show that a
system of parallels can fill the composition with a deep and wide meaning as if its words
resonate with each other and connect distant contexts.'® Here follows an introduction of

the seven conventions.*

Convention 1: The Prologue
This is an introductory section that introduces the theme, the main characters, and
the time and place. The prologue describes the challenges that the main characters must

face. Readers anticipate intermediate developments and outcomes.

Convention 2: The Narrative Is Split into Two Halves
When the end of the story has a phrase related to the prologue, we are looking for a
point where the story turns back toward the beginning. That is, we are seeking a turning
point. The turning point must have a phrase related to the prologue. This convention has
an imaginary line between the middle and the beginning. The line divides the story into
two halves. The first develops the challenge, the second resolves it. This will become more

clear in a later section of this article.
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Convention 3: Parallel Sections
After the turning point is determined, the two sides must be found to be parallel to

each other.

Convention 4: Indicators that Mark Individual Sections
The signs for marking each unit of the story are technically necessary. Particularly,
the reader needs to know where one section stops and the next begins. Various methods

can be used but especially, key words are often used to indicate a beginning or closing.

Convention S: The Importance of a Center
The turning point of the ring can be expressed as C, that is the center of a chiasmus,
AB /C/ BA. The keywords that appear in the prologue are also used in the center. At the
end, words are shared with the prologue. In the center, we can see words parallel to the

beginning and the end.

Convention 6: Rings within Rings
The large ring may be constructed of smaller rings. They may have different sources,
times, and authors. A large ring may be a gathering and uniting of smaller rings. Examples
of rings inside a ring are the story of Balaam in the book of Numbers, and Isaac’s binding

in Genesis.

Convention 7: Closure at Two Levels
It is necessary that the structural closing of the composition and the closing of the
meaning match. When the ending phrase is a repetition of the prologue phrase, this formal
structure indicates completion. In addition, this completion must occur on a thematic level.
This dual literary conclusion of structure and theme is not a coincidence, but result of the
skill of the author.

1-1. The Ring Composition of the Story of Isaac’s Binding
As an example of the ring composition, Douglas introduces the story of Isaac’s
binding. She summarizes the story of Isaac’s binding and arranges it as a chiastic structure

in the following table.®
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Table 1. The Ring Structure of the Story of Isaac’s Binding (Gen 22:1-18).16

1. God tested Abraham and said to him: ‘Abraham!’ and he said: ‘Here I am’

2. ‘Take your son, your only son, Isaac,
and offer him on the mountain...’

15-18. The Angel of the Lord called to
Abraham, ‘you have not withheld your son.

3-5. They went to the place of which God
had told him.... Abraham saw the place.

14. Abraham called the name of the place
‘God will provide.’

6. Took the wood for the burnt offering,
laid it on Isaac.

13. Abraham took the ram...offered it as a
burnt offering, instead of his son.

7-8. ‘Father’ ‘Here I am, my son’ ‘God will
see to the lamb for a burnt offering,’

13. Abraham lifted up his eyes and there
was a ram as for a burnt offering.

9-10. Abraham raised his hand, took the
knife to slay his son.

12. ‘Do not raise your hand...you have not
withheld your only son.’

11. The Angel of the Lord called to him, from heaven: ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ ‘Here [ am’

1-2. The Story of Isaac’s Binding and the Seven Conventions of Ring
Composition.’
(1) The Prologue:
Verses 1-2 introduce the main characters in the story, Abraham and Isaac, and the
theme of God's trial of Abraham. Abraham’s quiet obedience to God's command introduces
a dilemma. Thus, the prologue is structured to anticipate intermediate developments and

outcomes.

(2) The Narrative is Split into Two Halves:

Since the phrase at the end “you have not withheld your son” (v.16) is in parallel with
the phrase at the beginning (v.2), the convention calls for the similar phrase “your son” in
the middle. Verses 11-12 do show the same phrase. Douglas’ analysis proposes an
imaginary line between the middle and the beginning/end. Verses 11-12 function as a
turning point. Douglas’ imaginary line divides the story into two halves, the first, starting

for the mountain, the second, returning home.

(3) Parallel Sections:

Since the turning point is found at vv. 11-12, the form calls for the two sides to be
parallel to each other. Verse 1 “Abraham, Here I am” is in parallel with verses 11 and 7.
Verse 2 “your son” is parallel with verse 16. Verse 4 “the place” is parallel with verse 14.
Verses 6 and 7 “the lamb for a burnt offering” are parallel with verse 13. Verse 10 “raised
his hand” is parallel with verse 12. In this way, each section has its parallel in the other
half of the story.
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(4) Indicators to Mark Individual Sections:
A sign for marking each element of the story is necessary to the form. Particularly,
readers need to know where one section stops and the next one begins. In the story of
Isaac, the key phrase at the beginning is “your son, your only son”. At the end we find the

same phrase. It marks both the beginning and the end of the form.

(5) The Importance of a Center:
The turning point functions as the halfway point of the chiasmus structure, AB / C /
BA. In the center the phrase “your son, your only son” occurs as a parallel figure with the
prologue. It marks both the beginning and the end. This leads us to the main point of the
story, that is, God’s trial of Abraham. It supports Douglas's suggestion that "the meaning

is in the center."

(6) Rings within Rings:
The major ring may be constructed of smaller rings. The story of Isaac’s binding is
an example. As Douglas explains in her book, it is a small ring in the larger context of the

book of Genesis.

(7) Closure at Two Levels:

The ring composition form requires the full closure of form and theme. Regarding
the form, this text begins with the Lord's call to Abraham and ends with the call to
Abraham by the Lord's messenger. Both stand in parallel. Regarding the theme of the story,
it begins with a reference to the theme of God's trial for Abraham. At the end, the Lord's
messenger confirms to Abraham the completion of God’s trial. Thus this text meets the

convention of double closure required by Douglas’ ring structure.
According to Douglas’ theory, the Isaac story is confirmed as a typical ring

composition. It shows the perfect match of the beginning, the turning point, and the end.

2. The Possible Ring Composition of the Book of Jonah
Can the Book of Jonah be read in accordance with the seven conventions of Douglas’

ring form? Table 2 below is a tentative chart of the Ring Composition of the Book of Jonah.
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Table 2. A Tentative Chart of the Ring Composition of the Book of Jonah.

Unit 1. (1:1-5) The word of the Lord came to Jonah. “Arise, go to Nineveh ...

Unit 2. (1:6-16) The captain said to Jonah,
“Arise, call to your god...” ... They feared
the Lord and sacrificed to the Lord.

Unit 6. (3:10-4:11) Seeing their
repentance, God repented... The Lord
said, “Shall T not have pity for the great
city, where many people and animals

tE)

are..

Unit 3. (2:1, 2,11) The Lord prepared a
great fish to swallow Jonah... Jonah prayed

Unit 5. (3:6-9) King Nineveh...prayed to
God.

to the Lord...
Unit 4. (3:1-5) The word of the Lord to Jonah came a second time...

2-1. The Book of Jonah and the Seven Conventions of Ring Composition
(1) The Prologue:

The prologue begins with a call to God's prophet. It introduces the main characters,
the Lord and Jonah; and the place names of destination, Nineveh and Tarshish. The theme
is the Lord’s declaration, “I know Nineveh’s evil”. But Jonah plans to flee from the Lord
to Tarshish. Readers anticipate intermediate developments and outcomes. Can the prophet
get free from God? The key terms are “the Lord,” “Jonah,” “Nineveh,” “great city” and

“evil.”

(2) The Narrative is Split into Two Halves:
Turning to the end of the book (4:9-11), the same keywords found in the prologue,
“the Lord,” “Jonah,” “Nineveh,” and “great city” appear again. This indicates a close
relation to the prologue. Moreover, at the mid-point (3:1-5), we found God’s call to the
prophet in parallel with the phrase in the prologue. This functions as the turning point of
the story. It divides the story into two halves, the first half at the sea, the second, in

Nineveh.

(3) Parallel Sections:

Once the turning point is determined, we must look for parallels between the two
sides. Since each part is long, it seems better to divide each side into two parts (1:6-16;
2:1-11 and 3:6-9; 3:10-4:11). The two sections on each side of the turning point (2:1-11
and 3:6- 9) have different settings. The part in the sea (2:1-11) describes the world of
Jonah and the Lord, while the section featuring Nineveh (3:6-9) describes the world of the
Ninevites and their king. Whereas both scenes share the major phrase “pray to God”, Jonah
prays to the Lord, while the Ninevites pray to God. As a result, Jonah is saved from the

abyss, while the Ninevites are saved from destruction.
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The remaining parts of 1:6-16 and 3:10-4:11 also have different settings. The scene
at the sea (1:6-16) describes the sailors wrestling with the storm, while the scene in
Nineveh (3:10-4:11) describes God’s attempts to persuade Jonah. Both scenes share the
keywords (7WY ,7aR ,mn ,¥7° ,7Y7) in Hebrew. The following is an examination of these

terms in Table 3.

Table 3. Keywords (1:6-16 and 3:10-4:11)

1:6-16 3:10-4:11
1:7 on whose account this evil to | 3:10 the God saw that they turned
o us. their evil way, and the God repented
. 1:8 Tell us on whose account this | about the evil.
evil evil_to us? 4:1 And it was a great evil to Jonah.
4:4, 9 Is it good it burns to you?
1:7 let us know on whose | 4:2 because I knew that you God are
vy account... gracious...
know 1:10 for the men knew... 4:11 They do not know...
1:12 for I am knowing...
mn 1:6 we will not perish. 4:8 for my death better than my life
death 1:14 Not let us perish... 4:9 it burns to me unto death.
7IXR 4:10 which a child of the night
perish perished.
1:9 God made the sea and the dry | 3:10 the God saw their deeds, about
vy land... the evil he worded to do to them,
make 1:10 what is this done! and he did not do.
do 1:11 What shall we do to you? 4:5 And he made for himself there a
1:14 as you wish you do. booth.

a. ay (evil)

As seen in Table 3, both sides share nvn. It indicates the evil deeds of Nineveh,
natural disasters, divine punishment, and Jonah's discomfort. The existence of this term
on both sides of the structure supports a finding consistent with Douglas’ Ring
Composition.

b. ¥7° (know)

Both sides share the verb ¥7°. Sailors want to know the cause of the storm. On the

other hand, Jonah knows the cause well. Jonah and the sailors are in a contrasting parallel.
c. M, 7aR (death, perish)

Both sides share the words nw,728 (death, perish). The sailors want to live, while

Jonah wants to die. They are in a contrasting parallel.
d. mwy (make, do)
Both sides share 7wy (make, do). The verb is translated by two verbs in English,
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“make” and “do” as shown in Table 3. Of particular note here is the contrast between God
and human beings. The sea and earth are created by God, whereas a small booth is made
by Jonah. In addition, we have the punishment performed by God and Jonah’s

disobedience to God. These contrasts bring the theological issues into relief.

(4) Indicators to Mark Individual Sections:

The book of Jonah is composed of six units. Keywords play a role in marking the
beginning of each section of the story. Here we will examine the marks of each unit as
seen above in Table 2.

Unit 1. The key marker at the beginning of this unit is the formula of God's call to
the Prophet. When the expression “The word of the Lord came to” opens prophetic books,
it indicates that “his prophetic mission is already established in a previous statement.”1®
This occurs only in Jonah and Ezekiel. Another formula of God’s call to a prophet is the
expression “The word of the Lord that came to.” The former word order is the verb
imperfect (°71) + subject (77117°"727), whereas the latter word order is the subject ( =027
M) + the verb perfect (7°77). The latter appears in many prophetic books (Hosea 1:1, Joel
1:1, Zephaniah 1:1). The expression of Jonah’s opening is related to 2 Kings 14:25. It
indicates the importance of Jonah as a prophet.

Unit 2. The marker indicating the beginning of this unit is the captain’s command
“Arise, call to your God”. It causes Jonah to evoke the command of the Lord in Unit 1,
showing the parallel structure.

Unit 3. As the landmark of the beginning of unit 3, the phrase “And the Lord prepared
a great fish to swallow Jonah” is the second miracle of the Lord in this story. The sentence
with the verb “prepared” is in parallel with the sentences of 4:6, 7, 8. God uses His
creatures as tools to give Jonah miracles, a great wind, a great fish, a great plant, a worm,
and a furious east wind.

Unit 4. The landmark of beginning here is almost the same as the words of Unit 1.
“The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time”. Jonah’s mission opens in Nineveh.
Jonah now follows the Lord's command and enters the city of Nineveh.

Unit 5. The mark of the beginning of this unit is the phrase “the word reached the
king of Nineveh”. When observing the behavior of the king, his arising from his throne is
in parallel with the action of Jonah. Regarding “the word”, the difference between the king
and Jonah is that “the word” to the king is not described as being of “the Lord”.

Unit 6. The landmark of beginning here is the word “evil”. In 3:10, the word evil

appears three times in a row. This phenomenon is closely related to the idea that Nineveh
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is evil in Unit 1. This section shows that the Ninevites have repented of their evil deeds,
and they will avoid divine punishment. This leads to Jonah's discontent.

As we have seen, the beginnings of these six units of the book of Jonah are all
connected with divine word or action. These phenomena indicate that it is a story led by
God.

(5) The Importance of a Center:

The turning point of the story stands out, since it is almost in parallel with the opening
phrase of Unit 1 (1:1-3). Although the words of the Lord in the ending (4:10-11) indicates
concern for rather than judgement against Nineveh; the beginning, the middle, and the
ending are closely related to each other. Douglas’ argument that “the meaning is in the
middle”?® indicates that the meaning of the book is the command of the Lord “Go to
Nineveh, the great city, and call to her (3:2)”. This phrase is the most important statement

in the book, and it is in parallel in the Lord’s command to Jonah at the beginning (1:2).”

(6) Rings within Rings:

The convention of the ring form suggests also that a large ring composition may
contain smaller rings. The book of Jonah is composed of three individual stories and a
poem. It is proper to ask whether at least one of these contained stories conforms to the
ring conventions. That examination will be pursued below under the heading “Jonah

Chapter One and the Seven Conventions of Ring Composition.”

(7) Closure at Two Levels:

The Lord talks with Jonah about Nineveh in 4:11. The Lord’s concern about Nineveh
connects back to the command to Jonah at the beginning of the story. The Lord’s words
end with a question. Even though Jonah does not reply to it, the story is complete because
the structure and theme have come full circle. However, in another sense, we still wait for

Jonah's reply.

2-2. Jonah Chapter One and the Seven Conventions of Ring Composition

In chapter one, there is frequent repetition of certain words. They are as follows: (The
numbers in parentheses indicate frequencies.) “The Lord, 717> (11), “sea, 2 ” (11), “fear,
X717 (6), “Jonah, 31” (6) and “great, 77X (6). Since the repetition of words expresses
emphasis of meaning, chapter one seems to show a pattern of parallelism. In the light of

this parallelism we will look for conformity to the seven conventions of ring composition.
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Table 4 below is a tentative chart of the ring composition of Jonah chapter one. The

keywords in chapter one are “the Lord”, “sea”, “fear”, “Jonah”, and “great”.

Table 4. A Tentative Chart of the Ring Composition of Jonah Chapter One.
Unit 1. (1-2) The word of the LORD came to Jonah, saying, Arise, go to Nineveh, that

great city, and call against her, for their evil has come up before me.

Unit 2. (3) But Jonah set out to flee to
Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.
He found a ship going to Tarshish and went
with them to Tarshish from the presence of
the LORD.

Unit 10. (16) Then the men feared the
LORD greatly, and they offered a
sacrifice to the LORD and made vows.

Unit 3. (4) But the LORD threw a great
wind upon the sea, and there was a great
storm on the sea.

Unit 9. (13-15) They called on the LORD,
“Please, O LORD, do not let us perish,
and you are the LORD that you do what
you want.

And they picked Jonah up and threw
him into the sea.

Unit 4. (5-6) The sailors feared, and each
cried to his god. They threw the cargo that
was in the ship into the sea.

Unit 8. (12) Jonah said, “Take me up and
throw me into the sea.” For the sea grew
more and more stormy against them.

Unit 5. (7-8) And let us know on whose
account this evil to us. Tell us, what is your
occupation, where you have come....

Unit 7. (10-11) The men feared, for they
knew that he was fleeing from the LORD.
“What the hell have you done?”

And they said, “What shall we do to you
that the sea may become quiet for us?"
Unit 6. (9) “T am a Hebrew, I fear the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and
the dry land.”

(1) The Prologue: (1:1-3)
The prologue introduces the theme “go to Nineveh, the great city, and call to her”.
The main characters are the LORD and Jonah. Since Nineveh is a heathen land, this raises
questions for the reader as to how Jonah will carry out his mission as we proceed to the

middle and ending of this segment of narrative.

(2) The Narrative Is Split into Two Halves:

At the end of this segment (1:16), the heathen sailors feared the Lord and call to the
LORD. The keyword “the LORD” is in parallel. This calling to the Lord by the heathen
sailors relates to the LORD’s command to go to the heathen of Nineveh. The beginning
and ending are thus closely related. In turn, the convention calls for another instance of
keyword “the LORD” or “call” as found in Unit 1 and Unit 10. In Unit 6, the phrase “fear
the LORD” is in parallel with the phrase “fear the LORD” in Unit 10. Therefore Unit 6

stands as the turning point of chapter one. Chapter one is thus divided into two halves
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where the parallelism is seen through the repeated vocabulary and theme. Jonah's

confession is a turning point in the story.

(3) Parallel Sections:

With the turning point determined, we will examine the parallel in the two sides in
the above table 4. Each side is composed of four units each. As seen in Table 4 the starting
side has Units 2, 3, 4 and 5, while the returning side has Units 7, 8, 9 and 10. Unit 5 and
Unit 7 resemble a cross-examination scene in court questioning a suspect. Both sides share
the interrogative “what, where” to know about Jonah. And both share the verb “know”. In
Unit 5, the sailors want to know the cause of the storm, while in Unit 7, they know the
culprit is Jonah. Both sides are in parallel. Unit 4 and Unit 8 share the phrase “throw...into
the sea”. In Unit 4 the sailors throw the cargo into the sea, while in Unit 8 Jonah tells them
to throw him into the sea. Both sides are in parallel and suggest that Jonah is conceived as
part of the cargo. Unit 3 and Unit 9 share the word “the LORD” and the verb “throw”. In
Unit 3, the LORD throws the great wind to cause the storm, while the sailors throw Jonah
into the sea to calm down the storm. These form a contrasting parallel. Unit 2 and Unit 10
share the word “the LORD” twice. In Unit 2 the phrase “from the presence of the LORD”
shows Jonah’s escaping, while Unit 10, the sailors worship the LORD. This shows a
contrasting parallel. As we have seen, both sides in chapter one show the convention of

parallelism.

(4) Indicators to Mark Individual Sections:

In Jonah chapter one, the mark of the beginning of each unit can be identified by the
alternation of subject and verb or by the sentence including direct speech.

The beginning of Unit 1 can be recognized by the subject “the word of the Lord”,
Unit 2, by the subject of Jonah, Unit 3, by the subject of the LORD, Unit 4, by the subject
of'sailors. Unit 5 also begins with the subject of the sailors. However, the sentence includes
direct speech with Jonah. Unit 6 begins with the subject of “he” (Jonah). Jonah confesses
his faith in the LORD. Since this unit is the turning point, it relates to the LORD’s
command in Unit 1 (1:1). Unit 7 begins with the subject “men (sailors)” and direct speech
between the men and Jonah follows. Unit 8 begins with the subject “Jonah”. Jonah gives
instructions to prevent the shipwreck by throwing him into the sea. Unit 9 begins with the
subject “men (sailors)”. They must change their plan for preventing the wreckage. They
pray to Jonah's God and throw Jonah into the sea, saying they hope not to be punished by
Jonah’s God. Unit 10 begins with the subject “men”. Finally, they recognize the power of

50



Etsuko Tsutsumi: Can the Book of Jonah be Described as a “Ring Composition”?

Jonah’s God. The verbs “fear”, “sacrifice” and “make an oath” indicate their change of

mind.

(5) The Importance of a Center:

In the middle, the turning point, Jonah clarifies his faith: “I (Jonah) fear the LORD”.
Jonah's confession of faith can be interpreted as a response to the LORD’s call to Jonah
(1:1). It shows his absolute trust in the Lord in spite of his attempt to escape from the Lord.
Its word order emphasizes the word “I” and the close relationship between Jonah and the
LORD. Jonah says, “I fear the LORD, the God of heaven”, while the heathen sailors use
the verb “fear” three times. When we observe the targets of their “fear”, we see that their
perspective shifts as follows. First, they fear the storm on the sea (1:5). Second, after
Jonah’s confession (1:9), they fear Jonah’s attempt to escape from the Lord (1:10). And
finally, they recognize the LORD’s power and fear Him (1:16). The last “fear” is in parallel
with Jonah who also “fears the LORD”. The confession of Jonah that he “fears the LORD”

is the core meaning of chapter one. Fear of God echoes throughout the chapter.

(6) Rings within Rings:

The book of Jonah can be seen as being composed of four individual works. As
described above, chapter one closely matches the conventions of ring composition.
Therefore, chapter one can be identified as a smaller ring in the context of the larger ring
of the Book of Jonah.

(7) Closure:

The convention of closure requires the ending to be connected with the beginning. In
v. 16 the heathen sailors become fearers of the LORD. The word “the LORD” is a key
word in chapter one. “The LORD” connects the beginning, the end, and mid-point turn.
Thus, chapter one shows completion in terms of structure. On the level of meaning, the
sailors’ worship leads back to the LORD’s word “Go to Nineveh (a pagan land) (1:2)”.
Therefore, the closure of chapter one is accomplished on a meaning level as well. The
phrase “fear the LORD” shows the correspondence of the theme between the beginning,
the end and the mid-point turn. This correspondence is not an accident. Rather it is
evidence of the skill of the writer. We can confidently say that chapter one has the form of

a Ring Composition.
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3. The meaning of the Ring Composition Seen in the Book of Jonah

In the previous discussion of the story of Jonah, we showed that the Book of Jonah
was composed of a Ring Composition as described by Douglas. Now we will consider
how this usage of ring composition adds to our understanding of the book of Jonah.

According to the Ring Composition form, the final question of the LORD returns to
the missional command to Jonah at the beginning. In addition to this, Douglas emphasizes
that “the meaning of the work is in the middle.” The middle of the book of Jonah (3:1) is
a repetition of the phase “Go to Nineveh, the great city, and call upon her.” (1:1) As was
seen above the meaning of the LORD’s question in chapter 4:11 indicates a request to
Jonah to continue his mission.

As with Douglas’ analysis of the Isaac story, the Ring Composition brings the
apparent ambiguity of the book of Jonah under control and reduces confusion. As a result,
our understanding of Jonah 4:11 receives a fresh interpretation.?°

The only story of gentiles being converted by an Israeli prophet is the Book of Jonah.
And the idea of a mission of the God of Israel to the gentiles is presumed to be due to the
historical background of this book. As to the historical background, Simon argues that
Israel was chosen to serve as the carrier of faith to disseminate it among all nations.?* And
Wolff proposes that the story was written for the Jewish people living in a heathen land.
In the Lord’s question at 4:11, the crisis of faith clearly appears.??

As to the issue of Jonah’s mission to Nineveh, the Book of Jonah is composed in a
post-exile foreign country. It is an environment in which the people of a defeated nation
must live despised in the land of the victorious nation. For the Israelites their community
is the most important means of protecting their faith while living abroad and trying to hold
friendly relations with the local people. To do so, they try to convert the inhabitants of that
land to the God of Israel, rather than converting themselves to the religion of the land.
This article presumes that the Book of Jonah was written in such an environment. In that
light, Jonah is a messenger of the word of the Lord, and his mission does not end with the
saving of Nineveh. In the light of Douglas’ Ring Composition, Jonah will continue his

113

mission. Jonah’s “return is manifested by humble silence. Expressing his compliance with

mute language ‘To You silence is praise.”” (Ps. 65:2)%

Recommender: Ada Taggar Cohen
Professor, Graduate School of Theology, Doshisha University
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