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Introduction
"Once two Sages happened to come to the same place. One of
them expounded before the people on halakhah Uewish law) and
his comrade expounded on aggadah [homiletic material]. All
forsook the one of halakhah and went to the one of aggadah. The
one who was expounding on halakhah was offended and hurt. His
comrade said to him, 'Let me give you an analogy as to what this case
resembles: [It resembles) two people, one of whom sold precious
jewels while the other sold tinsel. Who would have most of the
customers? Wouldn't it be the one who sold tinsel?'"
This short story, whose source is the Talmud, reflects the view of
the public at large at the time to expositions on halakhah and
expositions on aggadah. Most people preferred to hear discourses
on aggadah over discourses on halakhah, for the latter is more
profound and harder to understand. Among the Sages, too, there
were many who regarded aggadah favorably, understood its value,
and did much to shape it, even though there were some among them
who regarded it as no more than tinsel, or even less than that,
In this book, we will examine the terms "halakhah" and
"aggadah," we will review the midrashim that deal with these two
fundamental pillars of Jewish culture and will describe the various
types of midrashim and their characteristics, So too will we describe
the Sages' view of the aggadah, examine the link between the
ancient synagogue, the deraslzalz (oral discourse), and the aggadic
mid rash , and investigate the major methods of the aggadah.
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Throughout all generations. Jews have dealt at great length on the
halakhic literature. but relatively few have dealt seriously with the
aggadah. In recent generations. though. with the changes which
have taken place in methods of study and of research. with the new
availability of materials which had been inaccessible previously. and
with the increased attention to the Torah of Eretz Israel - the
birthplace of the aggadah - there has been heightened interest in
this important field.
This volume. like the series of lectures upon which it is based. will
hopefully be of interest and enlightening to the reader who is not
familiar with the aggadic mid rash literature. but who is interested
in expanding his knowledge and who enjoys learning. This book was
not written as originally conceived. In transforming it from one
medium to another - from a series of oral lectures to a written
book - I made a number of changes. both in the raw material and in
the format. On occasion, I was forced to modify slightly the
language in the aggadah. this in light of the words of our Sages who
stated on the verse (Ex. 15:26). "You shall do that which is right in
His sight" - "This refers to choice aggadot which are understood
by everyone."
Hananel Mack
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I.
The Realms of Halakhah and Aggadah
The topic of this book is the aggadic mid rash of the Sages. The
rabbinic literature. of which the aggadic mid rash is an important
part, deals with many matters and individuals, involves various
writers and editors. and was edited in different eras based on varied
sources. The aggadah and the halakhah are the two main branches
of rabbinic literature, and according to one definition they are the
only branches of this literature. Before we discuss the halakhic
midrash and the aggadic mid rash. let us clarify the terms halakhah.
aggadah and midrash.
The halakhah, as customarily defined. is the normative and
binding segment of the Torah. The term halakhah is derived from
the verb root HLKh. and is Aramaic in form. It is characteristic of
the language of the Sages. and is not mentioned in the Bible. The
earliest definition of the term is evidently that of Arukll (R' Nathan
b. R' Yehiel of Rome). who lived in Rome in the second half of the
11th century.
R' Nathan was the first person to write a sort of encyclopedic
dictionary of the terms appearing in the rabbinic literature which
were not sufficiently clear. Among others. R' Nathan defined the
term halakhah. and he wrote: 'The meaning of hilkhata is a thing
which walks [holekhl and moves from the beginning to the end
[Le.. is all-encompassing]. Alternately - in which Israel walk."
Arukll thus proposes two definitions of the term halakhah.
According to both. the word is related to the verb HLKh - to walk
9
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- but according to the first definition the halakhah itself "walks."
in that the applicability of halakhah and its dynamism are matters
which are all-inclusive. whereas according to the second definition
it is the link between the Jewish people and the halakhah which is
dynamic and eternal: "from the beginning to the end."
The definition of the term aggadah is a more difficult one.
because the aggadah digresses from the field of Jewish literature: if
the halakhah is characteristic of Jewish literature. the aggadah
belongs to all of mankind. and is not characteristic of this or that
literature. In addition. the difficulty in defining the term aggadah
stems from the fact that the aggadah is a much broader genre than
the halakhah. and encompasses a great deal.
This time. too. we will utilize an old definition. that of the author
of the Introduction to the Talmud. evidently R' Samuel ha-Naggid.
who lived in Spain in the first half of the 11th century.
This is the way the author of the Introduction to the Talmud
defines the aggadah: "Every' interpretation brought in the Talmud.
on any topic which is not a commandment. is aggadah." In other
words. every inrerpretation brought in the Talmud. in the Midrash
or in any other source. on any topic which cannot be defined as a
commandment - and is therefore not in the realm of halakhah - is
aggadah. This definition applies equally to books not in the Talmud.
and even to non-Jewish literature.
This definition is an indirect one. The author of the Introduction
to the Talmud does not state what is aggadah. but rather what is not
aggadah. Halakhah is not aggadah. and therefore whatever is not
halakhah is considered to be aggadah. One can argue with this
definition. but there are scholars to this day who accept this as the
definition.
From this. one can understand our earlier statement that
halakhah and aggadah are the only two branches of rabbinic
literature. for if aggadah is defined as anything which is not
halakhah. there is nothing in any other category.
Here we should note that the two words. aggadah and haggadah
have a common root. Both of them are derived from the root HGD
- to tell - and according to most scholars the words are based on
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the way the aggadot were transmitted. in that they are homiletical
interpretations. stories. explanations of verses and other oral
statements. A good example of this is the Passover Haggadah.
which could equally have been referred to as the Passover Aggadah.
The reason it is referred to as Haggadah is because of the verse (Ex.
13:8), "You shall tell [vehigadeta] your son on that day."
According to Bacher. a scholar of the late 19th century. the
source for the word aggadah is not from vehigadeta. but from the
expression higid ha-katuv - "the verse states" - an expression
- that appears frequently in the midrashic literature. and each time it
appears it is accompanied by a certain verse and commentaries on
the verse. According to Bacher. the aggadah is not concerned with
homiletic discourses. stories or interpretations of verses. but
primarily with expounding on different verses. This view. though. is
not accepted by most scholars. because those interpretations
preceded by higid ha-katuv are generally not aggadic
interpretations. but halakhic interpretations. Thus the aggadic
midrash is not higid ha-katuv - what the verse states - but what
people state.
According to these definitions. in any event. there is a division
into two major types of mid rash: the halakhic midrash and the
aggadic mid rash. It may be better to formulate this a little
differently and to state that as there is generally no unequivocal
division between the two. and as the halakhic midrash often
contains aggadic material while the aggadic mid rash may contain
halakhic material. the correct division is not into halakhic mid rash
and aggadic mid rash. but to midrashim that are primarily halakhah
and those that are primarily aggadah.
Unlike the two previous terms. which do not appear in the Bible.
the term "midrash" appears in the Bible twice. The first time. we
find the term in II Chr. 13:22. where we are told about Abijah. king
of Judea: "And the rest of the acts of Abijah. and his ways. and his
sayings. are written in the midrash of the prophet Iddo." The second
time. the term appears in II Chr. 24:27. where it stated that the
account of KingJoash is "written in the midrash of the book of the
kings. "
11
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Those scholars who claim that originally the term midrash meant
a book are evidently correct, and the author of Chronicles used the
word as a synonym for "book." Just as the word mikra is a book to
be read [kri'ahl, midrash is a book of derishah [expositionl and
investigation. Later, though, the word midrash was given a new
meaning, and in the following chapters we will come across various
kinds of midrashim, both oral and written.
Having discussed the terms halakhah, aggadah and midrash, we
will now turn to the aggadic midrash and the halakhic midrash.
Most of the halakhic midrashim, Le., the midrashim which contain
primarily halakhic material. are midrashim of the Tannaim (by this
term we refer primarily to the scholars of the Mishnah. the Tosefta
and the Tannaic midrashim; the Tannaic period ended at the
beginning of the 3rd century CE.). whereas most of the aggadic
midrashim, Le. midrashim that contain primarily aggadic elements.
are later midrashim. Some of them were not written earlier than the
4th century CE. (during the Amoraic period). and most were
written even later.
We do not have all of the midrashim written by the different
Tannaim. Some of these were lost completely. while we have parts
of others, some of which have been reconstructed by scholars primarily in recent generations - based on sections preserved in
later midrashim.
The Tannaic midrashim that we do have are those on Exodus.
Leviticus. Numbers and Deuteronomy, and these are divided into
two main categories: those attributed to the school of R' Ishmael.
and those attributed to the school of R' Akiva, both of them
scholars who lived at the beginning of the 2nd century CE.
The Tannaic midrashim on the Book of Exodus are the different
Mekhilta volumes, the major one extant being the Mekhilta d'Rabbi
Ishmael. This work is a collection of midrashim - primarily
aggadic midrashim but with a considerable number of halakhic
midrashim - based on the Midrash of R' Ishmael on the Book of
Exodus.
Another book. also attributed to the school of R' Ishmael. is Sifre
17
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on Numbers, this being the primary Tannaic midrash on Numbers.
A large part of Sifre on Deuteronomy. the major Tannaic midrash
on that book, is also attributed to the school of R' Ishmael.
The primarily Tannaic midrashim attributed to the school of R'
Akiva are Torat Kohanim. a Tannaic midrash on the Book of
Leviticus, and Sifre Zuta, another Tannaic midrash on the Book of
Numbers. Mekhilta d'Rabbi Simeoll barJo/wi, which is a Tannaic
midrash on the Book of Exodus, is also linked to the school of R'
Akiva, as are large parts of Sifre on Deuteronomy.
R' Simeon bar Johai was a disciple of R' Akiva. and Mekhilta
d'Rabbi Simeon barJohai is composed primarily of midrashim ofR'
Akiva and of his disciples on the Book of Exodus. The original
version of Mekhilta d'Rabbi Simeon barJohai has been lost. and the
version we have is a reconstruction based on fragments preserved in
various midrashim. including fragments from the Gelliza/l (the
ancient archive found at the end of the 19th century in an ancient
synagogue in Cairo) and the Yemenite Midrash ha-Gadol, which
we will discuss in Chapter 13.
We will now illustrate one of the major differences between the
methods of interpretation of the two schools.
R' Akiva would draw halakhic conclusions from every detail of
the Torah, from every seemingly superfluous word. from
superfluous letters, etc. Thus, for example. R' Akiva deduced from
the verse (Deut. 20:9), "And they shall appoint captains of the
armies at the head of the people," that one must also appoint
"captains of the armies" at the rear as well. based on what one
might consider the superfluous word "and" in the above verse.
According to R' Akiva. it is as if the Torah had written "They shall
appoint" and also "And they shall appoint," thus indicating two
groups of captains.
R' Ishmael. on the other hand, does not regard the word "and" as
being a source for halakhic deduction. He comes to the conclusion
that two groups of captains must be appointed based on simple logic
in terms of running a military campaign. and he explains the
superfluous letters or words as being due to the fact that "the Torah
spoke in human terms." Just as human beings do not pay any
13
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attention to evety superfluous word they may utter. so too does the
Torah use the language that human beings would use in their
conversations. According to the view of R' Ishmael and his disciples,
there is no difference between the seemingly redundant language
(Gen. 31:30), "You had to leave [halok/I halakhta] because you
were longing [nikltsof nikhsafta]" in the narrative portion of the
Torah. and the terms "each man" (ish ish) and "thoroughly
cooked" (bashel mevus/wl) and so on. in irs legislative sections, and
one cannot deduct halakhic conclusions from these seeming
redundancies.
What the Tannaic midrashim mentioned thus far have in
common is that they are all fundamentally halakhic midrashim,
which deal primarily with halakhah. and the aggadic section within
them is of less importance, both in quantity and in content.
Here we should examine the basic difference between the method
of the Tannaic midrashim and that of the other Tannaic works, the
Mishnah and the Tosefta.
The Tannaic midrashim are midrashim linked to the Torah. and
their purpose is both to gather together halakhot and to explain the
Torah in terms of the halakhah. The major Mekhilta midrashim. for
example. are linked to the Book of Exodus. They accompany the
book - not all of it. but primarily the halakhic part - in a
methodical and orderly fashion. parashah after parashah. and deal
methodically with the halakhic items covered in it. The same is true
for the other Tannaic midrashim.
The Mishnah and the Tosefta. which are. of course. also Tannaic
works, are constructed differently. It was the aim of the editor of
the Mishnah. R' Judah the Exilarch. and of those who continued in
his path, not only to gather together the halakhah, but to build it
anew. They gathered together the material so that students of their
generation and subsequent generations could study it. not only by
studying the Torah text while simultaneously searching the Tannaic
literature for the halakhot germane to each section. but so that
every topic within the halakhah would be arranged in an orderly
fashion and presented according to the new structure arranged by
R' Judah the Exilarch.

The Realms of Halakhah and Aggadah
Let us now discuss the aggadic midrashim. Unlike the halakhic
midrashim. which are generally a finite and clearly defined corpus
of material, the aggadic midrashim are a corpus which is much more
difficult to define and classify. There are aggadic midrashim linked
to the books of the Torah. Prophets and Hagiographa. while there
are other midrashim which are not linked to them. There are
midrashim which explain the books of the Torah in a methodical
and orderly manner (for example, Bereshit Rabbah). and other
midrashim which deal only with selected extracts from the book
which they cover (Vayikra Rabbah, for example). There are aggadic
midrashim that relate to specific dates. that are organized about
special Sabbaths, festivals, the portions read in the Torah or the
Haftarah, etc. (as. for example. the different Pesikta volumes), and
midrashim that are not linked to either the books of the Bible or to
specific dates, but to a different key chosen by the editor. There are
ancient aggadic midrashim. dating to the last days of the Tannaim
(Bereshit Rabbah, for example), and late aggadic midrashim, of the
Byzantine, the Muslim and even later eras. There are aggadic
midrashim whose primary purpose is to offer new and creative
insights, and others which deal primarily with the collection or
reorganization of ancient material.
Most of the aggadic midrashim were created in Eretz Israel, but
there are aggadic midrashim that were edited outside the country: in
Asia, Africa and Europe. In reality. aggadic midrashim were created
in most of those places where Jews lived, but when we speak of the
midrashim that were composed in the Middle Ages in the far
reaches of the Jewish diaspora. we are not talking about the rabbinic
midrashim, but of the descendants or descendants of descendants
of these midrashim.
One may state, without fear of contradiction. that the most
important, well-known, and typical of the aggadic midrashim are
the midrashim that were created in Eretz Israel at the end of the
Roman era and the beginning of the Muslim era, i.e., from the end of
the 3rd century C.E. to the 8th century and possibly the 9th. Most
of this book will deal with these midrashim, namely the aggadic
midrashim of Eretz Israel.
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The readers have no doubt noticed that when we reviewed the
Tannaic midrashim. we spoke of rhe midrashim ro the Books of
Exodus. Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, but we did not
speak of the Tannaic midrash to the Book of Genesis. The reason for
this will become clear when we realize that the Tannaic midrashim
are primarily halakhic midrashim, and the editors of these
midrashim dealt with those sections of the Torah which appeared
to need clarification, with the aim being to convert them into
halakhot that people could live by.
The Book of Genesis does not call for a linked halakhic midrash,
especially as most of the halakhic material contained in it is
mentioned in later books of the Torah. The commandment
regarding circumcision, for example, which is mentioned for the
first time in the Book of Genesis, is mentioned again in Leviticus,
and the halakhic midrash on Leviticus, Tarat Kohanim, deals with it
at that point. The Tannaic midrashim on Exodus also do not begin
with the beginning of the book, but only with Chapter 12, where the
Book of Exodus becomes a book of laws. The same is true for Sifre
on Numbers, which only begins at the point where the book takes
on the character of a book of laws.
Thus we see that the Book of Genesis, as well as parts of the
Books of Exodus and Numbers have no halakhic midrashim. The
aggadic midrashim then, if one may say so, filled the gap and
expounded on just those areas where there are no halakhic
midrashim. Bereshit Rabbah is a major and ancient midrashic work
of great importance, and the reason why this aggadic mid rash was
created for this book and not for other books of the Torah may be
the fact that already in ancient days the need was felt to create a
mid rash of some type for the Book of Genesis,
Let us move now to the aggadot which appear in the midrashic
literature. Even the halakhic midrashim, which deal primarily with
halakhah, also deal with aggadah, but in the case of the halakhic
midrashim the fusion between the halakhic sections and those that
are aggadic is an organic one, and no aggadot are brought which are
not related to the topic at hand. Let us illustrate this by taking an
extract from Mekhilta d'Rabbi [shmael (Chapter 11 of the volume
1(;
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in the Horowitz edition).
In the Book of Exodus. we have the commandment to build an
altar, and it states there (Ex. 20:25). "If you make Me an altar of
stone. you shall not build it of hewn stone: for if you lift up an
implement upon it, you will profane it." In other words, the altar
may not be bUilt of stones which had been hewn using metal,
because the use of metal on the stones profanes them. That is a
general commandment, and the mid rash in Mekhilta deals at length
with the details of this halakhah. What stones are involved? When
may one build an altar and when is one forbidden to do so? and other
such halakhic questions.
But together with these halakhic topics. we find the following
statement: "For ifyou lift up an implement upon it. you will profane
it" - from this, R' Simeon b. Eleazar would say: "The altar was
created to prolong man's life, whereas iron was created to cut man's
life short. One is not permitted to use that which cuts [life] short
on that which prolongs" (it).
Continuing on in the Mekhilta, we find another interpretation of
an aggadic character combined organically with halakhot dealing
with the prohibition against building an altar of hewn stone. This is
an interpretation quoted in the name of R' ]ohanan b. Zakkai, and
based on the verse (Deut, 27:7), "You shaH build the altar of the
Lord your God of whole stones."
At first, R' ]ohanan b. Zakkai asks what the term "whole stones"
means. He answers: Whole [shelemot in Hebrew] stones are
stones that bring about peace [shalom]. Then he adds: "This is an
a fortiori argument. If. regarding the stones of the altar, which
neither see nor hear nor talk, the Holy One. blessed be He
commanded one not to use iron on them because they bring peace
between Israel and their father in Heaven. how much more so in
regard to one who brings peace between a man and his fellow,
between husband and wife, between one city and another. between
one nation and another, between one government and another,
between one family and another: how much more that no harm will
befall him."
What does R'Johanan b. Zakkai do here? He begins with the clear
17
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halakhah which forbids the use of iron on the stones of the altar;
portrays the stones of the altar as whole stones in terms of their
bringing peace; and afterwards sets up his interpretation as an a
fortiori argument - which. incidentally. is one ofthe methods used
in the halakhic midrash - and states: Even though these stones
neither see nor hear nor speak. they are guaranteed not to be cut by
any metal, because one is not permitted to raise up metal against
them. Therefore. if a person brings about peace between a man and
his fellow. between a husband and wife, between one city and
another, between one nation and another. between one government
and another, between one family and another. he too will suffer
no harm and can be sure that no evil will befall him.
Thus we have before us two examples of passages which are by
nature aggadic. and which were incorporated organically into the
Mekhilta. within halakhot dealing with the prohibition of using
metal tools on the stones of the altar.
These extracts, taken from Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael, have a
parallel in the Mekhilta known as that of R' Simeon bar ]ohai. the
disciple of R' Akiva. which evidently represents a parallel school of
thought in the halakhic midrash.
This is the language of the extract of the Mekhilta d'Rabbi
Simeon bar ]ohai: "This. then. is an a fortiori argument. If. in the
case of stones which do not see and do not hear and do not speak,
the Holy One. blessed be He, commanded that no metal be lifted
against them because they bring atonement between Israel and its
father in Heaven, how much more. in the case of Torah scholars,
who bring atonement for the entire world, that none of the
injurious beings in the world will harm them."
We should note the difference in approach between R' ]ohanan b.
Zakkai, as found in the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael. and that of R'
Simeon bar ]ohai, as seen in the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Simeon bar
]ohai. Both interpretations begin the same way and are based on the
same premise. namely that the stones of the altar bring peace upon
the world. But on the other side of the argument there is a difference
between the two: in the first work, R' ]ohanan b. Zakkai speaks of a
person who brings peace between various elements, and states that

18
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such a person will not be harmed. whereas R' Simeon bar ]ohai
speaks of Talmud scholars as serving as an atonement for the world.
The difference between the two individuals and their approaches
is not coincidental. R' ]ohanan b. Zakkai is known as a person
whose greatest desire was peace. while R' Simeon bar ]ohai placed
Torah study at the center of his world. The interpretations offered
above are perfectly in line with the views of the two.
One should remember that R' Simeon bar ]ohai lived at the time
of the decrees of Emperor Hadrian, when the study of Torah and the
convening of assemblies to study Torah were serious offenses. We
know that R' Akiva, R' Hananiah b. Teradion and others sacrificed
their lives for this cause, and it would thus appear that R' Simeon
bar ]ohai referred to Torah scholars as serving to atone for the
world.
By examining these parallel midrashim, we can also appreciate
the structure of the aggadic extracts incorporated within halakhic
passages - this. as we pointed out, being characteristic of the
halakhic midrash - as well as the difference in approach between
the author of the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael and that of the author
of Mekhilta d'Rabbi Simeon bar ]ohai.
In the Babylonian Talmud. too, one finds aggadic and halakhic
sections intertwined. And here too, as the material is primarily
halakhic in content, the aggadot do not stand alone but stem from
the halakhah and are an integral part of it. The example we will
discuss now is taken from the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate
Shabbat. Chapter 2. This chapter is titled Bameh Madlikin, and
deals primarily with the lighting of the Sabbath lights and the
materials that may be used for the lights.
This Mishnah states which materials may be used for the Sabbath
lights and which ones may not be used, and the Talmud then
explains and expands on this topic. As an aside, as it were, the
Talmud states that those materials which may not be used for the
Sabbath lights may not be used for kindling the Hanukkah lights
either. The Talmud then goes on to mention a number of laws of
Hanukkah. There is no tractate in the Talmud dealing with
Hanukkah as such, and this section in Tractate Shabbat is one of
1<)
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the major ones in the Babylonian Talmud dealing with this holiday.
The Talmud discusses the time to light the Hanukkah lights. how
many lights are needed - whether one needs one per person or one
per house - and whether the number of lights increases each day or
decreases. At the end of this halakhic section, the Talmud poses the
following question: "What is Hanukkah?" In answer, it states that
on the 25th day of Kislev the festival of Hanukkah occurs. lasting
eight days, during which one may not hold eulogies or fast. And at
this point we have the famous story that,
When the Greeks entered the Temple, they defiled all the oil
in the Temple. Once the Hasmoneans emerged victorious, they
searched and found but a single cruse of oil, sealed with the seal
of the high priest, which contained enough oil to light for but a
single day. A miracle occurred, and they lit with it for eight
days.
Then we are told: "The following year, they established these
days as festive days, with Hallel and thanks."
This is an interesting example, because in the end we remain
within the realm of aggadah, yet revert to the realm of halakhah
regarding the fact that these are festive days with Hallel and thanks.
As far as we are concerned, we can note that this is another example.
similar to those of the aggadic midrashim. of a combination of
aggadah with halakhah. where the text is primarily halakhic, and
the aggadah is intertwined within it.
Unlike the halakhic midrashim, where the aggadot are not
independent, in the classic aggadic midrashim there is no need to
combine the midrash with the halakhah. In the aggadic mid rash, the
aggadic sections are independent and have no need 'to be linked to
any halakhic text of any kind.

II.
How is One to Regard the Aggadah?
From the earliest times to the present, the aggadah has always
been greatly admired. Thus, for example. we read in Sifre on
Deuteronomy: ''The allegorists would say: 'If you wish to have an
awareness of the One who spoke and thereby created the world,
study aggadah.''' In another place, in a Tannaic midrash on the
Book of Exodus, on the verse (Ex. 15:26). "Do that which is right in
His sight," we find the statement: "This refers to those choice
aggadot which all people appreciate." And again, in another place,
this time in a midrash on the verse (Song 2:5), "Stay me with
flagons, comfort me with apples: for I am sick with love," we read:
"R' Yitzhak said: 'At first, when money was readily available, a
person would wish to hear something of the Mishnah or of the
Talmud. Now that money is scarce. and especially given our
suffering at the hands of the [alien] government. a person wishes
to hear something of the Bible or of the aggadah.''' R' Yitzhak lived
in the 3rd century C.E.• during a catastrophic era in Eretz Israel and
in the entire Roman Empire. and that was the background for his
statement.
In recent generations too. there have been those who praised the
aggadah, including R' Avraham Yitzhak Kook and Hayyim Nahman
Bialik.
In his correspondence, Letter 243, R' Kook writes: "Prophecy,
which is the basis for the aggadah - that being the internal
dimension of the roots of the Torah - was more active in Eretz
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Israel than in Babylon. which was not worthy of prophecy."
As is known. prophecy is an Eretz Israel phenomenon. R' Judah
Halevi thus notes that prophecy relates directly to Eretz Israel. and
that all the prophets prophesied either within or about it (Kuzari
2:14). R' Kook regards the aggadah as being the continuation of
prophecy. and sees it as a primarily Eretz Israel phenomenon. Just as
prophecy was granted only to the Sages of Eretz Israel. so too was
the aggadah. in its full form. granted only to the Sages of Eretz
Israel. Thus. rhe aggadah was far more prevalenr in Eretz Israel than
in Babylon. the latter not being worthy of prophecy.
And Bialik. in his essay. "Halakhah and Aggadah." says. "The
aggadah ... deals with what should be and what is desirable. and
when I read it I see what it wanted. how it was formulated. and why
it so lifted the spirit of the Jewish people." And elsewhere in that
same essay. he writes:
A number of Jewish generations sinned toward the aggadah.
because they terminated the essential link between it and
themselves. Many of the naive in their midst understood its
words in the simple sense and regarded lthe Midrash' in the
same light as the principles of the faith [which one must accept
unquestioningly]. Many of those who regarded themselves as
wise also understood its words in the simple sense. and
considered them to be of no value. Both these groups showed
themselves to be coarse in knowledge and taste. That was why
their eyes were unable to see the poetic light and the truth in it.
They were unable to understand its language.
Whether Bialik knew it or not. his thoughts had already been
expressed earlier in differenr language by Maimonides, and we will
discuss rhis in the last chapter of this book.
Many people. in all eras and in all generarions. spoke in praise of
the aggadah. There were nevertheless some rabbis who were critical
of the aggadah, and some who even disparaged it.
One of the major causes for the opposition by some of the rabbis
to the aggadic literature was the unsupervised folk aggadah which
evolved in Eretz Israel and which developed alongside the accurate
aggadic midrashic literature. which was generally based on ancient
11
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traditions and was of a monotheistic religious faith.
The erroneous aggadot which developed in Eretz Israel. some of
which were dangerous or even idolatrous in spirit, were eVidently
influenced by their idolatrous surroundings; by the Hellenistic
environment that was partially pagan; and later. when the physical
and spiritual presence of Christianity increased in Eretz Israel. by
the Christians who lived in Eretz Israel.
Let us look at an example of such a erroneous aggadah. This
example is taken from Sefer ha-Razim. a volume discovered by
Prof. M. Margolioth, which has also been discussed by A.S.
Rosenthal. S. Lieberman and other scholars. Sefer ha-Razim was
created in Eretz Israel. evidenrly in the 4th century C.E.. possibly in
one of the mixed cities in which both Jews and non-Jews lived. The
book includes aggadot which were evidently well-known among the
common folk in Eretz Israel. The content. though. was influenced
by certain idolatrous magic traditions - Greek or Egyptian, or both
- and one may assume that this book and others like it were what
caused the opposition of certain sages to the aggadic literature.
This is the language of one of the segments in Sefer ha-Razim:
If you wish to urge horses on beyond their ability and to
ensure that they do not stumble while galloping. that they
should be as fleet as the wind, that no living creature should be
able to overtake them. and that their galloping should be
graceful to behold, take a silver dish, and engrave on it the
names of the horses and the names of the angels and the names
of the supernumary angels above them, and say: "I hereby make
you, angels of the chase. who run between the stars. swear to
give power and swiftness to the race horses and their riders. so
that they will run without tiring and without stumbling. and
will run swiftly as eagles. and no other creatures will be able to
stand before them. and no witchcraft or sorcery will harm
them."
The author of this extract then concludes with the words, "And
take the tray and bury it at the time of the race which you wish to
win:'
This passage - and at this time we should again point out that
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according to the definition which we noted in Chapter I, aggadah is
anything which is not halakhah, so that history, stories,
commentaries on the Bible and even such passages as the above are
considered to be aggadah - is nothing but Witchcraft, meant to aid
a person who bets on horse races. Its spirit is not rabbinic orJewish,
and there is no doubt that it was not conceived in the study halls of
the rabbis. It is possible that the opposition to aggadah stemmed
from the fear that if aggadot in general, whose spirit is free and
which show few limitations, were to be permitted to exist, they
would grant legitimation to aggadot such as rhose of Sefer Ita-

Razim.
Among those opposed to the, aggadic literature were some of the
rabbis of Eretz Israel, including people such as R' Joshua b. Levi, one
of the most prominent of the Eretz Israel scholars at the beginning
of the 3rd century C.E. R' Joshua b. Levi was one of the scholars of
rhe south, and we are told in the Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate
Sltabbat, in his name, that: "One who writes down aggadah has no
place in the World t'o Come. One who expounds it - is burned. One
who hears it - receives no reward."
We know from another source, the Babylonian Talmud Tractate
Bava Kama, that R' Joshua b. Levi was a master of the aggadah.
Th us we see that this was not a person who totally negated the
aggadah. He himself was a master of it, but was evidently cautious
and was not willing to allow everyone to have the right to copy down
the aggadah, to expound it or to hear it.
The following example of the opposition of some of the Sages to
the aggadic literature is taken from the Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate
Ma'aserot, and tells of R' Zeira - or, as he was known in Babylon,
R' Zira - who was one of the Talmudic sages active in the 3rd
century C.E. and who moved from Babylon to Eretz Israel:
R' Zeira, R' Abba bar Kahana and R' Levi sat together. R'
Zeira criticized the aggadists and teferred to the aggadah works
as witchcraft. R' Abba bar Kahana said to him: "Why are you
critical? Ask them and they will answer you." R' Zeira said to
them: "What is meant by (Ps. 76:11), 'surely the wrath of man
shall praise you: the remainder of wrath shall you restrain '?"
.."
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The verse quoted by R' Zeira is a very difficult one to understand,
and R' Zeira asked the aggadists to explain it.
They answered R' Zeira: "Surely the wrath of man shall
praise you" - that refers to this world. "The remainder of
wrath shall you restrain" - That refers to the World to Come.
This interpretation does not explain the verse in its entirety, but
is an attempt to differentiate between its two parts and to apply the
one to this world and the other to the World to Come, But R' Zeira
did not agree with this interpretation and said to them: 'Surely the
wrath of man shall praise you' - that refers to the World to Come.
The remainder of wrath shall you restrain' - That refers to this
world." In other words, as the verse is unclear, who is to say that the
first part refers to this world and the second to the World to Come
rather than vice versa?
Later in the tractate, the Talmud brings the words ofR' Levi, who
attempted to defend the interpretation. R' Zeira, though, refused to
accept R' Levi's words, and even added: "You may turn it over and
over, and nothing can be learned from it." One may assume that
this last statement is a paraphrase of the statement in Tractate
Avot, at the end of Chapter 4, that states, regarding the Torah:
"Turn it over and over, for everything is in it, for there is nothing
better than it." It thus appears that according to R' Zeira, nothing
can be learned from the aggadah.
R' Zeira's opposition to the aggadah was not total, and was not
the product of the stubbornness of a person entirely devoted to the
halakhah. On the contrary: R' Zeira, as can be seen in a number of
aggadot written about him, was a broad-minded individual. Even
though he was physically handicapped, he moved to Eretz Israel and
crossed the Jordan without waiting for anyone to aid him, so deep
was his love of the land. From other sources, we know that he
worked among people who were on the fringes of society and was
able to bring them to repent. His opposition to aggadah was
therefore not based on stubbornness, but on his opposition to the
method of the aggadists, whose interpretations evidently stemmed
from their independence of spirit, and because of his opposition to
a totally free aggadah which is not bound by any obligatory
25
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framework and is not derived from a tradition of any kind.
No doubt, the simple folk were more taken by aggadah than by
halakhah. On this, too, we will note a short story that appears in the
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sotah, regarding two Eretz Israel
Sages, R' Abahu and R' Hiyya bar Abba, who lived in the 3rd century
or the beginning of the 4th century C.E.:
R' Abahu and R' Hiyya bar Abba happened to be in the same
place. R' Abahu expounded on aggadah and R' Hiyya bar Abba
expounded on halakhah. Everyone forsook R' Hiyya bar Abba
and came to R' Abahu. R' Hiyya bar Abba was offended and
hurt. R' Abahu said to him: "Let me give you an analogy as to
what this case resembles - [it resembles] two people, one of
whom sold precious jewels while the other sold tinsel. Who
would have most of the customers? Wouldn't it be the one who
sold tinsel?"
Most people are not able to patronize the person who sells
precious jewels, and when they come to the market and look for
something that they can afford to buy, they go to the seller of tinsel.
Thus, R' Abahu compared himself, as the one expounding on the
aggadah, to a person selling tinsel, and compared R' Hiyya bar Abba
to one selling precious jewels.
As the story goes on, we are told that R' Abahu's words did not
console R' Hiyya bar Abba, possibly because he realized that the
analogy was not really R' Abahu's true feeling, but was only meant
ro mollify R' Hiyya.
Thus we see that some of the Sages were critical of the aggadah
and even opposed it. However, the simple folk were drawn to it, and
in the 3rd and 4th centuries C.E., when the Jewish community in
Eretz Israel lived under very difficult conditions, the Sages of Eretz
Israel made the aggadah one of their major tools in strengthening
the faith of these simple folk.
The medieval rabbis also had complex feelings about the Midrash.
Already in the case of the Geonim in Babylon, and primarily among
the later ones, one can discern a cautious attitude toward the
aggadah.

Thus, for example, Rav Sherira Gaon wrote:
Those concepts derived from verses and known as aggadic
midrashim are only hypotheses, and one cannot therefore rely
on the aggadah. Those that are correct - those that are
supported by logic and from the text - may be accepted, and
there is no end to the aggadah.
The son of Rav Sherira, Rav Hai Gaon, was also cautious in
dealing with the aggadah, and he wrote as follows:
You should know that the words of the aggadah are not as
received tradition [I.e., they are not like the halakhah, which
was transmitted from generation to generation in an
authorized fashion], but each interprets as he sees fit, offering
possible explanations but nothing decisive. Hence one cannot
rely on them.
And another Babylonian Gaon, R' Samuel b. Hofni, was even
more extreme when he wrote: "The words of the ancients, when
they contradict logic, need not be accepted by us."
When the Babylonian Geonim denigrated the aggadah, they did
so, among others, because the criticism levelled by the Karaite
scholars against the Talmud was to a large extent against the
aggadah element within it. But in Europe, too, there were
reservations about the aggadah.
Thus we find that the author of the Introduction to the Talmud
- evidently R' Samuel ha-Naggid - writes as follows in this work:
Aggadah is any interpretation that is brought in the Talmud
on any topic which is not a commandment ... and one cannot
deduce from it anything but that which is logical. You should
know that whatever the Sages stated regarding the
commandments - which are from Moses, peace be upon him,
who received them from God - one may not add to them or
diminish from them. But that which they interpreted on a verse,
each as he saw fit and as he thought, that which is logical of all
of these may be used, but one does not rely on the rest.
In later generations, too, we find various statements, some
praising the aggadah and others with reservations.
One of the reasons for the reservations of the later rabbis of the
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Middle Ages about the aggadah was the use made by the Christians
of this literature in order to attack the Jewish religion. Many of the
Christian scholars not only did not know the Talmud and did not
wish to know it. but hated it and did everything possible to
undermine it and those who studied it. But among the Christians
there were scholars who knew the aggadah and attempted to prove
the Christian truth just from the aggadah.
This was true in the case of the apostate Petrus Alfonso. and of
rhe church father Peter the Venerable. of the Cluny monastery in
France. of the 12th century. So too was this the case with the
apostate Pablo Christiani in his famous debate with Nahmanides in
Spain in 1263.
Another example of this was the major and important project of
the Dominican Raymond Martini: In the '80s of the 13th century.
Martini gathered together Jewish aggadot. with the aim not only of
artacking the Jews but also of proving from the Talmud and from
the Midrash that the ancient rabbis of Israel were familiar with the
truth of Christianity. but for their own reasons refused to say so
clearly. This way. he argued. the later generations rejected the
Christian truth that these Sages had attempted to dictate to them.
Another prominent example of this was the famous disputation
that was conducted in 1413 in Tortosa. Spain. between the apostate
Joshua Lorki and the Jewish sages of that generation. There too we
see how the Christians - or the apostates - used the aggadah to
attack Judaism from the inside and to prove the truth of
Chrisrianity.
It is possible that it was these attacks that caused the Jewish sages
who lived in Christian Europe to take care not to use the aggadah
more than necessary and not to attribute too great importance to it.
In his reply to Christiani regarding one of the aggadot. Nahmanides
writes: "I do not believe in this aggadah at all." In another place.
Nahmanides writes: "This aggadah is not the truth. or has another
interpretation than that of the works of the Sages." In yet another
place, Nahmanides speaks of the three types of works available to
the Jews. and states: "And as for this type of book [the aggadic
midrashl. it is well for the one who believes in it. but he who does
'HI
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not believe in it will not be harmed thereby."
It is difficult to establish what Nahmanides actually believed. It is
possible that these words are a true representation of his views. but
it is also possible that they were said for the purposes of his
disputation with the apostate Pablo Christiani. and scholars differ
about this.
In his Kuzari (3:73). R' Judah Halevi differentiates between those
verses which are interpreted in terms of halakhah and those
interpreted in terms of aggadah. and he offers two reasons why the
Sages may have interpreted verses in an illogical manner.
The first reason is that the Sages used the aggadah in order to
strengthen the faith and understanding of their audience. When the
Sages tell us that God went down to Egypt. they do not want to tell
us that God actually went down to Egypt. but wish to strengthen
our faith and our feeling that the Exodus from Egypt was directed
by God. and not by supernatural forces such as the zodiacal
consrellarions. angels or devils.
The second reason is that the Sages had certain traditions. stories
and spiritual aims that they wished to accomplish. and they
sometimes used aggadot that contradicted the Biblical truth in
order to be able to say that which they wished to say.
The approach of R' Judah Halevi to the aggadah is a positive one.
The approach of other sages is less positive. As a generalization. in
any event. one can say that in the Middle Ages the Sages were
cautious in dealing with the aggadah and guarded against the
simplicity within it. Nevertheless some of the great sages of those
eras were involved in interpreting the aggadah. and in the 16th and
17th centuries commentaries on the aggadah were a major
occupation of many sages.
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III.
The Historic Background of the Eretz
Israel Aggadah
In the Talmudic era. the aggadic literature - and especially the
oral discourses from which some of the aggadic literature stemmed
- became one of the major tools whereby the Sages attempted to
fortify the Jewish settlement in Eretz Israel. In this chapter. we will
discuss the different factors causing the status of the Jewish
population in the country to become weaker. and will describe the
historic background for the development of the aggadic literature.
In the year 70 CE .• after four years of rebellion against Roman
rule. the Second Temple was destroyed. About 65 years later. as a
result of the prohibition imposed by Emperor Hadrian on
circumcision. and following his decision to construct a Roman
colony and an idolatrous temple on the ruins of Jerusalem, another
rebellion broke out in Eretz Israel, that of Bar Kokhba. The
rebellion. its suppression in the year 135 CE. and the decrees which
followed. brought upon the Jewish people one of the greatest
tragedies in its history. Masses of Jews were killed. exiled or sold as
slaves. Judea was almost totally depopulated. and the Galilee
became the major stronghold of the Jews of Eretz Israel.
Once the rebellion was suppressed. the era of persecution began.
known in Jewish sources as the shemad. a word used in our times to
indicate conversion. But Hadrian died in 138 CE. His successor,
Antoninus Pius. abolished some of the decrees. and the Jews of
Eretz Israel. led by their sages. invested great efforts in
~o

rehabilitating the country after the great massacre and the general
enfeeblement of the Jewish settlement.
In Midrash Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah (2:3). we read:
At the end of the shemad, the Sages gather in Usha (at the
time. the major city of the Jewish settlement in northern Eretz
Israel). and these are they - R' Judah and R' Nehemiah. R' Meir
and R' Jose [b. Halaftal and R' Simeon bar Johai and R' Eliezer
son of R' Jose ha-Gelili. and R' Eliezer b. Jacob. They sent to the
Sages of Galilee and said: "Whoever can teach. should come
and teach, and whoever cannot teach should come and learn."
In the second half of the 2nd century CE., there was thus an
attempt to revive the batei midrash - study halls - and to
strengthen the spirit of the sages and of the simple folk. In this era.
the office of the /las; (exilarch), which had been established earlier
- possibly in the Second Temple era - was also strengthened. The
office of /lasi reached its greatest power at the time of R' Yehudah
the Nasi (approx. 135 - 220 CE.). the editor of the Mishnah. who
instituted many decrees. appointed teachers and judges in the small
towns. and was the final legal authority in the case of the large
cities.
Meanwhile. there was an improvement in the relations of the
Roman emperors and the Jews, and in the days of Antoninus Pius
and Marcus Aurelius the relations between the two were
satisfactory. Afterwards there was a certain regression, and later
again an improvement at the time of Emperor Severus. who ruled
the empire between 192 to 235 CE. The church father Hieronymus
Gerome). the monk from Bethlehem, would later testify that the
Jews had interpreted the verse (Danielll:34). "When they fall. they
will be helped with a little help." as a reference to Septimus Severus
and his son Caracalla.
Caracalla was the emperor who granted most residents of the
empire. including the Jews. Roman citizenship. The other emperors
of the Severan dynasty were also tolerant of the Jews. and during
their. era the Jewish settlement in Eretz Israel enjoyed relative
prosperity. The Jewish cities in the Galilee. especially Tiberias and
Zippori. were strengthened. Jews returned to a number of cities in
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the south. and especially to Lydda. where R' Joshua b. Levi. Bar
Kappara and other sages lived. ImportantJewish communities were
also established in other cities. as. for example, in Caesarea, and
there were even attempts to resurrect the Jewish community in
Jerusalem.
But at that time the political crisis in the Roman Empire was at its
peak, and even though it was not yet felt in full in Eretz Israel. its
effects were already noticeable in the country.
The political crisis in the Roman Empire began at the end of the
reign of Marcus Aurelius. and became more severe after the
assassination of Caracalla in 217 C.E. After the Severan dynasty fell
in 235 C.E., the empire entered a period of chaos, with the
assassination of emperors and fighting between generals who
demanded the position for themselves. In 238 C.E., for example.
four different individuals assumed the throne, and between 238 and
284 there were no less than 15 emperors. Only at the end of the 3rd
century C.E. was Emperor Diocletian able to inject stability into the
empire. but the damage caused in the previous century could not be
repaired, and the Roman Empire continued to move inexorably to
its ultimate dissolution and destruction.
In the 3rd century, the Roman Empire also suffered a major
financial crisis. This did not bypass Eretz Israel. and was one of the
factors in the weakening of the Jewish settlement in Eretz Israel.
The first indications of this financial crisis appeared in the days of
Marcus Aurelius, in about 180 C.E., and became progressively
worse in the next century: the many wars conducted by the Romans
against the Germanic tribes that had invaded from the north and
west, and against the Persian Empire which had attacked from the
east. cost a tremendous amount of money and resulted in the
destruction of production facilities. The political crisis also affected
the Roman economy. for every general who sought the throne
collected taxes and saw to the outfitting of his troops. and every new
emperor - and there were many of them - had to bribe his troops
to support him and not to lend their support to his rivals. The
destruction of the production facilities and the heavy taxes imposed
in order to finance the internal and external battles impoverished
O~
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the residents of the empire and also struck a heavy blow at the
economy of Eretz Israel.
Among the various taxes imposed on the residents of Eretz Israel
there were the head tax. customs duties. land taxes and fines. The
Roman authorities were not content with these taxes and imposed
on the local inhabitants the angaria. the responsibility to lodge
soldiers. and the forced appointments of officials.
The angaria was a tax that the inhabitants had to pay the
authorities by supplying work, either their own or that of their
animals, and it became more and more onerous as the needs of the
governors and the emperors increased. The duty to lodge and feed
soldiers applied in regard to those regiments which passed through
the country. These regiments caused great damage when they
remained for extended periods of time and were often involved in
plunder. The enforced appointment of individuals. against their
will, as tax collectors and as enforcers of governmental decrees,
made it very difficult for the Jews as a whole, and especially for their
leaders. These forced appointments led some of the best people to
flee from the cities. and further enfeebled the Jewish settlement.
Already at the time of the decrees of Hadrian. we hear of sages
who left Eretz Israel and moved to Babylon. to Rome and to other
places. At the end of the 2nd century C.E .. with the attempts to
rebuild the community in the days of R' Judah the Nasi. there was
an effort to have people move to Eretz Israel. but in the 3rd century,
as conditions worsened. we hear again and again of the movement
of sages from Eretz Israel to Babylon.
There were indeed a few who moved to Eretz Israel. and in the
previous chapter we mentioned R' Zeira who came from Babylon.
As opposed to this, there were many who left the country. and R'
Zeira himself was faced by the opposition of his teacher, R' Judah
bar Ezekiel. There was thus movement to Eretz Israel, but there was
also movement away from it, and all in all the Jewish settlement in
Eretz Israel kept becoming weaker.
Another factor which had an influence on the Jewish settlement
was the increasing strength of Christianity. It was during this time
that the Christians ceased being a Judeo-Christian community
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coexisting alongside the Jewish community and on occasion even
within it. Futthermore, the persecution suffered by the first
Christians at the hands of the Roman authorities had basically
come to an end, and even though there were cases of persecution of
Christians in various places in Eretz Israel and elsewhere.
Christianity kept increasing in strength throughout the 3rd century
C.E.
The emerging strength of Christianity affected the Jews in Eretz
Israel politically, economically, socially and spiritually. Even
though we do not hear of a process of conversion by Jews Christianity was not built at the expense of the Jewish people but
through the non-Jews who joined it - there was a fierce spiritual
struggle at the time between the Jews and the Christians who lived
in Eretz Israel.
Here we will quote a story which appears in the Babylonian
Talmud. Tractate Avodah Zarah (4a), regarding a debate between
Christians and two Jewish sages who lived in Caesarea.
At the end of the 3rd century or the beginning of the 4th century
C.E., the Amora R' Abahu lived in Caesarea, which at the time was
one of the strongest and most important Christian communities in
Eretz Israel. This sage was evidently on good terms with the local
authorities and the Christians in the city. and, as he was considered
an intellectual, he was exempted from taxes, as was the case in other
Hellenist cities. Not only was R' Abahu himself exempt from taxes,
but his colleague, Rav Safra, was also given the same exemption,
evidently at the recommendation of R' Abahu.
Now. the Talmud tells us. one day the Christian heretics in
Caesarea met Rav Safra, when he was all alone. They remembered
that he was considered by R. Abahu to be one of the wise men of the
Jews, and they quoted him a verse which appears in the Book of
Amos (3:2), "You only have I known of all the families of the earth:
therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities." They then asked
him how he could explain the way God treats His nation. Can this be
the way one treats someone he loves? Is it possible that God rewards
the Chosen People by visiting his wrath on them and by punishing
them severely?

That was what the heretics asked Rav Safra. And Rav Safra. who
was one of the Babylonian sages who had moved from Babylon to
Eretz Israel, was unable to answer their question.
Rav Safra was fortunate that. just at that time. his benefactor. R'
Abahu. arrived and rescued him from the Christians. who had
begun harassing him. After R' Abahu answered the question that
the Christians had asked his friend. the Christians turned to him
and asked him how it was that he, a man of Caesarea. was able to
answer a question that his friend was unable to answer.
R' Abahu answered them: I live here. among you. I am forced to
engage in a perpetual spiritual struggle with you. and that is why I
think of questions such as these. Rav Safra, on the other hand,
moved from Babylon. Babylon is like a Jewish nature preserve.
There. in Sura and Pumpedita. there are no contacts with
Christians. the contacts between Jews and non-Jews are minimal.
and questions such as these do not arise. The Babylonian sages do
not ponder over questions such as these, evidently do not study the
meaning of difficult verses such as these in the Bible, and therefore
Rav Safra was unable to answer your question.
As noted. R' Abahu also answered the questions of the heretics,
and this was his answer: To what is this analogous? To a person who
owes money to two people, one his friend and the other his enemy.
In the case of his friend. he pays him off gradually. In other words.
his friend will from time to time remind him of the debt, and will ask
him to pay it off in installments. One might then imagine that his
friend is making life difficult for the debtor. because he forces him
to live up to a specified payment schedule, but a day will eventually
come when the entire debt will be paid up and the debtor will be free.
His enemy, on the other hand, is not willing to accept a gradual
payment schedule, but leaves the entire debt intact. One day, the
debtor will have to pay the entire debt in one payment. A day will
therefore come, says R' Abahu, and you. whom God hates. will have
to pay your debt in full.
It is doubtful if the prophet Amos had this in mind when he
stated. "You only have I known of all the families of the earth:
therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities," but as far as we
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are concerned, it is important to note that even a Jew such as Rav
Safra, who was certainly one of the greatest Torah sages in Babylon,
was unable to answer the Christians in a debate. And if that was
true of Rav Safra, how much more for the simple folk?
Before we describe the condition of the Jews in Eretz Israel at the
beginning of the Byzantine era, let us examine an institution that
developed after the destruction of the Temple and became an
important component in the life of the Jews in Eretz Israel in the 3rd
and 4th centuries CE. - the synagogue.
The synagogue is a typical Jewish institution, that was evidently
formed at the end of the Second Temple era, and became stronger in
the generations after the destruction. The archaeological findings
throughout Eretz Israel and outside it, and the sayings of the Sages
in the halakhic and aggadic literature, are evidence that in this era
the synagogue was the most important Jewish institution at the
local level. Whereas the office of the nasi was the one which dealt
with the Jews on the national level, the synagogue was the most
important institution within the local community.
The term bet knesset, the Hebrew for "synagogue," indicates
that it was here that the people gathered (hitkallesu) at the city
level, and if one is able to speak of political life among the Jews, it
related to the synagogue. The synagogue was the place where
wayfarers slept, and every person who happened to find his way to a
community would find a place for himself in the synagogue or near
it. The synagogue was also the place where public lectures were
held.
Let us now examine in brief the situation of the Jews in Eretz
Israel in the 4th and 5th centuries CE. In the 4th century, with the
establishment of the Byzantine Empire, Christianity ceased being a
persecuted or tolerated religion, and became the state religion.
From that time on, Eretz Israel and the entire Jewish settlement
along the eastern shores of the Mediterranean would be part of a
Christian empire.
The Byzantine Empire was not an empire along the lines of Rome,
which was an idolatrous empire which generally adopted a tolerant
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attitude toward other religions. The Byzantine Empire was an
empire whose religion was Christianity. The Byzantine emperors
looked unfavorably upon the presence of non-Christians in their
realms, and attempted to convert them, and if unable to do so, to
make life difficult for them and to make them feel they were in exile.
In the 4th and 5th centuries C.E. there was a further
deterioration in the situation of the Jews in Eretz Israel. They lived
in a Country ruled by a Christian government, where most
inhabitants were Christians, and suffered not only objective want
but the antipathy of the authorities. They were forbidden to occupy
public positions and to build new synagogues, and in approximately
425 CE., after Rabban Gamaliel VI had died without leaving a son
as an heir, the authorities exploited the situation and dissolved the
office of the Ilasi. Yet, at that very time, the Jews in Babylon lived a
serene life and enjoyed tremendous spiritual growth. It is not
surprising, then, that movement from Eretz Israel to Babylon and to
other countries increased markedly.
In this difficult time, the Sages continued to seek ways to
strengthen the Jewish settlement in Eretz Israel. The synagogue and
the derashah (lecture) in the synagogue were two of the tools they
used in order to achieve their goal.

37

The Derashah and the Darshanim

IV.
The Derashah and the Darshanim
The derashah is an ancient custom - more ancient than
the most ancient documents which mention it specifically and it is possible that there are even allusions in the Torah to its
existence.
Generally, the Torah does not command us directly about either
the reading of the Torah or about derashot (the plural of derashah),
but in one place, in Deuteronomy 31, we read of a unique
commandment, that of hakhel, where we are told:
At the end of every seven years, at the season of the
shemittah year, at the Sukkot festival, when all Israel has come
to appear before the Lord your God in the place which He shall
choose, you shall read this Torah before all of Israel in their
hearing. Gather the people together, men, and women, and
children, and your stranger that is within your gates, that they
may hear, and that they may learn, and fear the Lord your God,
and observe to do all the words of this Torah; and that their
children, which have not known any thing, may hear, and learn
to· fear the Lord your God, as long as you live in the land where
you are to cross the Jordan to possess it.
The commandment of hakhel was observed every seven years,
during the shemittah year, at the Sukkot festival. The main element
of hakhel, as we see, is the reading of the Torah, but it is possible
that already in ancient times the reading of the Torah was
supplemented by an oral derashah. That, at least, is the way it is
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explained by Hinukh, who lived in Spain in the 13th century.
According to Hinukh, this would serve to relate "the great praise of
the Torah and its esteemed value, and would instill in [the
people's] hearts a desire for [the Torahl."
We do not know if that was the way they actually acted, or if they
did indeed relate the great praise of the Torah and its esteemed
value, but one cannot deny the possibility that at the hakhel
ceremony they did not limit themselves to the reading of the Torah
and that they may have included oral discourses.
In the Book of Nehemiah, Chapter 8, there is a description of the
ceremony which took place in the first days of the Second Temple,
in approximately 440 B.C.E., and which attests to the reading in
public of both the Torah and the Oral Law. This ceremony took
place on Rosh ha-Shanah, on the first day of the seventh month.
And this is how the event is described (Ezra 8:1-3):
And all the people gathered themselves together as one man
into the street that was before the water gate; and they spoke
unto Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the Torah of Moses,
which the Lord had commanded to Israel. And Ezra the priest
brought the Torah before the congregation both of men and
women, and all who could hear with understanding, upon the
first day of the seventh month. And he read therein before the
street that was before the water gate from the morning until
midday, before the men and the women, and those who could
understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive unto
the book of the Torah.
The word "understand," in the above text does not refer to the
people who could understand, but rather to those people whose
duty is was to make the others understand. In other words, "those
who could understand" were the people who explained and taught
to others, and might even have been those who offered discourses.
Later, the chapter continues (Ezra 8:5-6, 8):
And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people [for he
was above all the peoplel, and when he opened it, all the people
stood up. And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God. And all the
people answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands: and
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they bowed their heads, and worshipped the Lord with their
faces to the ground ... So they read in the book in the Torah of
God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them to
understand the reading.
Later in the chapter, we are given to understand that the
ceremony made a deep impression on all those present, for they all
broke into tears and did not know how to act in the light of what
they had heard. In fact, Ezra and Nehemiah had to calm them down
and send them to their homes joyfully, for it was a festive day, Rosh
ha-Shanah. From this chapter, we also learn of a number of
customs that had been in effect from time immemorial, such as the
sending of gifts "to them for whom nothing had been prepared,"
namely to those people who had been unable to prepare food for
themselves. As far as we are concerned, though, one can summarize
this and state that at this ceremony they read in the Torah,
explained in such a way that the people understood the meaning of
the text.
In the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Megillah 3a, we find the
interpretation of Rav, an Amora who lived at the beginning of the
3rd century C.E. and was the head of the yeshivah in Sura, to the
passage that we quoted from the Book of Nehemiah. And this is his
interpretation, as quoted by his disciples:
What is meant by, "they read in the book in the Torah of
God," etc.? [And Rav explains this]: "They read in the book in
the Torah of God" - that refers to the Torah. "Distinctly" that is the Targum [i.e., translation]. "And gave the sense" this refer to the division of the text into verses. "And caused
them to understand the reading" - this is the cantillation, and
there are some who say that this is [a reference to] the
[different] traditions.
According to Rav and other Amoraim - whose interpretations
are based on an ancient tradition - the ceremony described in
Nehemiah was not limited to the reading of the Torah, but also
included translating the reading and explaining it, namely,
explaining to the people beyond what the text itself stated.
It is worth noting that, according to this extract, the derashah
An

The Derashah alld the Darshanim

began with translation. As the average person did not understand
the Hebrew text properly, it was necessary to translate the Torah
into an understandable language, which was almost certainly
Aramaic. In later eras as well, at the end of the Second Temple era
and primarily at the time of the Mishnah and the Talmud, they
would translate the Torah as they read it. In fact, there are Yemenite
congregations which do so to this day.
And indeed, in the Babylonian Talmud, in Tractate Megillah 3,
Rav joseph, one of the Amoraim of Babylon, first quotes a verse in
Zechariah, brings the Targum of the verse, and then states, "Had it
not been for the Targum of this verse, we would not have known
what it is saying."
Even though we can assume without a doubt that Rav joseph did
not need the Targum, we see from the extract that the general public
was unable to deal with difficult verses without it. The Targum
which Rav joseph quotes is not a literal translation, but includes
material of an interpretive nature, as well as historic or quasihistoric material. And this particular example is most instructive,
because it shows us how the Targum, which according to Rav
joseph is essential in understanding the verse, includes not only a
literal translation, but also interpretation.
One may thus say that the derashah was based to a large extent on
the Targum, and indeed many of the Targums which we have into
Aramaic are filled with different interpretations and derashot.
The most important Aramaic Targum on the Torah is that of
Onkelos. This Targum, whose roots are ancient and which was
edited at a somewhat later time, is a simple translation, very exact,
and when it diverges from the simple meaning it generally does so
for halakhic reasons. As opposed to this, the Targum Yehollatan, or,
to be more accurate, the "Eretz Israel Targum to the Torah," is not
merely a translation, but contains a great deal of derashah materia!,
and one can state clearly that it includes fragments of certain
ancient derashot, some of which had originally been given orally
and over the course of time were committed to writing.
Translations steeped in aggadah were written not only to the
Torah, but also to the Prophets and the Five Megillot. In reality,
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these translations are closer to the midrash than to translation. for
they are not systematic translations and contain a wealth of
aggadah. The translation and the midrash came down to the world
intertwined with each other.
We hear of oral derashot in the synagogues from other sources as
well - Christian ones. The first Christian source that we quote is
that of the Gospel According to St. Luke (4:16-22):
And he came to Nazareth where he had been brought up: and
as his custom was. he went into the synagogue on the Sabbath
day. and stood up to read. And there he delivered unto him the
Book of Isaiah. And he opened the book ... And when he closed
the book and gave it again to the minister. he sat down. And the
eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on
him. And he began to say unto them. This day is this scripture
fulfilled in your ears. And all bare him witness. and wondered at
the gracious words which proceeded out of his mouth.
The event described in Luke occurred in approximately 30 C.E.
From the text here. we can see - if this report is accurate - that on
the Sabbath they read in the Torah and in the Prophets. Afterwards.
one of those present - in this case. Jesus - arose and offered a
derashah. and the people were evidently pleased with it.
Our second Christian source is from Acts 13. There we are told of
Paul, the true founder of Christianity. and of the people with him.
who arrived in Antioch in Pisidia. and there it states (13:14-16).
They went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day. and sat
down. And after the reading of the law and the prophets the
rulers of the synagogues sent unto them. saying. You men and
brethren, if you have any word of exhortation for the people.
say on. Then Paul stood up. and beckoning with his hand said.
Men of Israel. and you that fear God. give audience.
From this. Paul goes on with a long derashah to those present in
the synagogue. The derashah itself is not germane here. but it
testifies to the fact that the giving of derashot was an accepted
practice not only in Eretz Israel but in other countries as well; that
the derashah was given in the synagogue. and that it was delivered
after the reading of the Torah and the haftarah.

There is also evidence in Jewish sources of the existence of oral
derashot. One of the sources is the Babylonian Talmud. Tractate
Betzah 15. where we ate told that R' Eliezer. one of the great
Tannaim of the Jabneh generation (approximately 100 C.E.). sat
and expounded in the synagogue on one of the festivals. evidently
Shavu'ot. The derashah went on for what was evidently a very long
time. and finally the people were unable to remain in the synagogue.
possibly because they had other needs to attend to at home, and they
gradually began leaving the synagogue.
When the first group left. R' Eliezer exclaimed. "Those are people
of the butts" (Le.• rich people who have many butts of wine waiting
for them at home). When the second group left, he exclaimed.
"These are the people of the casks." When the third group left, he
exclaimed. "These are the people of the pitchers." Then. when the
fourth group left. he exclaimed: "These are the people of the small
jugs," and so on. At the end, only very few people remained. and
they were afraid that R' Eliezer would be angry at them. But it was
just these that R' Eliezer blessed and praised. basing himself on the
quotation in Nehemiah we mentioned earlier.
Other evidence. taken from Tractate BerakllOt. and a little after
the era of R' Eliezet, is linked to the great confrontation between
Rabban Gamaliel II. who was the lIasi. and R' Joshua b. Hananiah,
as a result of which Rabban Gamaliel was deposed and was replaced
by R' Eleazar b. Azariah.
Later. the Sages of Jabneh restored Rabban Gamaliel to his post
(it is possible that he was never deposed as lIasi but only as darshall
- Le.• the one who gives the derashah), but then the question arose
as to what should be the status of R' Eleazar b. Azariah. who. having
served as the leader. could not be returned summarily to be just
another one of the Sages. The final arrangement was that from then
on Rabban Gamaliel would hold a derashah for two weeks and R'
Eleazar b. Azariah would hold a derashall on the third week. Thus
we see that the derashah on the Sabbath was evidently an accepted
custom. and that the one offering the derashah was either the lIasi
or his deputy.
The hero of the last story which we will discuss is R' Meir, who
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was a disciple of R' Akiva and was known as a great darshan. It is
told that R' Meir would hold a derashah in the synagogue on Friday
night, and a certain woman was present one Sabbath when he spoke
at great length. When the woman returned home, she found that
the light had burned out and her husband was awaiting her,
seething with anger at the delay in the meal. The man - who was a
vulgar individual - chased his wife from their home and made
certain impossible demands of her, including that she go and spit in
the face of the man who had given the derashah. In the end, R' Meir
reconciled the couple, and in the process showed his greatness of
character, for he was even willing to accept an insult which he did
not deserve (Vayikra Rabbah 9:9).
From this story, which occurred hundreds of years after that of
Rabban Gamaliel and R' Eleazar b. Azariah, we can see that women
were accustomed to come to the synagogue, and it is possible that
there were even more women than men present. The woman
mentioned in this story was in the synagogue while her husband
remained at home, and that is instructive in itself.
To summarize, we can say that the derashah was a common
practice both in Eretz Israel and in other countries, that it was
attended by both men and women, and that it was generally given on
the Sabbaths and festivals. We know that there were also derashot
on fast days, and there were special derashot on special Sabbaths,
such as the Sabbaths before festivals and the Sabbaths before fast
days.
The time when the derashah was given was not standard. From
the Christian sources, it appears that the derashah was after the
reading of the Torah and the haftarah, namely on Sabbath morning.
From the story of R' Meir and the woman, we see that the derashah
was given on Friday night, and that the light that burned out was the
Sabbath light. Yet another story, which deals with R' Meir's two
sons who died, indicates that the derashah was given on Sabbath
afternoons. Thus we see that all times were suitable for the
derashah. In every place and in every era people acted in accordance
with local custom, but there was no binding custom.
The place where the derashah was given was normally the
AA
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synagogue, but on occasion - especially at large assemblies, where
there was not enough room in the synagogue - it would be given
elsewhere. The Mishnah (Ta'anit Chapter 2) notes that on public
fast days, and especially on fast days proclaimed because of
drought, they would take the Ark out into the town square, and
after the prayers the elder among them would speak words of
admonition.
The topics of the derashot were varied. There were those that
dealt with interpretations of the Torah and about spiritual matters,
about public concerns and pressing concerns, about loyalty to the
Torah and loyalty to Eretz Israel, and sometimes even about public
needs or even politics.
In this regard, we will mention the story about a derashah
expounded by R' Jose of Maon, who was evidently a Talmudic sage,
but not of the company of the Amoraim, in the synagogue of Maon
ha-Galil. The story goes as follows:
Jose of Maon expounded on the verse in Hosea (5:1), "Hear
you this, a priests; and hearken you House of Israel; and give
you ear, a house of the king; for judgment is toward you." He
said: In the future, the Holy One, blessed be He will take the
priests and put them up for trial, and will say to them: "Why
did you not toil in the Torah? Did you not enjoy the twentyfour gifts due the priesthood?" They will reply: "They [Le., the
Jews] gave us nothing." The Holy One blessed be He will then
say to the House of Israel, "Why did you not give the priests the
twenty-four gifts due them as I specified in the Torah?" They
will answer him: "Because the members of the nasi's house
took everything." The Holy One, blessed be He, will say to the
royal house: "Did I not say to you (Deut.18:3-5), 'This shall be
the priests' due'?"
In other words, the biggest complaint is against the nasi's house, for
taking everything, and for not enabling the people to fulfill the
commandment to give the priests their due.
R' Judah the Nasi, who was the nasi in the middle of the 3rd
century C.E., heard of the derashah of R' Jose of Maon, and became'
angry, and R' Jose ofMaon fled. That night, Reish Lakish, one of the
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greatest Amoraim of the era. came to the /lasi and attempted to
appease him. And the aggadah goes on:
Reish Lakish said to R' Judah the Nasi: "Rabbi, we have to be
grateful to the other nations of the world that have clowns in
their theaters and circuses, so that they will perform and not
have the people talk among themselves, for otherwise they
would come to quarreling with one another.
In other words. he was implying that the other nations were
better than the Jews, because they brought clowns to their theaters
and circuses to keep the people amused and thus prevented them
from quarreling, while the Jews preached derashot, and it was these
that caused strife.
The /lasi said to Reish Lakish: "Does Jose of Maon then know
anything of the Torah?" He answered, "Yes, he is a great man."
The /lasi then asked Reish Lakish: "Is he able to answer
questions we pose?" Reish Lakish replied: "Yes." The /lasi then
told him: "If that is so. let him come here."
Jose of Maon then came to the /lasi, for the latter wished to
examine if he was really a sage.
The /lasi then asked Jose of Maon, "What is the meaning of
(Ezekiel 16:44). 'Behold, every one that uses proverbs shall use
this proverb against you. saying, As is the mother, so is her
daughter'?" He answered: "'As is the mother. so is her
daughter': as is the generation, so is its /lasi; as is the altar, so
are its priests. So too do people say: as is the garden so is the
gardener."
In other words, one can tell about a gardener from the appearance of
his garden. and one can tell its /lasi, its priests and its other leaders
from the appearance of the generation. Thus, at the meeting which
was meant to serve to reconcile the two. Jose of Maon did not retract
his words, but levelled further accusations against the /lasi.
Reish Lakish said to Jose of Maon: "I hadn't yet finished
appeasing him of the first incident, and you cause a second."
Thus we see from this case that the derashot dealt not only with
Torah thoughts, moral values. preaching loyalty to Eretz Israel, and
so on. but also with matters of immediate concern. And there is no
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doubt that the derashah was one of the tools through which the
Sages were able to arouse the interest of the Jews in both the Torah
and to concerns of the hour.
The Sages made great efforts to draw the public to the synagogue.
and tried to have the derashot as interesting and relevant as
possible. The best darsha/l was generally a person who, in addition
to his greatness in knowledge of the Torah, had excellent rhetoric
skills and the ability to attract rhe attention of the public by literary,
almost theatrical. means.
In the Midrash Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah (1:15). we have the story
of R' Judah the Nasi. known as Rebbi, where the people dozed off as
he spoke.
Rebbi wished to arouse them and said: "A certain woman
gave birth in Egypt to 600,000 people in one delivery." A
certain student was present there - his name was R' Ishmael b.
R' Jose - and he asked: "Who was the woman who gave birth
to 600,000 people with one delivery?" He said to him: 'That is
a reference to Jochebed, who gave birth to Moses, who was
considered equivalent to the 600,000 people of Israel."
One can, of course, take this derashah seriously, but the content
indicates that that was not what Rebbi had in mind, and the editor
of the midrash himself tells us that Rebbi made his statement in
order to arouse the people from their slumber.
In another story, brought in Bereshit Rabbah (58:3), we read that
when R' Akiva dealt with the parashah of Hayye Sarah (Genesis
23:1 ff.), he mentioned Queen Esther, who ruled over 127
provinces, and stated: "Why did Esther rule over 127 provinces? It
is because Esther was the descendant of Sarah, who lived 127 years,
and she therefore ruled over 127 provinces." One can also regard
this interpretation seriously, with its linkage of Sarah, Esther and
the number 127, but in the context it is clear that this was not
meant to be a real derashah but to arouse the people from their
slurriber.
Over the course of time, the darsha/lim developed complicated
techniques in order to arouse the interest of the people. Thus the
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derashalz could draw the congregation and compete successfully
with the enticements of entertainment available at the time to the
non-Jewish residents of Eretz Israel. and which evidently attracted
some of the Jews.
In the theaters and circuses of that time•. it was customary to
stage various types of plays. Some of them may indeed have been
excellent artistically. and some were parodies which on occasion
dealt with the Jews and their relations with the Greeks. In the
introduction to Midrash Ekhalz (Petilzah 17). we read aderaslzalz of
the Amara R' Abahu, who lived in Caesarea in the 3rd century C.E.•
in which he describes such a parody which was almost definitely
produced in the theater in Caesarea. And this is the way R' Abahu
describes it in that derashalz:
As they [the non-Jews] sit eating and drinking and getting
drunk, they sit and talk about me [Israel] and mock me.
saying: "We hope that we do not have a destruction as suffered
by the Jews.
And they bring in a camel into their theaters. with its harness
on it. and they say one to the other: Why is this camel in
mourning? And they say: These are Jews who observe the
sabbatical year and do not have any vegetables, and they
therefore ate the thistles which is the normal fodder of the
camel, and that is why it mourns.
But together with those plays which were anti-Semitic. the
theaters also produced other plays. And as the theater. even if did
not attain a high artistic level, threatened to attract the Jews. the
Sages were forced to find ways to struggle against it and its
dangerous influence. The synagogue was the institution which had
to stand up against the theater and the circus and to attract the
people to it. And indeed it was successful in this, primarily due to
the deraslzah and the talents of the darslzallim.

.n

v.
The Order in the Synagogue and the
Derashah
We will move on now to the synagogue and the procedure within
it, and will see how the derashalz fitted into the overall pattern.
From ancient times, the reading in the Torah had been a central
element in the synagogue service. It is true that the haklzel
ceremony. as described in Deuteronomy. did not take place in the
synagogue, but it is a clear indication that from ancient times it had
been the practice to read the Torah in public. Nor did the assembly
described in Nehemiah Chapter 8 take place in a synagogue.
because it took place before the multitude of the people. but it too is
evidence that, already in the first days of the Second Temple period.
the Torah would be read in public. And indeed. the Tannaic
traditions speak of the elders and the prophets. and even of Moses.
as having instituted the reading of the Torah in public in the
synagogue.
Regarding the verse (Ex. 15:22), "They went three days in the
wilderness, and found no water," which describes the journey of the
Israelites in the desert and the anger which arose because of the lack
of water, our Sages interpreted this as referring to the reading of the
Torah. It is from this that they deduced that one may not walk in the
desert for three days without water - in other words. one must
read the Torah at least once every three days - and it is on that basis
that they instituted the reading of the Torah as we have it today: on
the Sabbath, on Mondays and Thursdays. and, of course, on festive
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days and fast days.
Mondays and Thursdays were the "days of assembly." namely the
days on which the residents of villages would gather together in the
nearest local center. and it was on these days that they attempted to
concentrate the major activities of the community. On these days
there were other activities in the synagogue or its environment
beyond the reading of the Torah: It appears that if a fast had to be
proclaimed for a specific reason. as opposed to those fasts
enshrined in Jewish law. it was held on one of these days; if it was
not convenient to read the Megillah of Esther on the official day (14
Adar). they would read it for everyone on the Monday or Thursday
that preceded that date; and it also appears that weddings. court
cases and other events were also held on these days. On Sabbaths
and festivals such mundane activities did not take place. and the
reading in the Torah. the haftarah and the derashah marked the
major content of the synagogue activity on Sabbaths and festivals.
At first. the reading of the Torah consisted of no more than that.
but over the course of time it was expanded to include public study.
There are those who maintain that the public study was meant
primarily to serve in the struggle against different secessionary
sects. such as the Sadducees and the Samaritans. and its aim was to
teach the people to read the Torah and to understand it in
accordance with the Sages of all generations. and not according to
the deviant sects.
At some time in the Second Temple era. the reading of the Torah
was supplemented by the reading of the Prophets. We do not know
exactly when this took place. It is possible that it was linked to the
decree by Antiochus Epiphanes. in about 100 B.C.E.• against the
reading of the Torah. but it is also possible that it began at a later
time. Either way. we already find in the Mishnah evidence of the
haftarah from the Prophets. and this haftarah followed the reading
of the Torah on the Sabbaths. festivals and fast days. But while the
reading of the Torah was institutionalized - even though there
were differences in customs - and one would know what portion of
the Torah was to be read in the synagogue on the folloWing Sabbath.
the readings of the haftarot were less precise. and to this day the
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choices are more flexible than the portion of the Torah which is
read.
In the passage we quoted in the previous chapter from the
Christian Bible. mention is made ofJesus reading in the synagogue
from Isaiah. where we are told (Luke 4:17-18).
And there he delivered unto him the Book of Isaiah. And he
opened the book. and he found the place where it was written:
The spirit of the Lord is upon me. because He has appointed me
to preach the gospel to the poor.
The passage that Jesus read was taken from Isaiah Chapter 61.
and. as Luke describes it. Jesus read this chapter to the
congregation. We do not know if this chapter was the one set aside
for the reading that week (in no place is this passage indicated as a
haftarah in our days. and it is never read as such). It is possible that
Jesus read the haftarah that was meant for that Sabbath. or that he
deliberately read this section because its words fitted in with what
he wished to say afterwards. and because in his derashah he referred
the prophecy of Isaiah to himself. It is also possible that the section
is a late addition that was added to Luke in order to present the case
as a miracle - here we see Jesus opening up the Book of Isaiah
purely at random. and reading a passage which refers directly to
him. Either way, based on this passage. we see that. already at the
time of Jesus. in the first century C.E .• it was customary to read
extracts of the Prophets in the synagogue.
The other passage we discussed. from Acts Chapter 13. which
describes Paul and his colleagues in the synagogue of Antioch, also
describes a Custom in which. after the reading of the Torah and
before the derashah. they read from the Prophets.
Unlike the reading of the Torah, which followed a fixed pattern.
the reading in the Hagiographa had no such pattern. It is true the
Mishnah speaks of the reading of the Book of Esther on Purim as
being binding; it is also a very ancient custom to read Lamentations
on the Ninth of Av; at a later time, evidently in the time of the
Geonim, they began to read the Song of Songs on Passover.
Ecclesiastes on Sukkot, and Ruth on Shavu'ot; but all of these were
late customs, and as for the other books of the Hagiographa. they
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were never read in the congregational setting, and are still not read
as part of any service. (It is true that many of the Psalms entered the
prayer book in ancient times, but the book is not read in a
systematic fashion in the congregation.)
. In the Jerusalem Talmud (Tractate Shabbat 16, and with parallels
in the Midrash), the Talmud even mentions a prohibition that was
imposed on reading the Hagiographa on the Sabbath before the
afternoon service. It is possible that the prohibition stemmed from
a desire nor to tire the people or to make things too onerous for
them, or it is possible that it was imposed because there was some
sort of competition, as it were, between the derashah and the
reading of the Hagiographa, and there was a fear that the reading of
the Hagiographa would take the place of the derashah.
Nevertheless, the Hagiographa played an important and possibly
major role in the derashot given in the synagogues, and we will
discuss this below.
The written derashot are evidently linked, as we will see in
Chapter 6, to verses in the Hagiographa, but their primary link is to
the Torah and to the Prophets. In recent generations, many scholars
have dealt with this topic and have attempted to show - and they
have been successful - the clear link between the derashot and the
readings in the Torah and in the Prophets.
Here we should note an important detail that will aid in
understanding this topic: Nowadays, it is accepted practice, both in
Israel and in all other countries, to read the Torah over a single
yearly cycle. In other words, one begins reading the Torah on
Simkhat Torah (in Israel on Shemini Atzeret), reads another
parashah each week, and completes the reading of the entire Torah
on the following Simkhat Torah.
This was not always the case. Originally, the yearly cycle was only
in effect in Babylon, From there, the custom to read the Torah
within a single year spread to other diaspora countries, whereas in
Eretz Israel the custom was to read the Torah over a triennial cycle,
and even over three and a half years.
The length of the Torah reading cycle obviously affected the size
of the units read on the Sabbath. Nowadays, the Torah is divided
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into 54 parashiyot, which are read on the normal Sabbaths of the
year. Even though some of the festivals occur on Sabbaths (in which
case the portion read is related to the individual festival), and even
though in Hebrew leap years there are more than 54 weeks, the
division into 54 units is suitable for a yearly Torah reading cycle,
where, on certain Sabbaths, two parashiyot are combined.
In Eretz Israel the Torah was divided, by different traditions, into
between 154 and 175 sedarim. This division into sections about 113
as long as the present ones WflS in accordance with a cycle of three or
three and a half years in effect in Eretz Israel.
In a number of the aggadic midrashim, there is a link between the
derashot and these ancient sedarim, which proves there was a link
between the Torah reading and these derashot. This is particularly
obvious in Bereshit Rabbah, whose derashot are tied closely to the
sedarim in Genesis. This is also true for other midrashim, such as
Vayikra Rabbah, which is linked directly to the weekly parashiyot,
and for the Pesikta midrashim, which are linked to special Sabbaths
or festivals.
One ot the Pesikta midrashim is Pesikta d'Rav Kahana. Even
though we are only familiar with this midrash from the medieval
literature, there is no doubt that it is an ancient midrash and that it
was composed in Eretz Israel. Pesikta d'Rav Kahana is not written as
a companion to any book of the Bible, such as is the case with
Bereshit Rabbah or Vayikra Rabbah or Midrash Shmuel, but
consists of collections of derashot for the festivals, for fast days and
for spe.cial Sabbaths of the year.
Thus, for example, we find in Pesikta d'Rav Kaha/la a series of
derashot on the four special Sabbaths between the Sabbath
preceding Rosh Hodesh Adar (the beginning of the month of Adar)
until Rosh Hodesh Nissan, before and after Purim, which are linked
to Purim and Passover. These four special Sabbaths were already
observed in ancient times, with the reading of special portions of the
Torah, and were accompanied by special derashot, some of these
being preserved in Pesikta d'Rav Kahana.
Another example of this is the Sabbath between Rosh Hasllanah
and Yom Kippur and that between Yom Kippur and Sukkot (where
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there is such). as well as the Sabbath. and sometimes two Sabbaths.
of Hanukkah. All these Sabbaths are "special," and all had special
haftarot and derashot which were gathered in the collection known
as Pesikta d'Rav Kahana.
Later on, possibly in the 9th century c.E.. a greater collection of
such derashot was compiled. known as Pesikta Rabbati. Many
confuse the Pesikta Rabbati and the Pesikta d'Rav Kahana, and
even the rabbinic literature sometimes perpetuates some of these
errors. Today, though. it is clear that one must differentiate
betw.een the two. As mentioned. Pesikta Rabbati is a later and larger
work, and that is also the origin of its name. "the Great Pesikta,"
but the two are definitely not identical.
In addition to these works. namely the Midrash Rabbah. which is
linked to the books of the Torah, and the different Pesikta works.
which are linked to specific dates. we also have midrashim on the
five megillot. The Midrash Rabbah is very ancient, and we will deal
with it in detail in the coming chapters.
Most of the derashot that were given in the synagogues did not
reach us in their original forms. Those who gave the derashot and
those who edited the different volumes changed the text of the oral
derashot which reached their hands, abridged them, left out
sections, and sometimes even added their own material.
But we do have one derashah in the Babylonian Talmud, in
Tractate Shabbat 3D, which almost certainly preserves the original
form of the derashah. This derashah is that of the Amora R'
Tanhum of Neway, evidently R' Tanhuma bar Abba of the city
Naavah in the Golan. who was one of the great darshanim in Eretz
Israel.
In this derashah, we are told about R' Tanhum of Neway, who
was asked if one is permitted to extinguish a light on the Sabbath in
order to enable someone who is sick to sleep and rest.
The question asked of R' Tanhum was a simple one. Already in
the Mishnah we are told that while one is not permitted to perform
such an action, a person who does so has not committed a violation
of Torah law. One may assume that the people present were also
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aware that one is not liable by Torah law for extinguishing a light in
the circumstances. But R' Tanhum did not content himself with a
laconic answer to that effect. Instead. he used the opportunity to
give a long derashah of great interest and beauty. As the derashah is
a really long one and difficult to understand. we will not quote it in
full, but will give a general description of it and make a number of
comments concerning it.
R' Tanhum begins his answer by dealing with a topic which has
nothing to do with the question asked of him. He begins, of all
things. with an admonition of King Solomon. "You, 0 Solomon,"
he says,
Where is your wisdom? Your contradict your father's words.
You father David stated in Psalms (115:17), "The dead do not
praise the Lord," while you said in Ecclesiastes (4:2), "I praised
the dead who are already dead more than the living who are yet
alive." And not only do you contradict your father's words, but
you contradict yourself as well, for in that same Ecclesiastes
(9:4) it states. "For a living dog is better than a dead lion."
Therefore. who is better, or what is preferable - to be alive or
to be dead?
Based on the contradictions between these two verses, which
occupies R' Tanhum at some length, he develops ideas which
eventually give an answer to the value of life, to the tremendous
advantage of the live person over the dead one, and even to the great
advantage a live animal has over a dead human. R' Tanhum also
speaks of the study of the Torah and the observance of the
commandments. which are the primary functions of the live human
being and which are denied the dead; of sin and its punishment; of
Moses, David and Solomon; of history and historiosophy; of the
Temple and of the Angel of Death; and on many other topics.
After this long and interesting discourse, after having
constructed the background for his answer, R'Tanhum answers the
question posed him. But even the answer is not a straightforward
one - yes or no, permitted or forbidden - but: "A regular candle is
called a candle, but the soul of man is also called a candle, as it states
(Prov. 20:27), 'The spirit of man is the candle of the Lord.'" In other
~~
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words, R' Tanhum explains the verse in Proverbs as if man's soul is
God's candle. He concludes by saying, "It is preferable that the
candle of flesh and blood be extinguished before the candle of the
Holy One, blessed be He."
The answer to the question which was posed to R' Tanhum was
known, as we noted, to the listeners. In order, however, for the
answer to be perfectly clear, so that the listeners would fathom the
logic behind the answer, R' Tanhum did not answer the question
simply, but gave the underlying message behind it. Man's candle is a
bit of wax with a wick, whereas God's candle is man's soul. It is
therefore better to extinguish the simple candle belonging to man, if
thereby one can prevent the extinguishing of the true candle, which
is man's soul.
We therefore have a derashah which, beginning from a halakhic
point, builds an entire fascinating structure of concepts and ideas.
The derashah of R' Tanhum, as we mentioned, appears in the
Babylonian Talmud, and it appears that it was preserved in its
entirety. The other derashot that appear in the aggadic midrashim
passed through the hands of editors, and later of various individuals
who transcribed them, who left their own imprints on them. That
being the case, one can say that the derashot that we have were
originally longer and more complete, and we have the difficult task
of searching for the original phrasing of the derashot and of
attempting to clarify what their original forms were.

,.

VI.
The Openness to Derashot and their
Purpose
Even though we have only one deras/taTl which was preserved in
its original form, we can nevertheless state that many of the
derashot that were given in the synagogues had at least one literary
segment which one can identify, whose structure one can describe,
and whose purpose one can estimate. This section is the petiltah "opening" - or, as it was known in Aramaic, the petihta.
We do not have a petihah for each parashah which appears in the
midrash. On the one hand, there are a number of parashiyot which
l
do not have any petihah, while on the other - and this is more
common - there are many parashiyot that have more than one: in
Bereshit Rabbah, for example, about 80% of the parashiyot have a
petihah, and most of these have more than one.
In order to clarify what a petihah is and its structure, we will take
a simple one, the second petihah to Lekh Lekha, which appears in

Bereshit Rabbah 39:2.
The parashah of Lekh Lekha deals with Abraham's leaving his
birthplace and moving to Canaan, and begins with the words
(Genesis 12:1), "And the Lord said to Abram, 'Get you out of your
country, and from your kindred, and from your father's house, unto
a land that I will show you.'" There is a long derashah on this
parashah, and it includes a number of petihot.
The following is the language of the second petihah of Parashat

Lekh Lekha:
<:r.
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"And the Lord said to Abram." R' Berakhiah commenced
(Song 1:4). "Because of the savor of your good ointments. your
name is as ointment poured forth." R' Berakhiah said: "What
did our father Abraham resemble? a perfume bottle that had
been sealed up tightly and had been left lying in a corner. so that
none of its fragrance was emitted. When it was finally moved,
its fragrance emerged. Thus did the Holy One. blessed be He,
say to our father Abraham: 'Move yourself from one place to
the other. and your name will become known in the world.' This
is what is seen in 'Get you out of your country. and from your
kindred, and from your father's house.'''
The derashah which we quoted above is a simple one, which is
easily understandable. The darshan, R' Berakhiah. compares our
father Abraham to a perfume bottle, which, as long as it is left
sealed and untouched. is unnoticed and its fragrance cannot be
smelled. In order for the fragrance to be noticed, so that it may serve
its purpose, the bottle must be handled. This was thus Abraham's
role - to leave his country and to wander from place to place, so as
co spread his fragrance throughout the entire world.
Let us now discuss the petihah which we quoted.
At the beginning of the section, we find a so-called "opportune
verse," one taken fcom the parashah that the darshan is dealing
with: "And the Lord said co Abram, 'Get you out of your country.'''
Interestingly enough, some of the manuscripts of Bereshit Rabbah
omit this verse, and in these manuscripts the derashah begins
without it.
After presenting the opponune verse, the darshall does not begin
immediately with his derashah, but quotes a verse known as "the
opening verse" - in this case, "Because of the savor of your good
ointments" - a verse which would at first blush appear not to have
anything CO do with the "opportune verse" quoted at the outset or
with the subject of the derashah. At this stage, the listeners - and
we assume that these petihot were part of the petihot to the oral
derashot - realize what the darshan wishes to do. In the Torah, we
are told about Abraham, who left his country, whereas R' Berakhiah
begins his derashah with the words, "Because of the savor of your
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good ointments. your name is as ointment poured fonh."
After having brought the opening verse, namely the verse from
the Song of Songs, R' Berakhiah discusses it, and somehow or
another - in our case in a very simple way - connects it to the
subject of the derashah. namely to our father Abraham, who
wandered about.
After showing the listener the link between the verses, R'
Berakhiah ends his derashah with the conclusion to be derived from
this and from the verse taken from the weekly parashah: "Move
yourself from one place to another and your name will be magnified
in the world. This is as seen in 'Get you out of your country, and
from your kindred, and from your father's house...'
This is the classical construction of the petihah. The darshall
quotes the verse which is his starting point: brings another verse
which appears to have nothing co do with the first; creates a link
between the two verses; presents the conclusion to be derived from
this, and concludes with the original verse: "Get you out of your
COUntry, and from your kindred, and from your father's house."
The second example we will take is from Bereshit Rabbah 78.
This petihah is to the parashah of Vayishlah, which describes the
preparations made by Jacob before meeting with his brother Esau.
The petihah begins with the verse (Gen. 32:3), "Jacob sent
messengers before him." Rav Buna commenced (Prov. 26:17), "He
who passes by and meddles with strife not belonging to him, is like
one that takes a dog by the ears."
We see thatRav Huna. too, commences with a verse that seems to
have no connection to the original one, in which the author of
Proverbs compares a person who mixes into a quarrel in which he is
not involved to one who picks up a passing dog by its ears, I.e., a
person who without any reason raises a dog by its ears, thereby
infuriating it.
After bringing the verse from Proverbs, Rav Huna links this verse
to the one he quoted in Genesis and compares Jacob, who sent
messengers to Esau, to a person who started up with a passing dog,
thereby infuriating it and bringing about a altercation with the dog.
In other words, the darshall claims that Jacob should not have sent
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messengers to Esau and should not have offered him gifts or
pleaded with him. and that. due to his insecurity. Jacob brought
about the confrontation with Esau. But Rav Huna doesn 'tjust state
this simply. Instead, he commences with a verse which is irrelevant
to the topic. links it to the topic of the derashah, and concludes, as
did R' Berakhiah with his derashah. with the conclusion which is
drawn from the derashah and with a verse taken from the parashah
of Vayishlah: The Holy One. blessed be He, said to Jacob: "He (Le..
Esau) was going about his business. and you send to him and say.
'Thus said your servant Jacob...·
Incidentally, in that same place in the midrash, another allegory is
brought to illustrate the same approach: "This is like a brigand who
was asleep at a road juncture. A certain person passed by and woke
him. whereupon the brigand arose and robbed the person who had
woken him."
We will now bring a petihah to the parashah of Metzora in
Leviticus. The parashah of Metzora is a very dry and difficult one in
terms of the material available for a derashah, and in order to be
successful in his derashah. the darshatl had to seek a way to interest
those who heard him and to attract them to the major topic without
going into the fine details of the halakhot, for which there was no
need and which were impossible to expound in the synagogue.
The petihah in Vayikra Rabbah begins in the same fashion as the
two petihot that we quoted earlier. At first there is a verse from the
parashah of Metzora. and afterwards the verse (Ps. 34: 13). "What
man is he that desires life and loves many days, that he may see
good?" This verse, too, seems to have nothing to do with the
original verse quoted in the derashah. However, after quoting the
opportune verse and the opening verse, the darshan does not follow
in the .way of R' Berakhiah and of Rav Huna. and does not
immediately establish a link between the two verses. Instead, he
tells a short story. which seemingly has nothing to do with either
verse. This is the story in short:
There was a peddler who would wander about in the villages near
Zippori and would proclaim: "Who wishes to buy the elixir of life?"
Everyone came to see who the peddler was and what he was selling.
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Among them was the Amora R' JannaL R' Jannai approached the
peddler and invited him to sell him some of this elixir of life. The
peddler said to R' Jannai: "You and those such as you do not need
such an elixir." But R' Jannai continued to beseech the man for it.
Finally. the peddler gave in, took out the Book of Psalms. and
showed him the verse brought by the darshan in the petihah. That
verse. and the verses after it, state as follows (Ps. 34:13-15). "What
man is he that desires life and loves many days, that he may see
good? Keep your tongue from evil. and your lips from speaking
guile. Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace. and pursue it."
That is the end of the story of the peddler. and we have the
reaction of R' Jannai to what he was told. R' Jannai said: "Solomon.
too. declared (Prov. 21:23): 'Whoso keeps his mouth and his tongue
keeps his soul from troubles.''' R' Jannai added:" All my life I would
read this verse and was never able to fathom its meaning, until this
peddler came and informed me, 'What man is he that desires life
and loves many days. that he may see good? Keep your tongue from
evil, and your lips from speaking guile.'''
The darshatl then ends the petihah and says: "That was why
Moses cautioned Israel and said to them (Lev. 14:2): 'This shall be
the law of the leper' [metzora in Hebrewl." And the law of the
metzora is that of the motzi shem ra - one who slanders. This is
the way this petihah ends, where its primary message is that the
metzora is a motzi shem ra, and where the petihah is constructed in
terms of literary and artistic content around the story of the peddler
and R' Jannai's reaction.
The first difficult petihah which we will examine is taken from
Pesikta d'RaJl Kahana, Parashah 6. which deals with the offering of
sacrifices, and the verse (Num. 28:2), "My offering, My bread for
My sacrifices made by fire. for a sweet savor unto Me. shall you
observe to offer unto Me in their due season." This petihah is a
complex one, which includes a number of elements. Not only do we
not seem to be able to understand the link between the opportune
verse and the one which follows. but we do not understand the
connection within the petihah itself, and only when we read the
entire petihah do we see the total structure.
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This, in brief. is the petihah which appears in Pesikta d'Rav
Kahalla:
After quoting the opportune verse. "My offering, My bread for
My sacrifices made by fire." and the opening verse (Prov. 13:25).
"The righteous eats to the satisfaction of his soul: but the belly of
the wicked shall want," the darshall brings a long series of aggadot
that deal with the verse in Proverbs.
The darshall states: "'The righteous eats to the satisfaction of his
soul' - that refers to Eliezer, servant of Abraham. who said to
Rebeccah (Gen. 24:17). 'Let me. I pray you. drink a little water of
your pitcher.''' Here the darshall develops the story of Abraham's
servant and Rebeccah. and those who are listening to - or reading
- his words remain in the dark, and cannot understand what the
darshall is striving to do and what the verse in Leviticus has to do
with the story of Eliezer and Rebeccah. (Parenthetically, we may
note that the identification of Abraham's servant with Eliezer is a
contribution of the Midrash. The Torah itself merely states that
"Abraham's servant" went to get a bride for Isaac.)
But the darshall is in no rush to explain this link. and continues to
bring other aggadot which deal with the verse in Proverbs:
"Another interpretation: 'The righteous eats to the satisfaction of
his soul' - this refers to Ruth the Moabite. of whom it is written
(Ruth 2:14). 'She ate and was full, and left.''' Here the darshall tells
us of the link between Ruth and Boaz and the verse before us. In the
midst of this. we have a story which the Tanna R' Meir told about a
discussion he had with a certain sage and with a number of nonJews who lived in his city, and here too there is no apparent
connection between the verses and the topic.
And the darshall continues: "Another interpretation. 'The
righteous eats to the satisfaction of his soul' - this refers to
Hezekiah king of Judah. Another interpretation" - and here the
second half of the verse is stressed - "'But the belly of the wicked
shall want' - this refers to Misha king of Moab. Another
interpretation, 'The righteous eats to the satisfaction of his soul'''
- and here we reach the end of this long and complex petihah "this refers to the Holy One. blessed be He. The Holy One, blessed
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be He said to Israel: 'With all the sacrifices which you bring before
Me. I enjoy only their odor. as it states (Num. 28:2). "a sweet savor
unto Me. shall you observe to offer unto Me in their due season.'''''
Thus the darshall links the last section of the derashah to the
opportune verse. According to the final section of the derashah. the
righteous one who eats to the satisfaction of his soul is God, and the
reference is not to the eating of the sacrifices but to the satisfaction
of His soul - to the sweet savor. which the Sages also did not
interpret according to its plain meaning. but as God's
"satisfaction," as it were. The darshall could. of course. have begun
with "'The righteous eats to the satisfaction of his soul' - this
refers to the Holy One, blessed be He," but he prefers to begin with
derashot on individuals to whom the verse in Proverbs· can be
applied. and only after he has developed his thoughts about these
individuals does he reach the conclusion which he Wished. namely
that God is the Righteous One who eats to the satisfaction of His
soul.
The petihah in Pesikta d'Rav Kahalla is long and complex. One
may assume that those who listened to this petihah and to similar
ones - and there are many such - required a great deal of
concentration and understanding in order to see how matters
developed and how they were linked to one another.
The last example we will quote on this topic is another very long
and complex petihah, Petihah 11 to the Book of Lamentations.
No less than 36 petihot have been preserved to the Book of
Lamentations. This number is not coincidental, because the
gematria (the system whereby each letter of the Hebrew alphabet
has a numerical equivalent) value of the Hebrew title of the book.
Ekhah, is 36. That was probably the reason why the editor of the
petihot chose to bring 36 of them to the Book of Lamentations.
Petihah 11 to the Book of Lamentations is linked to the name of
the Amara, R' Isaac, and is the fourth here quoted in his name. In
order to understand this petihah, it is important for us to note the
structural form of Lamentations: four of the five chapters of the
book are based on Hebrew alphabetic acrostics. where Chapters 1.2
and 4 consist of 22 verses. each beginning with a verse which starts
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with alef, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, and continuing
through each consecutive letter of the alphabet, and Chapter 3
consists of 66 verses, where there are three verses for each
consecutive letter of the alphabet. The darshan R' Isaac could
assume that his audience was aware of the structure of the book,
and could build his words based on it.
Petihah 11 is based on contrasting verses of blessings and praise
which appear in the Bible with the 22 verses of lamentation on the
destruction which appear in the first chapter of Lamentations. R'
Isaac, however, does not limit himself to contrasting the verses of
lamentation with those of praise, but follows the pattern of
Lamentations and quotes 22 verses of praise according to the letters
of the alphabet.
In addition, in order to emphasize matters as much as possible, R'
Isaac uses an additional literary device, and rather than arranging
the 22 verses in alphabetical order, arranges them in reverse
alphabetical order, starting with the letter tav, the last letter of the
Hebrew alphabet, and ending with alef, the first letter. We will
clarify matters by quoting the first and last letters of the petihah.
R' Isaac commenced (Deur. 28:47-48), "Because (tahat in
Hebrew, beginning with the last letter, tav) you did not serve the
Lord your God with joyfulness and with gladness of heart for the
abundance of all things; therefore you shall serve your enemies."
This is the message of the petihah: As you did not serve God with
joyfulness and with gladness of heart during the good times, now
you will serve your enemies under difficult conditions.
And he continues: "Had you been worthy, you would have read in
the Torah (Ex. 15:17, a verse taken from the Song on rhe Red Sea),
'You shall bring them in [tevi' eimo in Hebrew, again a verse
beginning with the letter tavl and plant them in the mountain of
your inheritance.' Now that you are not worthy, you read (Lam.
1:22), 'Let come [tavo in Hebrewl all their wickedness before
you.· ..
And he continues: "Had you been worthy, you would have read in
the Torah (Ex. 15:14, also from the Song on the Red Sea), 'The
people shall hear [shame' u in Hebrew; the verse begins with shin,
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the second -last letter of the Hebrew alphabetl, and be afraid.'
Now that you are not worthy, you read (Lam. 1:21), They have
heard [shame'ul that I sigh.''' And R' Isaac goes on in this vein,
finally concluding:
"Had you been worthy, you would have read in the Torah (Deut.
1:12), 'How [ekllah, the verse begins with alef, the first letter of the
alphabetl can I myself alone bear' [this verse has nothing to do
with a lamentation or with destruction, and refers to Mosesl. Now
that you are not worthy, you read (Lam. 1:1), 'How [ekhahl does
the city sit solitary.'"
As R' Isaac's petihah is complex and long, one would assume that
the darshan prepared it before he delivered it in the synagogue.
Similarly, one may assume that the listeners, even if they did not
understand what R' Isaac was getting at in the first verse,
understood after a number of verses what he was striving for, and it
is possible that they even attempted to continue it: as the verses in
Lamentations were familiar to them, and as they knew what the
next verse would begin with, it is possible that they also tried to
match up verses in Lamentations with other verses, taken from the
Torah, that present a positive picture.

If one studies the examples above, one may well ask: What is the
purpose of the petihah? This question has been answered in
numerous ways, the common element in these answers being that
we have before us a literary device which attempts to arouse interest
and tension among the listeners, and to enable them to participate
- if not in words, at least in thought - in the construction of the

derashah.
We should also mention again the strange - and even outlandish

- derashot that the Tannaim R' Akiva and R' Judah the Exilarch
used in order to arouse the interest of their listeners. The Amoraim
found more interesting and sophisticated ways to involve their
listeners, including the simple and complex petihot, for even if the
darshatl began with a verse which seemed to have nothing to do
with the weekly parashah, the listeners knew that in the end he
would come to the topic upon which he was supposed to speak. This
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being the case. they were interested in seeing how the darshan
would develop matters so that in the end the two topics - the
opportune verse and the opening verse - would be linked. even
though they appeared to have nothing to do with one another.
As the words were unexpected. there was a certain tension. and
one may assume that the petihah was one of the ways whereby the
darshanim attempted to draw the people to the synagogue and to
give them a feeling of participation in what was happening. It is also
possible that the listeners would interrupt the darshan at one point
or another of the derashah.
Whether they interrupted the darsltan or not. it is clear that they
could not doze off. and had to remain alert in order to understand
what was being said. so that they could follow the darshan's trend
of thought and even anticipate it.
Now that we have clarified the purpose of the petihah. we still
have to ask where the petihah belonged in the entire system of the
derashah. and how the petihah was linked to what followed. At least
three answers have been proposed to this question:
The accepted answer ever since this field has been studied is that
the petillUh was simply that - an introduction to the derasllUh. The
darsllUn stood up to offer a derashah on a certain parashah. and in
order to atouse the curiosity of the listeners. would give a petihah
before the derashah. After completing the petihah. the darshan
continued to advance the topic in different. less easily understood
ways.
The second possible answer is that the petihah is not an
introduction to the derashah. but a derashah in its own right. In the
synagogue. there were different kinds of derashot. one of them
being the derashah which we in our times refer to as a petihall. The
derashalz about raising the dog up by its ears is indeed a short one.
but it was readily understandable to the listeners. and was the
derashalz given that Sabbath in the synagogue.
One may claim that the term "petihah" reinforces the first
viewpoint. for as we refer to a petihah -literally "opening" - one
may understand that after the petihah comes the continuation. and
that the petihah was indeed the opening statement before a series of
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derashot.
But this claim was already dis proven years ago by Bacher. who
showed that the verb form PTH is sometimes used interchangeably
with the form DRSh. Therefore. when we are told that a certain
rabbi patah. it may not mean. as generally translated
"commenced." but rather that he gave a derashah.
The first argument against the view that the petihah was an
introduction is that if it was indeed no more than an introduction to
the derashah proper. how is it that in many parashiyot the derashah
has disappeared completely. leaving us only the petihah? Vayikra
Rabbah. for example. is composed almost entirely of petihot. only a
few of which have derashot following them. How could this have
happened? If the petillUh was but an introduction to the derashah.
where did the derashah itself disappear to?
The second argument against this view is the fact that some of the
derashot have more than one petihah. Why should this be so if the
petihalz was meant as an introduction to the derashah? One may
indeed claim that the editors of the works in writing added a number
of petihot by various sages to a single derashah. and this is possible.
but the fact still remains: Why are there so many petihot?
The third argument is why is it that the petihot have a clear
structure. while the derashot do not? This is especially apparent in
Bereshit Rabbah: the petihot in this volume are arranged neatly and
clearly. whereas the derashot which follow have an amorphous
structure which cannot always be defined and followed.
The fourth argument. and this may be the most difficult of all. is
why the pattern of the petihah is always the same. Why didn't the
darshalzim create other forms for the petihah? Why does the
darshan always begin with a verse from the parashah. continue by
quoting a seemingly irrelevant verse. and end - after discussing the
matter and linking the verses - with a verse from the weekly

parasllUh?

.

This is the place to mention a third possible theory regarding the
place of the petihah in the derashah. This theory was proposed by
Yosef Heinemann. According to him. the petillOt were not
introductions to derasllOt. nor were they independent derashot. but
?,7
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introductions to the reading of the Torah in the synagogue. In other
words, the petihah was delivered before the reading of the Torah. It
is possible that afterwards, after the reading of the Torah and the
haftarah, there was also a derashah, and possibly not. This theory
answers a number of the questions that we listed above.
It explains why the petihot end with the verse which begins the
parashah of the week: if the petihah was meant to be an
introduction to the reading of the weekly parashah, it would be
logical for it to end with the verse with which the Torah reading was
to begin in a few moments, and the forced conclusion of the petihah
was an integral part of this.
It explains why most of the petihot are short: there was no reason
to have long petihot before the reading of the Torah, which was in
itself long, and which was to be followed by the haftarah.
It also explains why the petihah normally deals with general
topics, and does not go into detail in explaining the weekly
paras/tah. After all, the parashah had not yet been read, and there
was need to precede the reading with a general idea rather than with
detail.
It is possible that Heinemann's theory also answers the question
why the verses chosen for the petihot were in most instances taken
from the wisdom literature - generally from the Hagiographa for thus a complete unit was formed which included all three
elements of the Bible: the Hagiographa (in the petihah), the Torah
(in the weekly reading of the parashah), and the Prophets (in the
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service and on Saturday afternoon. The derashah of R' Eliezer was
evidently given after the prayers but before the meal. And we should
also mention the sources from the Christian Scriptures, both in
Luke and in Acts, from which we see clearly that the derashot were
given after the reading of the Torah and the haftarah, and not before
them.
One is therefore unable to answer unequivocally the question as
to the place of the petihah in the total system of synagogue prayers.
It is possible that there were a number of kinds of derashot, and it is
logical to assume that each congregation and each synagogue had
its own structure of the service, based on its needs and the needs of
its darshallim.

haftarah).
It is thus possible that the term "peti/tah" has a double meaning
_ both as an introduction to the reading of the Torah, and as a
derashah before the reading of the Torah - and, as we have already
mentioned, the verb form PTH can mean the same as the verb form
DRSh.
Nevertheless, in spite of all the support and evidence which we
can adduce for Heinemann's theory, it is important to remember
that we have come across a number of derashot given in public
which had nothing to do with the reading of the Torah. The
derashot of R' Meir were given on Friday night after the prayer
fa
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VII.
Midrash Rabbah on the Torah and its
Editing
The name "Rabbah" was originally applied only to Bereshit (Le.
Genesis) Rabbah, and that is the way it appears in the early medieval
literature ano even among the Geonim in Babylon. However, early
on the Midrash o~ Leviticus also became known as Rabbah Vayikra Rabbah, and at a later time the name was applied to
Midrashim on the other books of the Torah.
The aggadic midrashim on the Books of Deuteronomy, Exodus
and Numbers were composed after the Midrashim on Genesis and
Leviticus, and were at first referred to as only "Midrash." Only ata
later time, when these books began to be copied together, to be
studied together and to be printed together, did the later copiers,
students and printers regard them as a single unit, and referred to
all of them as Rabbah. Thus was the name Midrash Rabbah given to
all these works, which were composed in different eras and even in
different places.
Ancient aggadic midrashim, which were systematically edited,
were thus created on Genesis and afterwards on Leviticus. whereas
the aggadic midrashim on the other books of the Pentateuch came
much later.
Here is the place to ask a question which we have already
discussed, and that is why it was Genesis that enjoyed the most
ancient, most faithful, most organized and most authoritative
midrash, and no other book.
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We do not have an unequivocal answer to this question, but it is
possible that the reason for the early creation of Bereshit Rabbah is
due to the fact that there was no Tannaic Midrash on the book. We
have already mentioned that the halakhic books of the Torah namely Exodus, Leviticus. Numbers and Deuteronomy, which
contain a great deal of legislation - all had Tannaic Midrashim
composed about them in an early era. and these contain both
halakhic and aggadic material. These Midrashim met the needs of
the sages of those generations. and they did not see any need to
compose a new halakhic midrash on the Torah. As to the Book of
Genesis, on the other hand, no Tannaic Midrashim were composed,
and it is possible that the creation of an ancient aggadic midrash to
this book stemmed from the need to fill this lacuna and to create
some type of Midrash on Genesis.
That was possibly the reason that well-developed aggadic
midrashim were created for the first and non-halakhic parts of
Exodus and Numbers: these parts are not dealt with in the Tannaic
Midrashim, and there was a need for Midrashim to deal with them.
We are also not sufficiently knowledgeable regarding the reason
for the quite early creation of the aggadic mid rash on the Book of
Leviticus. The Book of Leviticus is a difficult book, which deals at
great length with the laws of ritual purity and impurity, the Yom
Kippur service in the Temple, the laws dependent on the Land of
Israel and other such; and deals very little with materials which
could enthuse the darshanim and supply them with material for
derashot. It is possible that it just because of this that an aggadic
mid rash was formulated for the Book of Leviticus, one which would
offer the darshan seeking material for a derashah based on the
difficult material in the book greater freedom and possibilities.
Unlike the Tannaic literature. the identity of some of whose
editors we know, we have absolutely no idea who the editors were of
most of the aggadic midrashim. We do not know who edited
Bereshit Rabbah, nor do we know the editors of the other aggadic
midrashim.
In the past, there was a tendency to attribute Bereshit Rabbah to
the Babylonian Amora Rabbah, who lived in the 3rd century C.E.
.."
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However, this idea cannot be considered seriously: Bereshit Rabbah
is a clear product of Eretz Israel. All of its characteristics - the
language, the structure, the style and the thought patterns - are
clearly those of Eretz Israel, and the book could not, therefore, have
been edited in Babylon. It is also clear that Bereshit Rabbah is of a
later period than Rabbah's time.
Another theoty that was once accepted, and which cannot be
rejected outright, is that the book was edited at the time of the
Amora R' Hoshaiah (Oshaiah), or, to give his full name, R'
Hoshaiah Rabbah.
At least two Amoraim by the name of R' Hoshaiah lived in Eretz
Israel. The first lived at the beginning of the Amoraic era, and there
is no doubt that he did not edit Bereshit Rabbah, for the work
contains the names of Amoraim who lived after his time. The
second Amora of that name lived later on, and those who claim that
he edited Bereshit Rabbah base themselves on the fact that the book
begins with the words of R' Hoshaiah Rabbah. According to this
view, the book was named after the person who edited it, namely
Bereshit d'Rabbi Hos/wiah Rabbah, which was later abbreviated to
Bereshit Rabbah. This view cannot be rejected out of hand
although, for many reasons which this is not the place to discuss, it
is difficult to accept it as realistic. (It is possible that the book was
known as Bereshit d'Rabbi Hoshaiah Rabbah because of its opening
words, rather than because R' Hoshaiah was the editor. The names
of many books are derived from their opening words or the names of
sages which appear at the beginning of the works.)
We are also not aware of the method employed by the person who
edited Bereshit Rabbah. Within the book, there are various types of
derashot arranged in an order that we cannot always fathom, and all
in all the question of the structure and the way the book was
arranged has not been answered satisfactorily.
In the scientific edition of Bereshit Rabbah, that of TheodorAlbeck, the questions about the structure and the editing of the
work are discussed at length. This edition is based on eight
manuscripts, old printings and quotes from Bereshit Rabbah as
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these appear in the works of medieval authorities. The work was
begun by Julius Theodor in Berlin in 1904, and was completed by
Hanokh Albeck. Theodor wrote a commentaty on Bereshit Rabbah,
while Albeck added a major, detailed introduction, indexes and
other details.
There is also a very good edition of Vayikra Rabbah, that of
Mordecai Margolioth, and of Pesikta d'Rav Kahana by D.
Mandelbaum. A number of years ago, Avigdor Shenan published
the first part of Shemot Rabbah (Parashiyot 1-14), and this was an
additional step in the full publication of the main Midrashim.
A special problem exists in editing the Midrash to the Book of
Deuteronomy. Already in the 19th century, scholars proved that
Devarim Rabbah is primarily Midrash Tan/wma, whereas what is
commonly known as the Tanhuma on Deuteronomy is evidently
another Midrash which has preserved parts of an ancient Midrash
Tanhuma. The existence of such an ancient Midrash Tanhuma is
corroborated by various fragments of it which were discovered and
published in recent generations.
In additional to Devarim Rabbah, which is published as part of
the Midrash Rabbah on the Torah, there exists another Midrash on
the Book of Deuteronomy which was preserved in a few
manuscripts, parts of which are quoted by a number of the medieval
rabbinic authorities. This Midrash was published by Saul
Lieberman, who claimed in an introduction to it that the two
Midrashim to the Book of Deuteronomy existed side by side as
separate entities, though in many places they are close to or even
identical to one another. Lieberman claimed that the Devarim
Rabbah printed as part of the Midrash Rabbah is the text as it was
found among the Ashkenazic Jews, whereas the second version is
"Devarim Rabbah of the Sephardic Communities." There are also
indications that there was another Midrash to the Book of
Deuteronomy, only smaIl fragments of which have reached us.
Bamidbar Rabbah on Numbers, as we have it, is composed of two
unequal parts. The first part is a Midrash to the parashiyot of
Bamidbar and Naso, and even though it only deals with two of the
ten parashiyot in the book, it takes up about 72% of the total. The
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second part is primarily Midrash Tanhuma. with the addition of a
number of short passages at various paints. The first part of
Bamidbar Rabbah also has a great deal of material from Midrash
Tanhuma. but in this part many additions are discernible from
various other identified (ancient midrashim. the Mishnah and the
two Talmuds) and unidentified sources. It is almost certain that
much of the material in the first part of Bamidbar Rabbah is a late
work of the 11th century or even later.
The similarity between the second part of Bamidbar Rabbah and
Midrash Tatlhuma was already noted at the end of the Middle Ages
(for example. by the author of Ot Emet, who lived in Salonika.
Greece. in the 16th century). Later. it was noted that there is a link
between many of the midrashim in the first part of Bamidbar
Rabbah and the writings of R' Moses the Darshan. who lived in
Provence. Southern France. in the 11th century; and the editing of
the first part of Bamidbar Rabbah, and possibly of the whole work.
was attributed to R' Moses the Darshan. But we know very little
about R' Moses the Darshan, and the question of his literary works
is still far from being solved. One cannot. therefore. determine
whether he was indeed the editor of the work.
Nor are we sure of the connection between the first part of
Bamidbar Rabbah and its second part. Are these two separate books
which were combined by a later editor? Was the first part created by
expanding on its Tanhuma base. while the second part was not thus
expanded. even though both parts have the same base? Was there
once an expanded second part as well. which was lost over the
course of time?
We are still not able to offer satisfactory answers to these
questions. Nor can we explain satisfactorily why only the first two
parashiyot of Bamidbar were expanded. As a partial answer to this.
we will note that the ancient Tannaic Midrash to Numbers. Sifre.
does not deal with the first para shah of Bamidbar or with the first
half of the second parashah. It is thus possible that the aggadic
midrash was meant to make up this lacuna. and in the process also
happened to cover those parts already dealt with by Sifre.
There is no substantiated information or hypothesis as to the
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time or place of the editor of Shemot Rabbah. but it is hypothesized
that it was created in the 9th century C.E. or close to that time.
Some of the characteristics of Bamidbar Rabbah are to be found
in Shemot Rabbah as well. Here too. the Midrash is composed of
two unequal parts. The first part deals with Chapters 1-10. whereas
the second deals with Chapter 12 to the end. Chapter 11 thus seems
to have "fallen between the cracks." With Shemot Rabbah. too. we
do not have any clear explanation for the relationship between the
two parts and how they were combined into a single volume. and
here too it is possible that the explanation for why the first half was
expanded was the need to "cover" the chapters not covered by the
ancient Tannaic mid rash.
The aggadic midrashim to the Books of Exodus. Numbers and
Deuteronomy are relatively late. are not uniform. and are less
unified than are the midrashim on Genesis and on Leviticus. The
unified character of Bereshit Rabbah and Vayikra Rabbah justifies
dealing with them at length - at much greater length than with the
other Midrashim on the Torah.
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VIII.
Bereshit Rabbah - the Classic Aggadic
Midrash
Bereshit Rabbah is the most ancient of the systematic aggadic
midrashim in our possession. It was composed in Eretz Israel in the
4th or 5th centuries C.E., and its language is Galilean Aramaic.
The meaning of the words "Bereshit Rabbah" is "the Great
Genesis." It is possible that it was called this because in the past
there was another Midrash, of smaller dimensions, to the Book of
Genesis, and the name Bereshit Rabbah was meant to differentiate
it from the smaller work, the Bereshit Zuta. Incidentally, one
should not confuse this ancient Bereshit Zuta, which was not
preserved, with another volume of the same name which was
composed outside Eretz Israel during the Middle Ages. It is also
possible that Bereshit Rabbah was given that name, as mentioned in
the previous chapter, because of the name ofR' Hoshaiah Rabbah,
whose words open the book. In the Middle Ages, the book was
indeed known as Bereshit d'Rabbi Hoshaiah Rabbah, but over the
course of time R' Hoshaiah's name was omitted, leaving us with the
name Bereshit Rabbah.
Over the course of time, the book was given other names and was
known by other titles. Rashi, for example, refers to it simply as "the
Aggadah of Eretz Israel," while R' Menahem ben Solomon, who
lived in Italy and wrote a work entitled Sekhel Tov, referred to the
sages of the Midrash as "Men of the Holy City."
Unlike Vayikra Rabbah, the different Pesikta works and
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Tanhuma, where the editor does not explain all the material before
him in a systematic manner but limits himself to a petihah and to
dealing with a verse or two from the entire parashah, Bereshit
Rabbah is a work which systematically explains, verse by verse, the
material in Genesis. It has petihot which deal with the general topic
of the parashah, especially with the first verse or two verses, and
then deals with the entire parashah.
In Bereshit Rabbah, there are 100 parashiyot and 246 petihot.
The parashiyot generally correspond to the parashiyot in the
Torah, while some correspond to the beginnings of the sedarim,
namely to the units for reading the Torah that had been in effect in
Eretz Israel. The correspondence of some of the parashiyot to the
sedarim led some scholars to conclude that there is a real link
between the structure of Bereshit Rabbah and the structure of the
three or three and a half year Torah reading cycle.
The petihot, on the other hand, are linked to the parashiyot of
Bereshit Rabbah. There are parashiyot that have no petihah
whatsoever, there is one parashah with nine petihot, while for most
parashiyot there are three to five petihot. In 170 of the petihot, the
name of the darshall does not appear, and in 76 of them we know
the name of the author of the petihah.
Most of the petihot in Bereshit Rabbah, as in other Midrashim,
are taken from the books of the Hagiographa - especially from
Psalms, and less from Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes and the Song of
. Songs, and even less from the other books of the Hagiographa. Far
fewer petihot are taken from the Prophets (among the Prophets, the
most quoted book is that of Isaiah), whereas the books of the Torah
are almost not quoted in them. (H. Albeck, who completed the
Theodor edition of Bereshit Rabbah and wrote the great
introduction to the work, notes that of the 246 petihot in Beres/lit
Rabbah, 199 are taken from the Hagiographa, 37 from the
Prophets, and 10 from the Torah. Of the 199 quotes from the
Hagiographa, 83 are from Psalms, 60 from Proverbs, 32 from Job,
16 from Ecclesiastes, 5 from the Song of Songs, 2 from Daniel, and
1 from Lamentations. Of the 37 verses from the Prophets, 14 are
from Isaiah, 5 from Ezekiel, 4 from Jeremiah, 10 from the Minor
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Prophets. 2 from Samuel, and 2 from Kings. Three verses each were
taken from Exodus and Leviticus. 2 from Deuteronomy. and 1 each
from Genesis and from Numbers.)
A number of the petihot in Bereshit Rabbah were evidently
originally sayings of sages on various occasions. not necessarily
within the framework of the public derashah. The editor of Bereshit
Rabbah took these general sayings. shaped them into the form of
petihot. added them to specific parashiyot. and thus created
artificial petihot that did not exist in the original, oral derashot.
Here we should note that this is the way the editors on the other
Midrashim also work. Sometimes the editors join together derashot
that are not connected and fashion their own midrashic system,
while at other times they take interesting sayings by sages to form
peti/zot, and then put them in those places which they consider
suitable.
Most of the material in Bereshit Rabbah is Eretl Israel material.
There is also a certain amount of Babylonian material. as well as
material attributed to Babylonian Amoraim who immigrated to
Eretl Israel or, at the least, whose words "immigrated" to Eretl
Israel and were transplanted into this important Eretl Israel work.
In Bereshit Rabbah one finds material that appears in other
ancient works as well. We find in it parallels to the Targum
Gnkelos, to Targum Achilles - an ancient translation into Greekand to the Targum Eretz Israel to the Torah, known mistakenly as
Targum Yehonata'l. We find in it material from the Mishnah, from
the Tosefta and from the Tannaic Midrashim. And we find in it
extracts from the work known as Seder Glam Rabbah, which is an
ancient chronicle of the hisrory of Israel; from Avot d'Rabbi
Nathan - a kind of expansion of Tractate Avot of the Mishnah and from the Jerusalem Talmud.
A number of these works preceded Bereshit Rabbah, and it
certainly rook material from them. while some are later works,
which may have taken material from Bereshit Rabbah. What is
especially interesting is the relationship between Bereshit Rabbah
and the Jerusalem Talmud: the two works were composed during
the same era, .namely in the 4th and 5th centuries C.E.• and in the
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same area, i.e., in Tiberias and its environs (even rho ugh both have
parts that were composed apart from the main work). The two
works were thus composed by sages whose spiritual world and
historic and cultural/political environment were similar, and the
question as to which came first and which took from which is an
interesting one, about which much has been written and which has
still not been solved.
In Bereshit Rabbah there are duplications, some of which were
apparently deliberate; and there are very interesting questions as to
which is the original and which the copy, when the material is in its
original place and when it is a copy, and who placed similar passages
in different places in the work and why. Bereshit Rabbah contains
sections which were added at a later time, and on the other hand,
there are places where one can readily discern that there were
deletions of passages.
Let us now examine some of the deras/zot which appear in
Bereshit Rabbah and its method in derashot.
Before we deal with the first example. namely Parashah 56, we
will first note that Bereshit Rabbah devotes more than one
parashah to the story of the sacrifice of Isaac. The first parashah
deals with the first part of the story, whereas the second paras/rah,
Parashah 56, deals with the second part of the story, from the verse
(Gen. 22:4), "On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes, and saw
the place afar off."
Before the parashah itself there is a petihah. The opening verse of
the petihah is (Hos. 6:2). "After two days He will revive us: in the
third day He will raise us up, and we shall live in His sight." While
discussing marters and creating a link between the opening verse
and the opportune verse. the darshan develops the idea that in many
cases it is the third day on which there is a turning point in the life or
fate of people in trouble.
On the third day, Joseph freed his brothers from prison and
permitted them to return to their homes. The spies that Joshua sent
to Jericho hid for three days in the home of Rahab, and on the third
day were saved from their hiding place. The giving of the Torah took
place on the third day of the days of preparation. On the third day,
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Jonah was saved from the great fish. On the third day, those who
came from Babylon continued on their way, as described in the Book
of Ezra. On the third day after Haman's decree, Esther went in to
the king and the events described in the megillah began to unfold.
On the third day, regardless of what the nature of the day will be,
the revival of the dead will take place, as our darshan explains the
verse: "After two days he will revive us: in the third day he will raise
us up, and we shall live in his sight." And on the third day Abraham
saw a cloud hovering over a mountain, and this way he realized that
that was the mountain where the sacrifice was to take place.
By means of this petihah, the darshan hints to us that already at
this stage of the story there is a ray of hope, and just as all the other
events where the third day is mentioned end on a positive note, the
story of the sacrifice of Isaac will also end on a positive note.
After the petihah, the editor brings derashot about the sacrifice,
where these are linked to the Biblical text and deal with it verse by
verse.
In the first derashah, we are told that on the third day Abraham
saw a cloud hovering over a mountain, and he realized that he had
reached the place for the sacrifice. "Abraham said to his son Isaac:
'Do you see what I do?' He told him, 'Yes.' He said to his two young
men, 'Do you see what I do?' They said to him, 'No.''' Thus the
darshan differentiates between Isaac and the two young men, and
he thus explains why the two remained behind and why they did not
join Abraham and Isaac who were going to the place and the deed
that was about to take place.
After this derashah, the editor brings a derashah which deals
with the second part of v. 5, "I and the lad will go yonder [koh in
Hebrewl." And this is the language of the derashah: "R' Joshua
ben Levi said: 'We will go and see what will be the end of all this
[kohl. ..' The listener or reader who is attuned to such matters
realizes that the word koh had already appeared in regard to
Abraham in a different context, when God said to Abraham: ''Thus
[kohl shall be your seed." R' Joshua ben Levi thus puts the
following extra words in Abraham's mouth: "We will go and see
what will be the end of all this," and here too there is a hint that the
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incident will happen positively, for there is the promise, "Thus shall
be your seed." But from the words of R' Joshua ben Levi we find
another side to the story of the sacrifice of Isaac: here Abraham
tests to see how God will keep His promise.
In the third and last derashah of v. 5, the darshall, R' Isaac, hints
that Abraham only returned safely from Mount Moriah because he
had bowed down, as it states, "We will bow down and return to
you." And he gives a series of examples which show people who
were saved because they had bowed down, or, if we wish, because
they had submitted to God.
Afterwards, the darshan describes Abraham walking with the
wood for the sacrifice on his back - as stated in the first part ofv. 6,
"And Abraham took the wood of the sacrifice" - and compares
him to a man carrying on his shoulders a cross on which he is to be
executed. (It is possible that this derashah would apply better to
Isaac, for the verse states" And "Abraham took the wood of the
sacrifice and placed it on the back of Isaac his son." However the
entire passage deals with Abraham, and it would thus appear that
the image of the man carrying the cross would apply to him as well.)
The image of a man walking while carrying a cross on his shoulders
was known throughout the Roman Empire, including Eretz Israel,
because those sentenced to be hung on a cross were forced to carry it
to the place where they would be crucified.
Let us pay attention to how the darshan perceives Abraham.
Abraham is obedient, but he also reminds one of a person carrying
his cross to his own execution. Here too there is a tinge of criticism,
for many of those crucified were innocent of any wrongdoing.
In the following section, the darshan explains the nature of the
rna'akhelet (the knife) in v. 5 ("and he took in his hand the fire and a
knife"). We are told that is called a ma'akhelet because by
slaughtering an animal with such a knife, one renders it fit for
eating (akhilah), but the Sages state: "All the food that Jews eat in
this world is only eaten due to the merit of that ma'akhelet." This
statement has a double meaning. It hints at both the laws governing
ritual slaughter and the kashrut of meat, and at the knife used by
Abraham. In other words, the sacrifice of Isaac was a kind of source

81

The Aggadic Midrash Literature
of life, or a source of security for the Jewish people in all
generations.
And he continues (v. 6). "'And the two went together': together
- this one to bind and the other to be bound, this one to slaughter
and the other to be slaughtered." In other words. they both were of
the same mind. knowing clearly that their roles were in harmony.
He continues (v. 9), "They came to the place which God had told
him of, and Abraham built an altar there." The darshall asks: "And
where was Isaac? R' Levi said: 'He took him and hid him.''' In other
words, Abraham hid Isaac, so that he should not see what was
taking place before the sacrifice.
And thus the editor continues to comment on the episode until its
conclusion. We will not discuss all the derashot brought here in
Paras/wh 56, but will limit ourselves to the derashah which deals
with the mOl)lent at which the angel called to Abraham and told him
not to send forth his hand against Isaac, and the way that the angel
turned to Abraham.
In v. 11, we are told: "And the angel of the Lord called unto him
out of heaven, and said. Abraham, Abraham." and the question
asked in the derashah is why the angel repeated himself: "Abraham,
Abraham!"
R' Hiyya said: "(This was) an expression of love. an expression of
encouragement." In other words, the angel's comment was both
one of love and of decisiveness, because Abraham had to
immediately stop what he was doing.
R' Eliezer ben Jacob said: "For him and for [all] generations." In
other words, the angel's comments were not only directed toward
the Abraham of the moment, but to the Abrahams of all
generations.
There is no generation which does not have one like
Abraham, and there is no generation which does not have one
like Jacob, and there is no generation which does not have one
like Moses, and there is no generation which does not have one
like Samuel.
Why Jacob, Moses and Samuel? Because with all three as well,
God called them twice: When Jacob was about to descend to Egypt,
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God appeared to him in a dream and said to him (Gen. 46:2),
"Jacob. Jacob." At the time of the burning bush. God called Moses
(Ex. 3:4), "Moses. Moses'" And in the case of Samuel. when God
appeared to him for the first time, he too was called twice (I Sam.
3:10). "Samuel, SamueU"
Thus we have a link here between the four individuals who were
addressed, at a crucial point, with a double reference to their names.
and R' Eliezer ben Jacob says: "For him and for (all) generations.
There is no generation which does not have in it one such as
Abraham, as Jacob, as Moses and as Samuel."
The following example which we will examine is taken from
Bereshit Rabbah Parashah 8, which is the parashah dealing with the
creation of Adam. from the verse (Gen. 1:26), "And God said, 'Let
us make a man in Our image and in Our form:" and so on.
The petihah to the parashah was evidently constructed by the
editor of the work, and it is doubtful if it was originally such. The
opening verse is (Ps. 139:5), "You have beset me behind and
before." After quoting this verse, R' Johanan and other sages
discuss the creation of man and attempt to reconcile the seeming
contradiction between the two stories of the creation of man: in
Genesis 1. we are told that man was born as a couple ("male and
female He created them"), while in Chapter 2 we are told that Adam
was created first. and Eve was created from his rib.
R' Samuel bar Nahmani said: "When the Holy One, blessed be He
created the first man, He created him with two faces [Le., that he
had faces in two directionsl, and the Holy One, blessed be He
created him and divided him, making two backs - a back on this
side and a back on the other."
Another sage, R' Jeremiah ben Eleazar, says that the first man
was born androgynous (with characteristics of both sexes), and at
the end of the process of creation God changed him into two
separate people of opposite sexes. Another sage states that "when
the Holy One, blessed be He, created the first man, He created him
as a lifeless mass of matter. extending from one end of the world to
the other." He too brings a verse to support his view. And so on and
so forth, as different sages discuss the creation of man.
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One of the interesting aspects of Parashah 8 is that these ideas, of
man being born androgynous or with two faces which were later
divided by God, are familiar ro us from other sources as well,
including Plaro's The Symposium. It is clear that Plato's work
preceded Bereshit Rabbah by hundreds of years, and the question
which arises from this resemblance is: What is the nature of the
connection between the Sages of Israel and the wisdom literature of
the Greeks?
There are those who claim that the Jewish Sages did not know and
did not want to know the Greek wisdom literature. According to
this view, the Sages independently developed the ideas which appear
in Parashah 8. Different people, in different eras, produced the
same ideas.
One may assume that the Jewish Sages were nevertheless familiar
with Greek literature. This was especially true in the mixed cities
where both Jews and Greeks lived. In Chapter 3, we described the
debate of R' Abahu of Caesarea, and one may assume that R' Abahu
was not the only sage who came into daily contact with the nonJews who lived in his area and was familiar with their culture.
The answer to the question regarding the nature of the
connection between the Jewish Sages and between the Greek
wisdom literature is evidently that given by Prof. Uhrbach in his
book, The Sages - Their Concepts and Beliefs (pp. 188-189,201205 in Hebrew ed.); the Sages were familiar with the Greek wisdom
literature, but they transfotmed the ideas contained in it in aJewish
manner.

When we read Plato's work, we soon realize that it describes a
clearly pagan line of thought. It is true that the gods created man,
but they fear mankind, because humans are strong and threaten
them. In addition, if the gods harm people they will harm
themselves, because man's primary purpose is to burn incense,
bring sacrifices and serve the gods. In the Greek vetsion, the reasons
for dividing man into two relate to a question of profit and loss, and
the gods do so under the assumption that this way they will double
the number of servants who attend to them. These are the
considerations of the pagan Greek world.
R4
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Our Sages, when they introduced these literary elements into
Bereshit Rabbah, completely removed the pagan elements from
them and transformed them into clearly Jewish content. If we read
Parashah 8 carefully, we will see that this parashah is a clearly
Jewish one in terms of content, mood and spirit. Even though the
literary source of some of these aggadot was a foreign one, the Sages
knew how to "convert" them and to root them clearly in their own
monotheistic world.
The last section which we will examine from Bereshit Rabbah was
also evidently influenced by pagan Greek thought. This section
deals with the creation of the world and appears in the first
parashah of Bereshit Rabball.
Bereshit Rabbah commences with the words of the Amora R'
Hoshaiah Rabbah, which deal with two verses which appear in
Proverbs, ch. 8. He links these to the topic of the parashah. namely
the creation of the world. In order for us to be able to understand
the derashah of R' Hoshaiah, we will first mention the verse
preceding the verses quoted in the derashah. In these verses (Prov.
8:22-29), wisdom is presented as a separate entity which speaks in
first person, and these are its words:
The Lord possessed me in the beginning of His way, before
His works of old. I was set up from everlasting, from the
beginning, or ever the earth was. When there were no depths, I
was brought forth; when there were no fountains abounding
with water ... when He gave to the sea His decree, that the
waters should not pass His commandment: when He appointed
the foundations of the earth.
Further, we are rold (v. 30-31):
Then I was by Him as a nursling, and I was daily His delight,
rejoicing always before Him; Rejoicing in the habitable part of
His eatth; and my delights were with the sons of men.
R' Hoshaiah Rabbah expounds on these verses in a number of
ways, and in one of his interpretations he states:
"As a nursling" (amon in Hebrew) - as a workman (uman in
Hebrew). The Torah states, "I was the tool of the Holy One,
blessed be He. Among mortals, a mortal king who builds a
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palace does not build it from his own plans, but from the plans
of a skilled workman. And the workman does not build it from
his memory, but he has plans and diagrams where to make
rooms, where to make openings. Thus the Holy One, blessed be
He looked in the Torah and created the world."
According to this interpretation, the Torah is known as reshit
("the beginning"), as quoted in the verse above (Prov. 8:22), "The
Lord possessed me in the beginning (reshit) of His way." And when
the Torah begins with the word Bereshit (In the beginning God
created), it is as if it states that God created the heavens and the
earth in accordance with the Torah: "He looked in the Torah, and
created the world."
Ideas similar to this one appear in Babylonian and Greek
mythology and other non-Jewish sources. One might then think
that the Midrash took its ideas from external sources, identified the
wisdom mentioned in Proverbs with the Torah (something which is
not stated specifically in the Bible, but which is stated in Ben Sira,
which was written during the Second Temple era), and afterwards
identified the reshit with the Torah and with the material with
which God created the world.
Maimonides already discerned the link between this midrashic
idea and Greek literature. In his Guide for the Perplexed (II:6), he
states: "They [i.e.. the Sages] said: It is as if, as it were, the Holy
One, blessed be He does not do anything without contemplating
with the Heavenly Hosts." And he adds:
One may marvel at their use of "contemplating," because
that is the exact language that Plato uses, that God
contemplates the world of the intellects and affects reality
thereby. And in [a number of] places they said this clearly:
"The Holy One, blessed be He does not do anything without
contemplating with the Heavenly Host."
Thus we see that at least at first glance this midrash uses ancient,
non-Jewish ideas. In order to understand this matter properly, we
need to consult another source, namely Philo of Alexandria.
Philo was a Jewish philosopher who lived in Alexandria at the
beginning of the first century C.E.. and was one of the foremost
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Hellenistic Jews who represented in their thought and their words
the attempt to integrate Hellenistic thought with the Torah of
Israel. In his Philo (I, p. 156), Wolfson brings a story told by Philo
of a king who wished to build himself a city. And this is the story:
A mortal king who wishes to build a city generally wishes to
expresses his magnanimity and to display his wealth. The king
cannot generally build the city with his own hands. He needs an
architect who was trained in his field. The architect, when given the
task by the king, first draws up a diagram of the city. He examines
the climate and the condition of the area, and builds in his
imagination a picture of the city which will be built. The architect
carries this picture within himself, as if it was of wax. (Philo takes
care not to say that the architect draws a picture of the city on paper,
because by this he would contradict the purpose of the analogy.)
Finally, the architect builds the city of wood, stone, etc.
We will not deal here with the relationship between Philo's words
and those of Plato, but we will stress the difference between Philo's
analogy and that of the midrash which appears in Bereshit Rabbah.
First of all, in Philo's story, there are two separate individuals: the
king and the architect; whereas in the midrash it is the king, i.e.,
God, who assumes both roles, and it is He who both plans and
builds the world.
Secondly, Philo stresses the ideas that only exist in the world of
the intellect, whereas the midrash does not mention ideas in the
world of the intellect, the former being a clearly platonic concept.
Instead, the midrash speaks of the Torah, whose significance is
known to us; namely the commandments, the words, the letters.
God did not look at ideas but into the Torah.
In conclusion, we can say that even though there is a similarity
between some of the ideas which appear in the pagan Greek
literature and some ideas which appear in Bereshit Rabbah, it did
not involve the mere copying and adoption of foreign ideas. The
Jewish Sages did indeed take ideas from foreign sources and
preserved their literary elements, but they transformed them and
gave them a monotheistic Jewish character.

Vayikra Rabbah and the Midrashim of the Pesikta

IX.
Vayikra Rabbah and the Midrashim of
the Pesikta
Vayikra Rabbah is an ancient volume of aggadot which was
created in Eretz Israel and was edited in the fifth or the beginning of
the sixth century C.E. The Eretz Israel nature of this Midrash is
apparent in its language and style, in the names of the sages and the
places mentioned in it, as well as in the connection between its
parashiyot and the sedarim that were used in the Torah reading in
Eretz Israel.
Vayikra Rabbah was clearly influenced by the ancient Tannaic
Midrashim. It was influenced primarily by Sifra, or, as it is also
known, Torat Kohanim, a Tannaic Midrash on Leviticus. We also
find in it the influence of Mekhilta. and much less than this the
influence of Sifre on Numbers and Deuteronomy. There is a clear
connection between Vayikra Rabbah and Pesikta d'Rav Kahana,
and we will yet discuss this in the second part of this chapter.
Vayikra Rabbah has about 60 passages that parallel ones in the
Jerusalem Talmud. even though the form of the derashot in Vayikra
Rabbah is generally different from the parallel passages in the
Jerusalem Talmud. There are also more than 50 passages that
parallel ones in Midrash Tanhllma. It is clear that Vayikra Rabbah
preceded Tan/lIIma. and one of the proofs of this is that in many of
the midrashim in Vayikra Rabbah we have the names of darshanim.
whereas in the parallel passages in Tanhllma these names do not
appear. Tanhllma must have copied the texts from Vayikra Rabbah,
00

for it would have been impossible for Vayikra Rabbah, which has
the names, to have been copied from Tanhllma, where these names
are missing.
Although Vayikra Rabbah and Bereshit Rabbah are both clearly
aggadah works. the two books are not similar. As we saw in the
previous chapter, Bereshit Rabbah is a Midrash which explains
verses. In other words. after a typical petihah to the parashah. it
brings interpretations to each verse, and even to each word. and it
can be regarded as an ancient systematic interpretation of the Book
of Genesis. It is possible that Bereshit Rabbah was meant from the
outset to serve as an interpretation of Genesis. even though its
origin was a series of deras/wt which were first given orally. Vayikra
Rabba/l, on the other hand. is not a book of interpretations. for it
does not explain the Book of Leviticus systematically. Instead. itis a
collection of derashot on the opening sections of the parashiyot in
Leviticus. In reality, Vayikra Rabbah is mainly a collection of
petihot. and does not deal with entire parashiyot. Instead it deals
with the first verses and the first topics - which are not always
major topics - of the parashiyot.
Incidentally. this is also true for certain other ancient Midrashim.
some of which we will mention later on.
There are many petihot in Vayikra Rabbah. There are 37
parashiyot in the book. whereas there are a total of 126 petihot. i.e.,
an average of three to four petihot to each parashah. These petihot
are based. as in Bereshit Rabbah, on verses in the Bible. and here too
the majority of verses are taken from the Hagiographa rather than
from the Prophets or the Torah: 106 of the petihot are based on
verses from the Hagiographa, 18 on verses from the Prophets. and
only 2 on verses from the Torah.
Some of the petihot in Vayikra Rabbah are simple, while a
number are more complex than the petihot we have seen until now.
We will begin with a simple petihah to Parashah 36 to the Book of
Leviticus. namely the petihah to the verse (Lev. 26:42). "I will
remember My covenant with Jacob, and also My covenant with
Isaac, and also My covenant with Abraham will I remember: and I
will remember the land."
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The opening verse of the petihah. while a long one. is basically
simple. and it begins with (Ps. 102:26). "Of old have You laid the
foundation of the earth: and the heavens are the work of Your
hands." After quoting the verse. the darshall brings up an ancient
dispute between the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel.
regarding what came first: the creation of the heavens or the
creation of the earth. "The School of Shammai says: 'The heavens
were created first and afterwards the earth: and the School of Hillel
says. 'The earth was created first and afterwards the heavens.'''
After giving reasons for the School of Shammai's and the School
of Hillel's views. the darshan quotes the words of R' Simeon bar
Johai. who disagrees with both schools and says: "I am surprised
how the Fathers of the World could disagree about the creation of
the heavens and the earth. for I say that the heavens and the earth
were created together. like a pot with its cover." It is irrelevant to
debate what was made first. the pot or its cover. because they fit
together with one another. complete one another, and were created
together.
After the words of R' Simeon bar Johai, the darshan quotes a
number of examples regarding people - but not only people - who
are mentioned in the Bible. where it is difficult to determine who
came first, for sometimes one is mentioned before the other, and at
other times the order is reversed. The conclusion which the darshan
draws from his examples he brings is that in all the cases. the one is
equal to the other.
The last example the darshan gives is that of honoring one's
father and mother. And he says:
In every place. [the Torah) mentions honot of the father
before honor of the mother. In one place it mentions the mother
before the father. and states (Lev. 19:3). "You shall fear every
man his mother and his father." This teaches they are both
equal to one another.
And he continues and says:
In every place it mentions Abraham before the [other]
forefathers. whereas in Leviticus (26:42). it mentions Isaac and
Jacob before Abraham, as it states. "I will remember My
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covenant with Jacob. and also My covenant with Isaac. and also
My covenant with Abraham will I remember; and I will
remember the land." This teaches that all three are equal.
Thus. using a petihah whose like we have already seen, the
darshan creates a connection between the opening verse from
Psalms and the words of R' Simeon bar Johai on the creation of the
heavens and the earth. and the topic of the derashah, which, as we
mentioned. is "I will remember My covenant with Jacob, and also
My covenant with Isaac, and also My covenant with Abraham will I
remember."
As we mentioned, this petihah is quite long structurally. but is
simple. There are in Vayikra Rabbah various complex petihot as
well. We will now deal with one of them. namely the petihah to the
first parashah in the Book of Leviticus. and to the verse (Lev. 1:1).
"And the Lord called unto Moses, and spoke unto him out of the
tabernacle of the congregation."
At the beginning of the deras/tah, we have the words of R'
Tanhum bar Hanilai, who quotes a verse from Psalms (103:20),
"Bless the Lord, you His angels, that excel in strength, that do His
commandments, that hearken unto the voice of His word," and he
asks who are referred to in the words "that excel in strength, that do
His commandments." He proves that this does not refer to the
angels but to human beings.
And R' Tanhum bar Hanilai continues and says: "Another
interpretation: the prophets are referred to as angels. as it states
(Num. 20:16), 'He sent an angel, and has brought us forth out of
Egypt.''' It is obvious that this "angel" was Moses, and this is proof
that the prophets are referred to as ilngelS.
He brings another proof to his point. In the Book ofJudges (2:1),
we find the following verse: "And an angel of the Lord came up from
Gilgal to Bochim," and R' Tanhum bar Hanilai claims that this
"angel" was Phineas, and this is another example that the prophets
were known as angels.
He continues by referring to a verse regarding Manoah's wife
Uud.13:6), who told her husband about the angel who had appeared
to her. He then goes over to the book of Haggai (1:13), where it
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states, "Haggai, the Lord's angel [i.e., messenger] spoke." He
continues with the verse, "That excel in strength, that do His
commandments," and this time he interprets it as referring to those
people who observe the laws of the shemittah (sabbatical year).
At first, it would appear that there is no connection between the
passages. We started with the verse, ""Bless the Lord, you His
angels, that excel in strength, that do His commandments." We
attempted to interpret it as a reference to normal people, to
prophets and to those who observe the sabbatical year, and yet it
appears that there is no connection between any of these and the
opening verse, "And the Lord called unto Moses."
At the end of this long and complex section, a quotation is
brought from Rav Huna, quoting Rebbi: "This verse refers to the
Israelites when they stood before Mount Sinai." In other words,
"that excel in strength, that do His commandments" refers to the
Israelites that stood at Mount Sinai.
After this, Bar Hanilai continues with his derashah and states:
"Among mortals, a load which is heavy for one person is light for
two, and (that which is heavy) for two is light for four." In other
words, two people will not find it difficult to carry a load that one
person found it difficult to carry, and four will not find it difficult to
carry a load that two found difficult. But "can a load which is heavy
for 600,000 be easy for one person?" Can one man carry a load that
600,000 people cannot carry?
And Bar Hanilai answers this question and says: "All of Israel
stood before Mount Sinai and said (Deut. 5:24): 'If we hear the voice
of the Lord our God any more, then we shall die.''' In 'other words,
they were unable to remain at Mount Sinai. "Moses heard the sound
of [God's] speech himself and lived. Know that this is so, for of all
the people He only called Moses. It therefore states, 'And the Lord
called unto Moses.'''
In other words, after having interpreted the verse, "that excel in
strength, that do His commandments" as referring to normal
people and to prophets, to those who observe the sabbatical year
and to the Israelites, the darshan claims that even though the
Israelites are referred to as those "that excel in strength, that do His
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commandments," they were unable to bear the heavy burden of
receiving the Torah directly at Mount Sinai. Who was able to do so?
Which person was able to lift by himself a burden that 600,000
people were unable to lift? It was Moses, as it states, "And the Lord
called unto Moses."
Thus we have returned to Parashat Vayikra and to the opening
verse, but this time in a more complicated fashion than in the other
petihot. And thus the darshan succeeded in exalting and praising
the image of Moses in such a way that only after the end of the entire
derashah is the listener or reader able to obtain a full picture and to
appreciate the sophistication with which the different parts were
combined.
This is a complex petihah, and what is striking is not its length,
because some of the simple petihot are also long, but the fact that
the different components of which it is comprised seem to be
independent of one another and unrelated. Bar Hanilai interprets
the verse in Psalms, goes overto the second derashah, and from it to
the third and then to the fourth, and it appears as if there is no
connection between the parts. Only after we have read a series of
derasllOt do we see how we have returned to our starting point and
that there is a connection between the opening verse and the
opportune verse.
We have mentioned the link between Vayikra Rabbah and
Pesikta d'Rav Kahana, and in Chapter 5 we described the structure
of this work: Pesikta d'Rav Kahana is a collection of derashot based
on the yearly calendar. The derashot in this collection are related to
various "special" Sabbaths and to festivals. The special Sabbaths
include the "four parashiyot" - four distinctive Sabbaths betwee~
the Sabbath before the New Moon of Adar (Shabbat Shekalim)
through the Sabbath before the New Moon of Nissan (Shabbat haHodesh); the three Sabbaths before the 9th of All, the seven
Sabbaths between the 9th of Av and Rosh ha-Shanah, the Sabbaths
between the festivals, the Sabbaths on the intermediate days of
festivals, and those on Hanukkah. For all of these, as well as for the
festival days themselves, there is a collection of derashot known as
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Pesikta or Piskata.
The collection is mentioned in the writings of the medieval sages,
beginning with R' Saadiah Gaon, especially in Babylon in the 10th
century. It is generally referred to as Pesikta and no more, and the
term Pesikta d'Rav Kahana is found for the first time in a
responsum of the 11th century. Over the course of time, the Pesiktd
d'Rav Kahana disappeared, and only in 1868 did Solomon Buber
publish the work, based on four manuscripts that he identified as
Pesikta d'Rav Kahana. However, already in 1832 Leopold Zunz had
hypothesized that such a Pesikta existed, and that it was not to be
confused with the midrash known as Pesikta Rabbati, which was
known to all and had already been printed in 1660.
In spite of the difference in structure between the two works,
Pesikta d'Rav Kahana resembles Vayikra Rabbah more than any
other ancient midrashic work. Five parashiyot of Pesikta d'Rav
Kahana are almost identical to parallel parashiyot in Vayikra
Rabbah, and many of the other parashiyot show similarities in
literary sryle and structure, in rhe names of sages and places, in the
language and the vocabulary, etc. The sources of Pesikta d'Rav
Kahana are the sources of Vayikra Rabbah, and books nor quoted in
one are not quoted in the other.
The reason for the attribution to Rav Kahana is evidently the
statement in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 152a, where
the Talmud states that Rav Kahana expounded (pasak) portions (of
the Torah) before Rav.
Scholars have differed and still differ about the question of
whether the author of Vayikra Rabbah took sections from Pesikta
d'Rav Kahana or vice versa. The very fact that there is such a debate
shows the similarity between the rwo and the closeness in time and
place of their composition.
As an example of a derashah from Pesikta d'Rav Kahana, we will
bring part of the pesikta to Shabbat Shuvah, the Sabbath between
Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur, the name of the Sabbath being
based on the fact that the haftarah read on it begins with the words
Shuvah Yisrael - "Return [or "repent"] 0 Israel" (Hos. 14).
Thus we read: "Israel said to the Holy One, blessed be He: 'Lord
<)4
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of the Universe, if we repent, will You accept us?' He said to them:
'Would I then accept the repentance of [so-and-so] and not accept
your repentance?'" This reply by God is repeated six times, where
the person mentioned each time is, respectively: Cain, Ahab king of
Israel, the people of Anatot, the people of Nineveh, Menasseh king
of Judah, and Jeconiah Uehoiachin] king of Judah. In each section,
we have a description of the sins involved and the terrible
punishment decreed upon the individualls involved. Afterwards,
there is a description of the process of repentance each undertook,
and how God accepted their repentance. And almost all sections end
with, "and [willI] not accept your repentance?"
In the sections themselves we find fascinating comments by
various sages about the individuals of the Bible who are mentioned
here. These reflect much of their viewpoints and the prevalent
currents among the Sages of Eretz Israel, primarily of the Amoraim
of the third century C.E.
After having mentioned these sections in order, rhe editor of the
Pesikta quotes a number of aggadot in praise of repentance:
"Among mortals, a person may shoot an arrow. How far can it fly?
Only [the distance that] a kur or two kurs [of grain can be sown i.e., a short distance]. Great is the power of repentance, for it
reaches to the Throne of Glory." Again: "It states in the Song of
Songs (5:2), 'Open to me, my sister, my love, my dove, my pure one'
- the Holy One, blessed be He said: 'Open for me an opening the
size of the eye of a needle, and I will open for you an opening that
whole camps and regiments can pass through.'·" And again: "Had
[all of] Israel repented on one day, they would be redeemed." And
yet again: "Among mortals, a person may insult his fellow in public
and later wish to appease him. [The other] will reply: 'If you
insulted me in public, do you wish to appease me between
ourselves?' But the Holy One, blessed be He is not like that. Rather,
a person may stand and blaspheme and curse [God] in the
marketplace, and the Holy One, blessed be He tells him to repent
between the two of them (i.e., between God and the person
involved), and He will accept the person." And so on and on.
The number of parashiyot in Pesikta d'Rav Kahana varies from
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manuscript to manuscript. and can be between 28 parashiyot with a
number of appendixes and 31 parashiyot.
Pesikta Rabbati is larger than Pesikta d'Rav Kahalla. and has a
total of 47 parashiyot and another 8 appendixes. The work is
constructed along the same lines as the ancient Pesikta. the Pesikta
d'Rav Kahalla, but has additional sections of a later time. and the
parashiyot themselves are different. to a greater or lesser extent
from those in the Pesikta d'Rav Kahalla. For example. the section
on Shuvah Yisrael in Pesikta Rabbati lacks most of the material
discussed in Pesikta d'Rav Kahalla.
The two works tend to conclude the derashot included in them on
a positive note, i.e .. with words of consolation and hope. This
tendency exists in all the midrashic literature. but it is especially
apparent here. In general, topics such as redemption, the Messiah,
and the ingathering of the exiles are very beloved topics of the
editors of the Pesiktas in general, and especially of the editor of
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1220 or close to it. and the date of this copying has been preserved
to this day.
But it is doubtful if one can come to a final decision based on this.
It is possible that the dates refer to the destruction of the First
Temple. for the opening verse in Psalms deals with the FirstTemple.
If that is the case. the dates the work was composed and copied are
hundreds of years earlier.
As to the third work known as Pesikta. namely Pesikta Zutrati.
we will deal with it in Chapter 13. which will be devoted to late
Midrashim.

Pesikta Rabbati.
Over the course of time, there was a great deal of confusion. and
many people confused Pesikta Rabbati with the ancient Pesikta.
Today. it is clear that Pesikta Rabbati. as we have it. is a late work.
and did not attain its final form until the Middle Ages. The influence
of Midrash Tanhuma. which is a relatively late work. is quite clear
on Pesikta Rabbati. and that is only one of the proofs of the date of

Pesikta Rabbati.
It is difficult to establish the exact date of this Pesikta. In the
book itself, in a derashah on a verse in Psalms (42:2), there is a
section which may aid us in determining the time of the Pesikta.
This is the language of the section: "They (Israel) said: 'When will
You return us to that former glory? After all. how long has the
Temple been destroyed: seven years. a jubilee, 777 years. and ljOW
already 1151 years. When willi come and see the face of God?'"
These figures gave scholars the impression that the book was
written in the 777th year after the destruction of the Temple. or in
the 9th century. The number 1151 is an addition by one of the
copyists. who updated the date to his era. According to this. the
book was composed in the ninth century. and was copied in the year
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x.
Midreshei Tanhuma and Devarim
Rabbah
The Tallhuma collection of Midrashim is the second-most
important after that known as Midrasll Rabbah. The Midreshei
Tallhuma (plural of Midrash Tallhuma) were readily available and
known, and many people would study them, quote them and copy
them.
We have already noted that Midrash Rabbah is a heterogenous
collection. Each book is an independent work, created at a different
time by a different author, and in some there are at least two
different strata.
The Midrash Tallhuma is a more homogenous Midrash. It
generally relates to one era, and possibly even to one set of editors,
even though here too we can find later additions.
The Midreshei Tallhuma are linked to the name of the Amora R'
Tanhuma bar Abba, who was one of the late Amoraim in Eretz
IsraeL living at the end of the fourth century in Naveh, in the Golan.
Naveh, which is today in Syrian hands, east of Katzrin, was a large
and prominent Jewish city in the Byzantine era. Eusebius refers to it
as a Jewish city, and archaelogical finds there show that it was one
of the largest and most prominent in Jewish Golan.
R' Tanhuma bar Abba was born in Naveh and lived there many
years, even though he lived elsewhere for some time. For example,
we find him appearing in Antioch and even possibly in Rome. R'
Tanhuma bar Abba was evident a leader of the Jews of his
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generation. On one occasion, he debated with "the king" - though
we are not sure who "the king" was - and on other occasions he
debated with foreign scholars, evidently Christians.
R' Tanhuma bar Abba is known primarily, however, as an
excellent darshan. He was one of the most important darshallim of
his age, and in his derashot and his work he compiled the derashot
of the Sages of Eretz·Israel. In Chapter 5 we mentioned a major
derashah that R' Tanhuma gave and which appears in the
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 3D, and we noted it as an
example of a derashah which almost certainly was preserved in its
original form.
We will now look at a derashah from the Midreshei Tanhuma.
namely the derashah which opens the parashah of Ki Tissa in
Exodus.
At the beginning of the derashah there is a quote from
Ecclesiastes (5:11), "The sleep of a laboring man is sweet, whether
he eat little or much: but the abundance of the rich will not suffer
him to sleep." Afterwards, R' Tanhuma bar Abba commences:
They said to Solomon: "Had anyone else said this verse, we
would have mocked him. You, of whom it is written, 'He was
more wise than any man,' will you say, 'The sleep of a laboring
man is sweet, whether he eats little or much'? That is not so, for
whoever is hungry and who eats but a little, sleeps uneasily. but
if he eats a lot. his sleep is sweet."
He said to them: "I am only referring to the righteous and to
those who labor in (the study of) the Torah."
Solomon goes on to explain himself: Take a person who lived for
thirty years and devoted twenty of them to Torah, and a person who
lived for eigh ty years and also devoted himself from his tenth year to
the study of the Torah. One would say that the first labored in the
Torah for twenty years and the second labored in it for seventy
years. so that the merits of the second person should be much
greater than those of the first. It is in regard to these, says R'
Tanhuma, that we apply the verse. "The sleep of a laboring man is
sweet, whether he eats little or much." The one who died at the age
of eighty is no better than the one who died at thirty.
'l'l
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R' Tanhuma develops this idea and dwells on it at length. bringing
other examples as well:
R' Levi said: "To what is this analogous? To a king who hired
workers to work for him. As they were working. the king took
one of them and went for a walk with him. At night. the workers
came to receive their wages. The worker who had gone walking
with the king also came to receive his wages. Can the king then
say to him: 'You only worked for two hours with them. Be paid
according to the amount you worked'? He can reply to the king:
'Had you not made me stop working and have me go for a walk
with you. I would have earned much more ...•
The worker who goes for a walk with the king is analogous to a
person whom God removes from the world at a young age. and yet
his reward is the same as that of those people who live longer and
study Torah all their lives.
All of this refers to the first part of the verse. "The sleep of a
laboring man is sweet. whether he eats little or much." And here the
Midrash tells us:
They said to R' Tanhuma - "But you [alsol said [quoting
the conclusion of the same versel. 'The abundance of the rich
will not suffer him to sleep.' He said to them: '1 am referring to
those who are rich in Torah and not to those who are rich
financially.' "
Later. the midrash quotes the words ofTannaim who say: "What
is meant by 'the abundance of the rich will not suffer him to sleep'?
- his pu pils do not allow him to sleep in the grave." In other words.
if a person taught Torah. after his death his pupils continue with his
Torah and quote him. at which time his lips. as it were. move inside
the grave. And the abundance. namely the great amount of Torah
study in which a person engages. does not allow him to sleep after
his death. It is as if he is still alive even after his death.
Here the darshan moves to Parashat Ki Tissa. which deals with
the annual collection of half-shekels. He speaks of Moses and
describes a conversation between Moses and God:
Moses said to the Holy One. blessed be He: "Lord of the
Universe! After I die. will I not be remembered?" The Holy One.
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blessed be He said to him: "By your life! Just as you stand now
and give them the parashah of the shekels and they incline their
heads [and listenl. thus each year when they read this section
before Me. it will be as if you are standing before them at the
time. and they will incline their heads."
In other words. just as is the case with the Talmudic scholar whose
lips. as it were. move after his death. each time the Jews study this
section of the Torah it will be as if Moses is teaching it again and all
are listening to him do so.
This derashah is typical of the derashnt of Tanhuma. which are
relatively long and varied. and are often linked to R' Tanhuma bar
Abba. Nevertheless. one cannot say that the Midrash Tanhuma. as
we have it, is that ofR'Tanhuma bar Abba. because here too we find
signs of later derashot. Here too the work is referred to by the name
of an Amora whose name is mentioned in it frequently. although he
was certainly not its final editor.
In Midrash Tanhuma there are peti/lOt that we have not come
across yet. and these are halakhic petihot. Halakhic petihot are not
only characteristic of Midrash Tanhuma, but of a group of
Midreshei Tanhuma or "Midreshei Tanhuma - Yelammedenu,"
some of which we do not possess.
The halakhic petihah generally deals with a simple halakhic
question, and in most cases it is also accompanied by a simple
answer. Often. the answer is simply a quote from a mishnah or from
another Tannaic source. with which all should be familiar.
We will illustrate this by means o£two halakhic petihot. The firsr
halakhic petihah is taken from Midrash Tanhuma to Parashat
Miketz (Gen. chaps. 41-42). and this is the way it commences:
"May our rabbi teach us: One who sees rain falling at a time that
people need it. what blessing does he pronounce?" And the answer:
"Thus did our Sages learn: 'On rain. one pronounces the blessing,
"He who is good and who does good.' .. "
The answer - "He who is good and who does good" - is simply
a quote from the Mishnah. Tractate Berakhot Chapter 9. and one
may assume that all the listeners. even those who were not Torah
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scholars, already knew the question and the answer given to it.
From the halakhic question, the darshall goes on to discuss
different matters related to rain and the quantity of rain that God
allocates to His world. From the allocation of rain, the darshan goes
on to the sun, the heavens, the earth, the Exodus from Egypt, the
darkness, and finally to Joseph's imprisonment, that being the
subject of the parashah.
The second halakhic petihah is taken from Midrash Tallhuma to
Parashat Vayigash, this also being in the Book of Genesis. This is
the text:
"May our rabbi teach us: Which type of guarantor [to a loan] is
required to pay?" And the answer: "Thus did our Sages learn: R'
Simeon ben Nanas says: 'Which guarantor is required to pay? One
who says, "Lend to him and I will pay you back," and he negotiated
with the guarantor; he [the guarantor] is liable'" [for it is assumed
that the lender lent the money because of his trust of the guarantor
rather than of the borrower].
This answer is also taken from the Mishnah, Tractate Bava Batra
Chapter 10, and the section is very simple. The question is simple,
as is the answer.
The darshall in Tallhuma uses the technique of the halakhic
petihah in order to further his argument, just as the aggadic
midrashim that we dealt with before used special techniques in
order to advance their arguments. The petihah of the guarantor
does not end with the answer given by the darshan from Tractate
Bava Batra, but serves as the basis for the derashah in which the
darshall begins by quoting (Gen. 42:37), "Deliver him into my
hand, and I will bring him to you again." This, of course, is a
reference to the second descent by Jacob's sons to Egypt, and
Judah's pledge to be a guarantor for the safe return of Benjamin.
Incidentally, while the Torah attributes the above verse to Reuben,
Tanhuma expounds it as coming from Judah.
The technique of the use of halakhah is not only used in Midrash
Tanhuma. Sometimes, together with the petihah in aggadah, there
are also peti/wt in halakhah. Generally, the petihah in halakhah
precedes those in aggadah, but sometimes they are intertwined.
lO?
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If one studies the halakhic petihot, the question arises why simple
questions and simple answers, both of which were known by the
listeners, were brought in. There are three possible answers to this
question:
First, it is possible that our assumption that the people knew the
answers is wrong. It is possible that some of the listeners did not
know the answers, and the darshan used the opportunity to teach
the congregation a number of halakhic matters along with his
aggadic midrash.
Second, it is possible that the questions in halakhah were
"planted" in advance. In other words, the dars/zan arranged to have
one of the listeners ask the question, and based on that question and
its answer, the darshan went on to complete his derashah along the
lines he had planned. Had the question asked to the darshan been a
difficult one, the darshan might have had to supply answers that the
congregation would not understand, or else the congregants might
get involved in discussing the answer, thus leading the darshan
along a path he did not desire. It is thus possible that the darshan
"planted" simple questions which would enable him to get to the
topic he wished to discuss within a minimal amount of time.
A third possibility is that there existed far more complicated
derashot in halakhah, but the editor of the midrash omitted them
because he was not interested in discussing halakhah within the
framework of Midrash Tanhuma.
There were evidently numerous Midreshei Tanhuma and
Yelammedenus, and it is possible that the original Midrash
Yelammedenu disappeared. Whether such a work existed has not
yet been answered, and scholars have been dealing with the question
since the 19th century.
Here we should note that our Midrash Tallhuma is a relatively
late Midrash, and even though it is primarily an Eretz Israel
Midrash, in a number of places there are sections of the Babylonian
Talmud. For example, in Midrash Tallhuma on Parashat Bereshit
and on Parashat Noah, one finds extracts of the Babylonian She' iltot
taken from She'iltot d'Rav Ahai Gaon - a work composed in
Babylon at the beginning of the Geonic period. Solomon Buber, who
lO~
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dealt a great deal with the redaction of the Midrashim, once found a
version which he thought was the most ancient of all of the
Midreshei Tanhuma, and he published it under the name of
Midrash Tanhuma ha-Kadum ve-ha-Yashan (the Ancient and Old
Midrash Ta/lhuma). Today, most scholars are of the opinion that
Buber's Ta/lhuma, "the ancient and old," is just another variant of
the Tanhuma, and based on the genizot (ancient storehouses for
discarded religious works) and quotes of Ta/lhuma that we know of,
it is clear that there were books that differed from this one. One
cannot thus speak of Midrash Tanhuma but of Midreshei
Tanhuma, and relate to them almost as a separate literary genre.
A number of the Midreshei Rabbah that we have were copied
directly from the Tanhuma. This is true for many of the sections in
the second part of Shemot Rabbah and for the majority of the
second part of Bamidbar Rabbah. The majority of Devarim Rabbah
also resembles Ta/lhuma in format and style.
Devarim Rabbah is primarily an aggadic midrash. It too begins
with questions of halakhah, but it does not use the words
"yelammedenu rabbetlu," which are found in Tanhuma, in its
halakhic petihot, but simply uses the word "halakhah," We will
now study two examples of halakhic petihot which appear in
Devarim Rabbah.
The first example is the petihah to the parashah of Ki Tetzei. The
editor or the darsllan does not deal with the first topics of the
parashah, but begins immediately with the commandment of
shilu'ah ha-ke/l - sending away the mother bird from the nest
before taking its chicks. Thus the petihah opens (Deut, 22:6), "'If a
bird's nest chances to be before you.' Halakhah: If a child is born
circumcised... "
At first glance, there is no connection between the
commandment of shilu'ah ha-ken and the commandment of
circumcision. And we have already seen, when we quoted some of
the classic petihot, that the quoting of verses which seemingly have
nothing to do with the para shah arouses the curiosity of the
listeners to see why. the darsha/l began with one topic when he
wants to deal with a different one, and how he will link the two.
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Let us now return to the petihah in Devarim Rabball. After
having quoted the two verses, the darshan discusses familiar
halakhot that deal with the commandment of circumcision.
Afterwards he asks: "Why is the infant circumcised on the eighth
day?" And he answers: "For the Holy One, blessed be He was
merciful to him, to wait until he has his strength. And just as God is
merciful to man, He is merciful to animals." After having brought a
verse which proves this, the darshan continues: "And just as the
Holy One, blessed be He is merciful to animals, He is merciful to
fowl, as it states, 'If a bird's nest chances to be before you ... do not
take the mother with the young...'
Thus the darshan moves from the halakhic midrash and comes to
a discussion of agg;1dah.
In this case, there is a great distance between the topic of the
halakhah and that of the aggadah. In our next example, the distance
is smaller, and the listeners were perhaps able to guess the link
themselves. We are referring here to the parashah of Va-et'ha/lan,
also in Deuteronomy, which opens with Moses' plea to God to enter
the Land of Canaan (Deut. 3:23), "And I besought the Lord at that
time."
The darsha/l opens with this verse and says: "Halakhah: A Jew
who is standing in prayer, may he do so in a loud voice?" After
presenting this question, the darshan discusses topics of halakhah
and of aggadah and combines them, but this time the listener knows
the link between the halakhah and the aggadah; between Vaet'hanan and the laws of prayer. And the darshan continues: There
are ten languages of prayer. One of them is tahanunim - pleading
- and Moses, the greatest of all prophets, used this. Here the
darshan clarifies the significance of the word taha/lu/lim, and
claims as part of the derashah that the word tahanun is related to
the word hi/lam - gratuitous, A person who pleads is in actuality
asking for a gratuitous gift.
And this is the way the section ends: He [Moses] said to Him
[God]: "Did You not, Lord of the Universe, tell me, that whoever is
not worthy - I [Le. God] will pardon him, that You will give him a
gratuitous gift? Now I am not asking from You anything but that
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You do this gratuitously." From where do we see this? From the fact
that it states. "And I besought the Lord." In other words. the
darshan stresses that Moses' prayer was a matter of pleading, a
request to receive a gratuitous gift.
These two extracts are taken from the general Devarim Rabbah,
and we already noted in Chapter 7 that according to Saul Lieberman
this work was accepted primarily by the Ashkenazic Jews, whereas
the other Devarim Rabbah was accepted primarily by the Sephardic
Jews.

XI.
Other Midrashim from Eretz Israel and
its Environs
Up to now, we have dealt primarily with Midrashim on the Torah.
However, we have in our possession other Midrashim as well. on the
five megillot and on the books of Samuel. Psalms and Proverbs,
among others. These Midrashim generally resemble the aggadic
midrashim to the Torah: They too are from Eretz Israel and they
were composed at about the same time that the major Eretz Israel
Midrashim were composed.
There is no doubt that there were aggadic collections to other
books of the Torah as well, and parts of these have been preserved in
collections of the Middle Ages and in other works, but we have no
information on these Midrashim.
The Midrashim on the different megillot were not all composed
at the same time. but the five Midrashim known as "Midrash
Rabbah on the Megillot" are all from Eretz Israel, and were
evidently compiled between the fifth and eighth centuries C.E.
Esther Rabbah is the most recent of these Midrashim.
Alongside the major Midrashim on the megillot. known as the
Midrash Rabbah or Rabbati to the five megillot. we know of other
Midrashim to the five megillot. These Midrashim were on the whole
not printed until just before the end of the 19th century.
In 1895, Solomon Buber published another edition of Ekhah
Rabbati. and added a long and detailed foreword to it. This edition is
somewhat different from the generally available Ekhah Rabbati,
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but, unlike Ekhah Zuta, which is a separate work in its own right,
Buber's Ekhah Rabbati is not totally different from the generally
available work. Incidentally, Buber published Ekhah Zuta in two
different versions.
Another Midrash to the Song of Songs was published by A.
Gruenhut, based on a manuscript found in the Cairo Genizah, and
here too it is clear that we are dealing with a Midrash which differs
from Shir ha-Shirim Rabbati and from Shir ha-Shirim Zuta.
The Book of Esther also has a number of Midrashim in addition to
Esther Rabbati, the most well-known Midrash. Here too one must
give credit to Solomon Buber, who already in 1887 published a
collection of Midrashim on Esther and named it Aggadat Esther. At
least one of the Midrashim in this collection, Midraslz Abba Gurion,
preceded Esther Rabbati.
The relationship between the different Midrashim has not yet
been investigated properly. So too do the questions about the works
themselves, their time, their place and the identity of their authors
await answers. Many of the Midrashim that we have mentioned here
were known in the Middle Ages, but even those that were known did
not always spread to every country and community. There were
Midrashim that were known only in a certain region - jewish Spain
and its "satellites," for example - while others were known
elsewhere - Germany, Italy, Yemen, etc.
The terms Midrash Rabbah - or Rabbati - and Midraslz Zuta
were unknown in the Middle Ages as far as the Midrashim on the
megillot were concerned. In Chapter 5 above, we saw that the term
Midrash Rabbalz was given to most of the Midrashim on the Torah
at a relatively late time. Only in the 15th century was this term
applied to the Midrashim on the megillot, when printers began
printing them together with the Midrashim on the Torah. In the
Middle Ages the different Midrashim were known as "Midrash" or
"Aggadah" (or ("Haggadah"), with or without the name of the
Biblical book about which they were written.
Now we will deal with the Midraslz Slzir Iza-Shirim. The Song of
Songs had already been explained in very early times not in

accordance with its literal meaning. R' Akiva stated that "The world
was never more worthy than the day that the Song of Songs was
given to Israel, for all the songs are holy and the Song of Songs is the
holiest of the holy" (Mishnah Yadayim 3:5); it is obvious that R'
Akiva did not interpret the Song of Songs literally. The Song of
Songs was interpreted as an analogy of the ties between Israel and
its God, and the fate of the lovers in this work, the love and the
closeness, the separation and the artempts to come together again,
all of these were expounded as a symbol of the history of the jewish
people and as an expression of the promise of the future
redemption.
The Midrashim on the Song of Songs also pay a great deal of
attention to the relationship between the jewish people and the
other nations, and the role of the other nations of the world as
observers of Israel and its fate. The Midrashim on the Song of Songs
also devote considerable space to the Torah and those who study it,
and to the efforts of the jewish people in their struggle to observe
the Torah and study it.
We will illustrate some of these maners by a number of passages
from Midrash Slzir lza-Slzirim Rabbalz:
On the verse (Song 6:10), "Who is she that looks forth as the
morning," the Midrash quotes a story involving the Amoraim R'
Hiyya and R' Simeon bar Tahlafta,
that were working in the Valley of Arbel and saw the breaking
of the dawn. R' Hiyya said to R' Simeon bar Tahlafta: "That is
how Israel's redemption will be ... At first it will come little by
little and afterwards it will sparkle as it comes, and after that it
will increase and multiply."
A number of beautiful deraslzot are to be found on the verse
(Song 1:5), "I am black, but comely, a you daughters of jerusalem,
as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon": "I am black in
my deeds but comely in the deeds of my forefathers ... I am black in
myself and comely before my Creator ... 1am black in this world and
comely in the World to Come." Similarly, "just as the tents of
Kedar appear on the outside to be ugly, black and ragged, but are
filled with precious stones and pearls, so with Torah scholars: even
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though they appear ugly and swarthy in this world. inside they are
filled with Torah. Scriptures. Mishnah. Midrash. Halakhah.
Talmud. Tosefta and Aggadah."
On the verse (Song 1:6). "Look not upon me. because I am black.
because the sun has looked upon me." the Midrash gives a
story/analogy of the Amora R' Isaac. of the third century C.E.:
A certain woman had an Ethiopian slave who would go down
to draw water from a spring. both [the slavel and her friend.
She said to her friend: "My friend. tomorrow my master will
divorce his wife and take me as his wife." She said to her:
"Why" [do you think sol? "Because he saw that her hands
were stained." She said to her. "Fool! Let your ears hear what
your mouth speaks! If he is indeed willing to divorce his wife.
whom he loves. because her hands were stained for a short
while. then. in your case. where all of you is stained and black
from your mother's womb. how much more so," Thus - when
the other nations claim that Israel has degraded itself ... Israel
will say to them: "If we are indeed guilty of this for a short time.
how much more is this true for you!"
This analogy undoubtedly expresses the debate in the third
century C.E. between the Jews and the Christians, echoes of which
are to be found in various places in the Talmudic and Midrashic
literature. In this form, the analogy is an internal Jewish expression
of the Jewish position. and it is difficult to assume that this
argument was actually voiced in any dispute with Christians. It is
more logical to assume that at some time or another R' Isaac related
to the Jewish-Christians and the non-Jewish Christians and their
claims regarding the Jews who were alleged to have "degraded
themselves"; in answer. he told the story we have here. and also
explained the analogy.
The term "degraded themselves" is an allusion to the sin of the"
Golden Calf that the Israelites made in the desert (see Ps. 106:20)
and the non-Christian position adopted by the Jews from the end of
the Second Temple period on. The claim that the sin of the Golden
Calf is an ancient sin of the Jews appears numerous times in the
debates between the Jews and the Christians in the Middle Ages.
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Another well-known derashah from Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah
relates to the verse (Song 2:7). "I charge you. 0 you daughters of
Jerusalem. by the roes. and by the hinds of the field. that you stir not
up, nor awake my love, till he please." This verse repeats itself in the
Song of Songs. with changes. four times. and the mid rash
comments on these four:
There are four oaths here. The Holy One. blessed be He. had
Israel swear that they would not rebel against the (other)
nations. and that they would not [try tol speed up the end [of
daysl. and that they would not reveal 'their mysteries to the
[otherl nations of the world. and that they would not ascend
the wall from their exile [Le.. would not use force to end their
exilel.
In parallel sources. there is also reference to an oath that God had
the other nations swear. to the effect that they would not subjugate
the Jews excessively.
The derashah of the four oaths (in other sources there are only
three or even two) was used and is still used to this day as
ammunition by Jews who oppose Zionism and widespread
immigration to Israel. for Jews are ostensibly forbidden to rebel
against the other nations. to attempt to speed up the end. and to
"ascend the wall."
Various answers have been given in order to justify this
immigration and the Zionist cause against these erroneous attacks.
and in any event it is a fact that throughout all generations these
"prohibitions" were never listed in the 613 commandments. the
takkallot or the rules that are binding on Jews. and they were always
regarded as being non-binding aggadah. Indeed. it is clear that these
"oaths" represent the view of the darshallim of their generations.
just as the analogy of R' Isaac cannot be understood except against
the background of the historical reality from which it grew.

Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah. as the other midrashim on Eretz Israel.
has numerous petihot. both simple and complex ones. We will
examine a complex petihah here as an example.
The first petihah in Shir ha-Sllirim Rabbah deals with King
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Solomon. to whom the Sages, as is known, attribute the writing of
the Song of Songs, as well as Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. The
opportune verse of the petihah is (Song 1:1), "The Song of Songs,
which is Solomon's," and the opening verse of the petihah is (Prov.
22:29), "If you see [Hazita in Hebrew] a man diligent in his
business, let him stand before kings: but let him not stand before
mean men."
InCidentally, the Midrash on the Song of Songs is also known as
Midrash Hazita. because of the first word of the opening verse.
Sometimes, the Midrash on Ecclesiastes is also known as Midrash
Hazita, because it too opens with the same verse.
The declared aim of this petihah is to clarify whom the verse
refers to. Who is "the man diligent in his business"? But the editor
of the Midrash does not bring an answer immediately. Instead, he
gives a series of derashot expounded by various Tannaim on the
verse, where they interpret it as referring to different people.
According to the first view, the "man diligent in his business" is
Joseph. for we are told concerning him (Gen. 39:11). "Joseph went
into the house to do his business." And here we are told of a dispute
between R' Judah and R' Nehemiah, each of whom had his own
explanation of the case of Joseph and Potiphar's wife.
Anotherinterpretation: "A man diligent in his business" refers to
Moses.' When was Moses diligent in his business? In constructing
the Sanctuary. Here too, various verses are mentioned showing that
Moses was diligent in his work. and explanations are offered of "let
him stand before kings; but let him not stand before mean men."
Another interpretation: "A man diligent in his business" refers to
the righteous who are occupied in God's work. And here too there is
a detailed discussion.
Another interpretation: "A man diligent in his business"
refers to R' Hanina. They stated: Once R' Hanina saw people of
his town bringing different sacrifices [to Jerusalem]. He said:
"Are all then bringing sacrifices while I bring nothing?" He
immediately went out to the desert area near his city, where he
found a single rock. He took and carved and shaped it. He said:
"I will bring it to Jerusalem." He wished to hire workers. He
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said to them: "Will you bring this rock to Jerusalem for me?"
They said to him: "Pay us a fee of a hundred gold coins and we
will bring your rock to Jerusalem." He said to them: "How
would I have a hundred gold coins, or even fifty, to give you?"
He was unable to give [that sum]. They immediately went
away. The Holy One, blessed be He immediately sent him five
angels in the shape of men. They said to him: "Rabbi, give us
five selahs and we will bring your rock to Jerusalem, provided,
though, that you too lend a hand alongside us." He put his hand
to it along with them, and they found themselves standing in
Jerusalem. He wished to pay them their wage but was unable to
find them. The [account of this] story came to the Sanhedrin
in the Chamber of Hewn Stone [in the Temple]. They said to
him: "It appears, our teacher. that the Serving Angels brought
up this rock for you to Jerusalem." He immediately gave the
sages the fee he had made up to pay the angels.
After interpreting the verse. "If you see a man diligent in his
business, let him stand before kings." as referring to R' Hanina, the
darshan suggests other interpretations of the verse. In the end. he
interprets the verse as applying to King Solomon. and concludes as
follows: "After everything that King Solomon had done and after all
that he had achieved, the Spirit of God rested upon him and he
composed the three books of Proverbs, the Song of Songs and
Ecclesiastes."
Thus, after we have read a series of derashot that are in no way
connected except for the fact that they all deal with the same verse
of "Hazita," we return to our starting point. The Song of Songs is
Solomon's Midrash, and this is as we see in the verse, "If you see a
man diligent in his business, let him srand before kings."
We will end this discussion on Shir Iw-Shirim Rabbah with a
portion of the midrash to the verse (Song 1: 12), "While the king is
at his table, my spikenard sends forth its smell." This is what the
mid rash has to say about the verse:
R' Meir says: "'While the king' - the King, King of Kings.
the Holy One, blessed be He - was at His table in the heavens,
the Israelites gave off a foul odor and said to the Calf (Ex. 32:4),
'These are your gods, 0 Israel.'" R' Judah said to him:
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"Enough. Meir! One does not expound on the Song of Songs
except to praise Israel. What then is [meant by] 'The king is at
his table'? 'While the king' - the King, King of Kings, the Holy
One, blessed be He - was at His table in the heavens. the
Israelites gave off a fragrant odor at Mount Sinai. and said (Ex.
24:7), 'All that the Lord has said will we do and heed.'"
Let us compare the petihah to Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah with that
to Kohelet Rabbah. Kohelet Rabbah begins in the exact same way
(Eccl. 1:1). "The words of Kohelet [sometimes translated as "the
Preacher" - trans.], the son of David, king in Jerusalem" - This
is as seen in the verse said through the Spirit of God by Solomon,
king of Israel (Prov. 22:29): "If you see [Hazita] a man diligent in
his business, let him stand before kings; but let him not stand before
mean men." But unlike the mid rash in Shir lla-Shirim Rabbah, the
editor does not bring a whole series of interpretations of the verse
"Hazita." Instead, it brings only the story of R' Hanina. Thus the
petihah to Kohelet Rabbah uses one element of the petihah to Shir
ha-Shirim Rabbah, but in a more simple form. and we have before
us a good example of the difference between a complex petihah, as it
appears in Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah. and a simple petihah, as it
appears in Kohelet Rabbah.
The Midrash to the Book of Psalms is also named after the way it
begins, and is known as Midrash Shollar TOil. The petihah to the
first derashah in the book is based on the verse (Prov. 11:27). "He
that diligently seeks good [shohar tall in Hebrew] procures favor,"
and we have already noted, in Chapter 7. that numerous works are
referred to by their opening words.
Midrash Shollar TOil. as we have it, was evidently edited at the
beginning of the Middle Ages, and has sections of a relatively late
date as well. It is clear that the Book of Psalms had an ancient
collectiDn Df aggadDt. and it is logical tD assume that that cDllection,
Dr large parts Df it, remained within the Midrash Dn Psalms that we
have today. In a number of places in the Jerusalem Talmud and in
Bereshit Rabbah, there is mention Df Aggadat Tehillim or Tehillim
Aggadah as a written Dr Dral collectiDn knDwn tD R' Judah the
Exilarch and his cDlleagues. AccDrding to this. the cDllection had
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existed, at the very least as an oral source. from at least the end of
the 2nd or the beginning of the 3rd century C.E.
SDlomDn Buber. whD recDnstructed the wDrk in 1891 and wrote a
lDng and detailed introduction to it, claimed that Shohar Tov was
edited by different editors in different eras.
The Midrash on Psalms is a very big wDrk. The different parts Df
the BODk Df Psalms are not all treated equally. As a general rule. Dne
can say that the first parts Df the bODk .are treated more fully than
the later parts. Thus, for example, the Midrash contains eleven
derashDt Dn the first verse in Psalms, while Psalm 89. a very long
psalm, has but four passages Df midrash. This phenomenon is
present in Dther midrashic works as well. including Bereshit

Rabbah.
The derashot in the Midrash on Psalms are quite varied. The
volume contains petihot. derashot on the content, parts of derashDt
which had clearly been given Drally, aggadDt from various other
works, and so Dn.
The Midrash Dn Ecclesiastes is much smaller than that on Psalms.
As the Midrash was cDpied a number of times tDgether with the
Midrashim Dn Psalms and on Samuel, all three are sometimes
referred tD as ShDhar TOil, but this joint title is erroneous. fDr it is
Dnly appropriate tD the Midrash on Psalms.
It is difficult to say anything definite abDut the era or the place Df
the editor Df the Midrash Dn Ecclesiastes. MDSt Df the sections in the
wDrk are shDrt. Dffering simple explanations. It has no petihot and
there are very few sections Df derashot and aggadot of the type
which are CDmmon in the major Midrashim. The text that we have
of the Midrash on Ecclesiastes is sorely deficient. and it would
appear that sectiDns were omitted already at a very early time.
The Midrash Dn Samuel is alsD sDmetimes referred tD as Shohar
Tov. It is alsD known as Midrash Shmuel, Aggadat Shmuel. and based Dn its petihah - Midrash Et La'asot La-Shem. It is difficult
tD determine the era Df the Midrash. In style, at least, it is clDse to
the Midrashim of Eretz Israel, and today there is a tendency to
attribute it tD the middle era. parallel to that Df the Midrashim Dn
the megillot. In Midrash Shmuel. toD. we can see the uneven
115

Ti,e Aggaciic Midraslz Literature
treatment that the Midrash gives to the Book of Samuel: The vast
majority of the material refers to Samuel I. This was evidently the
way the work was composed, and there were no parts that
disappeared over the course of time.
One should also note that, in addition to the Midrashim
mentioned here, there are also various translations of the Biblical
books, some of which contain a great deal of deraslzalz material.
This is especially true for the translations of the megillot. In fact,
one may regard the translations of the megillot as Midrashim in the
Aramaic tongue. There is no doubt that these translations and the
Midrashim are closely connected. even though one cannot
document precisely all the ties between them.
A unique mid rash is Seder Eliyalzu, which is divided into Seder
Eliyahu Rabbalz and Seder Eliyahu Zuta. It is also known as Talllla
D' Bei Eliyalzu, or even just Eliyahu. The source of the names Seder
Eliyalzu Rabbah and Seder Eliyahu Zuta is an aggadah which
appears in the Babylonian Talmud. Tractate Ketubot (lOS b), which
tells of the Amara R' Anan, who was visited constantly by the
prophet Elijah ("Eliyahu" in Hebrew), who would teach him "Seder
Eliyahu." Because of a certain incident, Elijah stopped coming to R'
Anan, and when he finally returned, he taught R' Anan the rest of
Seder Eliyahu. The part taught at first is known as Seder Eliyahu
Rabbah. and that taught later is known as Seder Eliyahu Zuta.
This Babylonian Talmud tradition made many think that the
midrash known as Seder Eliyalzu was created in Babylon. but it
appears that that is not so. This Midrash, too, is from Eretz Israel,
though there are numerous views as to where it was composed and
when.
Seder Olam Rabbah has a total of 31 chapters, while Seder Olam
Zuta has 25. The latter book is itself divided into two parts. with
Chapters 1-18 being referred to as Sefer Derekh Eretz and
Chapters 19-25 being known as Pirkei d' Rabbi Eliezer (this should
not be confused with the Midrash Pirkei d'Rabbi Eliezer which will
be dealt with below). The first part of Seder Eliyahu Zuta was
evidently composed by the author of Seder Eliyalzu Rabbah.
The literary style of Seder Eliyahu is that of a collection of moral
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derashot. The work stresses humility, modesty, being content with
little. love of the Torah and love of man. It contains numerous
discussions and debates with various people. some of whom the
author meets in his travels. but in these discussions, too, one feels
the forbearance and modesty that characterize the entire work. The
work also contains quite a large amount of halakhic material generally material closer to the halakhot of Eretz Israel than to
those of Babylon - but it also quotes the Babylonian Talmud.
We will bring two passages from Seder Eliyahu Rabbalz and one
from Seder Eliyallu Zuta. The first is taken from Parashah 16 (Ish
Shalom edition. p. 80):
I once sat in the great bet midrash in Jerusalem and a certain
student came over and asked me a question, as a son asks his
father. He said to me: "Rabbi, why were the first generations [of
the world] different from all the other generations. that they
had long lives and lived many years?" I said to him: "My son,
they lived many years so that they could be tested - so that
they could perform deeds of lovingkindness for one another. .."
At this point, there is a description of the behavior of the individuals
of the first generations, who would perform deeds of
lovingkindness fot their fathers. and then the text goes on:
From this they [i.e., the Sages] said, 'Those who are worthy
are given the opportunity for further good deeds. and those
unworthy [are given the opportunity] for evil deeds," and this
is true for all the families on earth, both Jewish and nonJewish."
The second passage which we will quote is taken from the end of
Parashah 28 (Ish Shalom edition, p. 143):
Thus did the Holy One, blessed be He say to Israel: "My
children, Have I ever deprived you? What do I ask of you? All I
ask of you is that you love one another and respect one another
and be in awe of one another, and that there not be found
among you any sin Ot theft Ot any despicable act."
The third passage is taken from Seder Eliyahu Zuta, Pirka 15 (Ish
Shalom edition, p. 197):
Abba Elijah, may he be remembered fot the good and may he
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be remembered for a blessing. said: "I bring the heavens and the
earth as witnesses to me. that every Torah scholar who studies
for the sake of Heaven and reviews his studies for the sake of
Heaven, and eats of his own (possessions) and enjoys his own
(possessions) and does not derive any enjoyment from the
community. of him the verse states (Ps. 128:2), 'You shall eat
the labor of your hands: happy shall you be, and it shall be well
with you...•
Another Midrash about which there are debates regarding the
date and place of composition is Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer. This
Midrash is a collection of midrashim comprising 54 chapters, and
its main theme is the aggadic development of the stories in the Book
of Genesis and of the Exodus from Egypt. The first chapters of the
book deal with R' Eliezer ben Hyrcanos, the pupil ofR' Johanan ben
Zakkai and one of the teachers of R' Akiva in Yavneh. After
describing the life of R' Eliezer based on various sources in the
rabbinic literature. there are a number of sayings attributed to R'
Eliezer. and thus the entire work is presented as a collection of
midrashim of R' Eliezer. But even those who hold the traditional
approach. which regards the Tanna R' Eliezer as the author of Pirkei
D'Rabbi Eliezer. know that one cannot state matters that simply, if
for no other reason than that a number of the sages mentioned in
the work lived hundreds of years after R' Eliezer.
In this work, one can observe a certain influence of the
Apocrypha. including the Book of Elloch. the Book ofJubilees, the
Testamellts of the Tribes of Israel, and others. Similarly. there are
signs of Muslim influence and historic allusions to events at the
beginning of the Muslim era. As a result, many scholars hypothesize
that the book was written in the early Muslim period. The relatively
great use in this work of material from the Apocrypha is especially
interesting, because in most of the Eretz Israel Midrashic literature
it is very difficult to find the direct influence of these works. and
their influence is generally apparent only in the aggadic works
composed in Christian Europe in later generations.
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XII.
On the Methods of the Aggadah
Preliminary Note: A goodly portion of the material discussed in
this chapter is taken from the work by Yitzhak Heinemann, Darke;
ha-Aggadah ("The Ways of the Aggadah"). published by the
Magnes Press. The discussion on the methods of the aggadah is of
necessity more limited here. and a number of important topics in
this area will not be dealt with at all.
One of the pronounced characteristics of the literary methods
used in the aggadah is their link to the methods of the Bible. One can
state that in most cases the aggadah attempts to utilize those
methods found in the Bible and to develop them further.
The metaphor. for example. is a common literary device in the
Bible, and there is not a single book in the Bible that does not
contain metaphors. The aggadah employs this method. developing
and using it according to its own methods.
There are also other Biblical methods used by the aggadah. In the
following two examples, the aggadah utilizes data taken from the
Bible but not developed there. and uses the data to further its own
aims.
The first example: King Solomon is mentioned. either directly or
by allusion, in the introductions to all three of the books attributed
to him by the Sages: Proverbs. the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes.
But the aggadah does not limit itself to stating that in Proverbs we
have the verse (Prov. 1:1) ''The proverbs of Solomon." and in the
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Song of Songs (Song 1: I), "The Song of Songs, which is
Solomon's," but seeks to bolster the association in these books by
having Solomon playa central role in the commentary on the book
and in the aggadot linked to it. In addition, the aggadah also sets out
the correct order, based on its views, of the books written by
Solomon, and uses these works to flesh out information on
Solomon's life.
If we are told in Ecclesiastes (1:12), "I Kohelet was king over
Israel in Jerusalem," the aggadah seizes on the words "was king,"
and tells us at length that King Solomon was deposed at a certain
point in his life, and when he wrote Ecclesiastes, he spoke of his
kingship in the past tense.
According to this interpretation, the Book of Ecclesiastes was
written at a'lare stage of Solomon's life, and this fits the statement
"was king" as well as the contents of the book itself and its
prevailing spirit. As a young man, Solomon wrote the Song of
Songs, in his prime he wrote Proverbs, and finally, in his old age, he
wrote Ecclesiastes, whose theme is "all is vanity."
Another example is the story of the sacrifice of Isaac. After this
story, the Torah tells of the death of Sarah. The aggadah does not
content itself with the fact that the two stories appear
consecutively, but links the two and creates a chronology dictated
by the data in the Torah. which turns Isaac into a man who is 37
years old at the time of the sacrifice (for Sarah died at the age of 127
and Isaac was born when she was 90 years old). Thus Isaac is
transformed from a child or young man into a mature adult who is
fully aware of the circumstances surrounding him - as opposed to
the simple story as it appears in the Torah - and it is thus Isaac who
is the hero of the entire story.
It is possible that the Sages thus transformed Isaac because they
wished to make him a symbol of those who sanctify God's name
throughout all generations. It is also possible that their aim was to
link the death of Sarah to the sacrifice of Isaac so as to tell us: It is
true that Isaac was saved from being sacrificed, but someone else
paid the price: Sarah, who died when she heard of the sacrifice
before hearing that in fact it had not actually been completed. The
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link between the two stories creates this new effect which the
aggadah develops for its own purposes, based on the data presented
in the Torah but uneJaborated upon there.
Another way that the aggadah follows the lead of the Bible is its
stress on certain letters and details.
In Genesis Chapter 28, for example, we are told that when Jacob
arrived in Luz, which is Beth-EI, he took "of the stones" of the
place, and lay down in that place. Later in the chapter, the "stones"
(plural) become a single stone: "And he took the stone that he had
placed at his head."
If we wish, this is nothing but a slight change in the Biblical
language, with no significance. But the aggadah, as it deals with the
text seriously and has something to add, uses the transition from
the plural to the singular in order to relate a story of how all the
stones vied among themselves for the privilege of having the
righteous Jacob rest his head on them, and in the end all were
transformed into a single large stone.
In Deuteronomy, in Parashat Ha'azinu, there appears the verse
(33:23), "I will dispose of my arrows upon them." One can, of
course, take these words in the simple sense, and learn from them a
Divine warning and threat by God that He will unleash His arrows
against Israel. But the aggadah explains the words a little
differently: I will dispose of my arrows, but I will not dispose of
them [i.e., of the Jewish peoplel.
And another example: We read that when Eretz Israel was divided
up among the tribes, they did this "according to the lot." One can
explain the phrase "according to the lot" based on the simple
meaning of the words, but the aggadah is not satisfied with this and
transforms the Jot into an independent entity. "The lot stood and
cried out: 'I, the lot of Naphtali, have fallen in the portion of soand-so" - "according to the lot."
And another example: In the story of the sale of Joseph, we read
(Gen. 37:24), "The pit was empty, there was no water in it." Our
Sages added: "'The pit was empty, there was no water in it' - but it
had snakes and scorpions."
The interpretation of the Sages to this verse stemmed first and
121

The Aggadic Midrasll Literature
foremost from their comprehension of the text and the serious way
they reacted to everything written in the Torah. If the Torah stated,
"The pit was empty, there was no water in it," this means that we
have to flesh out the lacuna and say: "It was empty of water, but ir
was not empty of other things." But it is possible that the Sages had
other aims here. It is possible that these snakes and scorpions on the
one hand magnify Joseph's suffering and his righteousness, while
on the other hand magnifying the cruelty and jealousy of the
brothers who paid no attention to the fact that they were throwing
their brother into a pit filled with snakes and scorpions, It is also
possible that through this interpretation we magnify the miracle
which occurred to Joseph, who logically should have died in that
pit, but rather was sold to Egypt and attained high office,
Sometimes, it is not the stress on words or language, but a
general impression of the situation which underlies the words of the
aggadah.
When we study carefully the stories about Samson, we can
summarize them and say, as stated in the Mishnah (Tractate Sotah
1:8), that "Samson followed his eyes, and therefore the Philistines
put out his eyes," This relates to what the Bible tells us, but is not
stated as such in any particular verse. Rather, it relates to a common
thread running through all the stories about Samson. From this we
have the conclusion - Samson followed his eyes, and therefore the
Philistines put out his eyes.
Another type of derashah is the derashah on names. Many of the
names mentioned in the Bible in general, and especially names
mentioned in Genesis, have a specific meaning, which the Bible
itself interprets. Sometimes the name is even determined based on
its derashah meaning. This is true for Noah, Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, as well as for Jacob's sons and for Moses, and for the place
names Beth-El, Beersheba, and other names as well. The Torah both
explains and interprets them.
The Sages followed this approach of the Torah, developed it
further, and gave derashor not only of the names mentioned in the
Jist which we gave above, but also of other names that are not
mentioned in it: When Reuben (Re'uveill in Hebrew) was born, his
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mother Leah proclaimed: "See (Re' u) what is between (beill) my son
and my father-in-Iaw's son" (Esau). Yet in the Torah we are given an
explanation of the name (Gen. 29:32), "Surely the Lord has looked
(ra'ah) upon my affliction (be'ollyi)." Naphtali is explained as
1I0fer-1i - "choice honey to me." Regarding Ruth, the meaning of
whose name is not explained in the Bible, our Sages state that she
was named Ruth because David was her descendant, and David
delighted (ravalt) God with his psalms and praises. Why was the
woman known as Delilah? Because she reduced (dildelalt) Samson's
strength. Why was the king named Ahasuerus (Ahaslll'erosh in
Hebrew)? Because he was the brother (ahiv) of roslt (normally "the
head," but here meaning poison or a wicked person). Why was the
valley called the Valley of Shin'ar? Because there were shaken up
(slte'llill'aru) all those who died in the flood. And so on for many
other names.
Sometimes the stress is not on the name itself, but on the double
meaning that cerrain Biblical words have.
When the twelve spies returned to Moses, they told him about the
Land of Canaan, and said (Num.13:31): "We will not be able to go up
against the people; for they are stronger than we" (mi-mellu in
Hebrew). One can understand the word mi-mellu as translated
above, "than we," namely that the spies informed Moses that the
people who lived in Canaan were stronger than the Israelites. Our
Sages, though, did not leave it at that, and explained the word mimellu in its other meaning as well, namely "than he" - and the
"he" referred to is God! In other words, they claimed the Israelites
were unable to vanquish the Canaanites because the Canaanites
were stronger than God. Thus, the Sages added a religious element
to the report given by the spies.
In Numbers (20:29), we find the verse, "And all the congregation
saw [va-yir'u in Hebrew] that Aaron was dead." One
commentator, though, does not explain the word lla-yir'u in the
sense of seeing, but as fearing, I.e., that when Aaron died, the
Israelites feared what would happen.
Bruriah, the wife of R' Meir, explained the word Itara'im in the
verse (Ps. 104:35), "Let the lrara'im be consumed out of the earth,
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and let the wicked be no more" as "sins," rather than "sinners,"
namely that one should seek to have sin disappear rather than
sinners, and from this it follows that one may not pray for sinners to
be destroyed.
In Genesis (23:17), we are told how Abraham brought the field of
Ephron, and the Torah states, "And the field of Ephron was made
sure [va-yakom in Hebrew],' (to Abraham). The literal meaning is
that from that time on the field belonged to Abraham. Here too,
though, the Sages went beyond this and explained the word vayakom to mean that the field had a tekumah, Le., it become exalted
and elevated by the fact that it passed into Abraham's hands.
In regard to Adam, we are told (Gen. 2:18), "It is not good that
the man should be alone; I will make him a helpmeet (ezer in
Hebrew) for him (ke-negdo)." Here too the Sages went beyond the
literal meaning and interpreted it as follows: "If [the man] is
worthy, then ezer [she will be a helpmeet]; and if he is not worthy,
then ke-negdo [she will be against him]."
Thus, showing great sensitivity to the verse, the language, and the
words, there were new derashot on the verses, which brought to the
fore certain values and perceptions of the world, of life, and of the
interpretation of the Torah.
The aggadah shows a sensitivity to words, and the Sages
sometimes would use a derashah to explain the meaning of
uncommon words which appeared but twice in the Torah, in order
to link the two.
The infrequenrly appearing verb root BK' (bet, kaf, ayin) appears
twice in Genesis, where we are told that Abraham bika wood as parr
of his preparations for the sacrifice of Isaac, and in Exodus, where it
states that the sea nivka before the Israelites. The Sages attempted
to find a link between the two times that this verse appears, and
stated that it was the merit of the one who chopped (bika) wood that
led to the fact that the sea nivka - was split.
In the Bible, we are told of two men who wentto Timnah. Judah
went up to Timnah (Gen. 38:12), whereas Samson went down to
Timnah Oud. 14:1).Judah went up to Timnah in order to perpetuate
his family's name. this being the family from which would
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ultimately come the monarchy and the Messiah, whereas Samson
went down to Timnah to defend himself. From here we deduce the
general rule that people who come to Eretz Israel, or who leave it, do
not just come and go without any further ado. One who comes to
Eretz Israel goes up to it, whereas one who leaves the country
descends from it.
More bold are the derashot of al tikra (see below), which even
Maimonides and others mentioned as examples of presumptuous
derashot. A famous example of this refers to the verse (Isa. 54:13),
"And all your children shall be taught of the Lord; and great shall be
the peace of your children" (banayikh in Hebrew), on which the
midrash exclaims: "do not read (al tikra) it as banayikh, but as
bonayikh - 'your builders.'" It is clear that the darshan knew that
these are two different words, but he used two words which had a
similar sound in order to advance the idea underlying his derashah.
An even bolder derashah is found on the verse (Ex. 14:30), "Thus
the Lord saved [va-yosha in Hebrew] Israel that day out of the
hand of Egypt." In this derashah, the darshan explained the words
va-yosha as meaning that God's Shekhinah was saved together
with the Israelites when the Israelites left Egypt, as it the word had
been written ,'a-yivasha.
In another derashah, on the verse (Isa. 43:14), "For your sake I
have sent [shi/ah'ti in Hebrew] to Babylon," we are told that the
verse is read as if it had been written. "For your sake I [Le., God]
was sent (shulah'ti) to Babylon." In other words, not only did Israel
go into exile, but God's Shekhinah itself also went down to
Babylon.
In Genesis (1: 31) it states, "And God saw every thing that he had
made, and, behold, it was very good" (tov me'od in Hebrew). In R'
Meir's Torah, we are told, the last two words were written as tov
mavet - "death is good." It is difficult to imagine that that is the
way the text appeared in R' Meir's Torah scroll, and it is possible
that this was a thought that R' Meir jotted down as he prepared a
derashah. In any event, this comment by R' Meir is either very
skeptical or very pessimistic regarding life and creation as a whole,
and this is an additional example of not taking the words as they are
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actually wtitten but as al tikra.
Another device used by the aggadah is anthropomorphism or
personification: the angels sometimes act like people. Jerusalem
speaks. listens. grieves. is comforted. The Torah is an entity with
human atttibutes. and both rhe good deed and the sin act like
people. Here too the aggadah uses an idea which appears in the Bible
and expands on it.
Similarly. the Sages used anthtopomorphism in regard to the
angels and the Torah. In Job (Chapters 1 and 2). we read of "the
children of God" who came "to stand before the Lord." With this as
the basis. the Sages apply anthropomorphism to all the angels. In
Proverbs (Chapters 8 and 9) wisdom is compared to a woman who
builds her home and lives in it. and it is thus not surprising that the
Sages took wisdom. and later the entire Torah. and transformed
them into independent entities.
Here we should stress once again that the Sages' interpretations
were not derived from disdain for the Biblical text or from an
attempt to amuse themselves with it. On the contrary: the Sages
treated not only the Bible itself. but also its language and its views.
with the utmost seriousness. and they generally followed its paths
and developed them further.
R' Ishmael. the great Tanna and colleague of R' Akiva, laid down
the principle, "The Torah spoke in the language of man." namely
that the words are used in the sense used by man. but it would
appear that the Sages did not treat the words of the Torah as the
words of mortals. but as totally exact statements. to be used and
dealt with in utter setiousness.
Another technique which appears in the Torah and was developed
by the Sages was the interpreting of dreams. In Genesis (Chapters
40,41). we are told of the dreams which Joseph interpreted. The
three branches which the royal cupbearer had seen represented
three days, and the three baskets which the royal baker saw also
represented three days. The seven heads of cattle and the seven
grains of wheat represented seven years.
The aggadah uses these motifs to translate symbols into the
language of action. and here too it follows the footsteps of the
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Torah. Thus. the dream of the royal cupbearer becomes a vision of
Israel's redemption from Egypt even before Joseph ascended to his
high office and before Jacob and his sons went down to Egypt.
According to Bereshit Rabbah, the three branches are Moses, Aaron
and Mitiam; the blossoming of the vine is the blossoming of Israel's
redemption; and Pharaoh's cup in the hands of the royal cupbearer
is a symbol for the four cups of wine at the seder night.
Although it is true that the Torah does not mention the
interpretation of Joseph's dream, from the case itself it is clear that
the ladder that appeared in the dream is a symbol for Jacob and for
all future generations. It is from here that the general conclusion is
reached that "the deeds of the fathers are a paradigm for [the
actions of] their descendants." The ladder. Abraham's voyage to
Eretz Israel. and so on. are all deeds of the fathers that would
afterwards serve as paradigms for the deeds of their descendants.
But the aggadah also contains topics of a less Biblical nature. One
of these is the attempt to fill in lacunae of time and place, and to link
together people and objects that appear in different places in the
Bible.
Shem. Noah's son. is Malchizedek, who welcomes Abraham after
returning from the war of the five kings, and the aggadah links the
two even though a tremendous number of years had passed between
the flood and the war of the five kings.
Though the Book of Esther does norrell us Haman's ancestry. the
Sages used the term "the Agagite" to link him to Agag. king of
Amalek (I Sam. 15). and to claim that he was a descendant of
Amalek. son of Elifaz son of Esau. Thus the Sages made Haman the
successor of Amalek, and thus linked him to Esau. to his son Elifaz,
to Amalek who attacked the Israelites after they left Egypt and to
Amalek who fought against Saul.
The ass that Abraham saddled when he went to the sactifice of
Isaac was the same one that Moses saddled when he moved from
Midian to Egypt and began the process of redemption. and it is the
same ass of the Messiah in the future, and this is alluded to by the
prophet Zechatiah (9:9). in the verse. "Behold, your king comes
unto you: he is just and btings salvation; lowly. and tiding upon an
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ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass."
The staff used by Moses to split the sea and to perform the signs is
the same one used by Jacob. and was later used by David and the
kings of Judah, and will be used by the Messiah in the future.
The place where Jacob dreamed his dream was named Beth-El.
Later on, the Temple would be erected at that spot, and it is also the
place where Abraham brought his son Isaac, the father of Jacob. to
be sacrificed.
In another aggadah, we are told that when Solomon married
Pharaoh's daughter, the angel Gabriel came down and shot a reed
into the sea. A storm carried sand to that place, and it was there that
Rome was built. Here the aim is somewhat different. for identifying
the era of Pharaoh's daughter with that of the founding of Rome is
not based on verses or hints to be found in the Bible. but is based on
a moral, possibly historiosophic judgment of the Sages, The great
sin of Solomon, the marrying of Pharaoh's daughter and the
construction of a "house" for Pharaoh's daughter alongside the
Temple. was what caused the founding of Rome, the city which
would later lay waste to the Temple.
Many events are said to have occurred on the night following the
14th day of the month of Nissan. the day the Jews were freed from
Egypt. On this night, Abraham vanquished the five kings: on this
night Jacob struggled with the angel and overcame him: on this
night God appeared to the king of Gerar and to Laban and warned
them not to harm our forefathers; on this night Gideon smote the
Midianites; and on this night Sennacherib was smitten ourside the
walls of Jerusalem. The first night of the Passover festival is also the
night upon which Belshazzar. king of Babylon. was smitten.
Following this defeat. the Persian Empire arose. which permitted
the return of the Jews to Zion and the building of the Second
Temple.
No less than five crucial events occurred on the 17th day of
Tammuz and another five on the 9th day of Av.
Thus we see a literary and conceptual device of using the Bible to
understand events which occurred during the time of the Sages: the
punishment for the sale of Joseph found expression in the Ten
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Martyrs killed by the Romans. Mordecai's cry in Shushan was an
echo of Esau's cry when Jacob took the blessings from him by
trickery.
Another method developed in the aggadic literature is the
transference of the reality of the Sages to that of the Bible, All the
positive persona in the Bible study the Torah. and the greatest
among them have their own Jewish courts of law and a sanhedrin.
David had to judge Uriah in a sanhedrin and Abraham observed the
laws of eruvill, related to the observance of the Sabbath and
festivals.
Thus there is an attempt to interpret the Bible in later terms,
possibly to create a sense of continuity and to teach us that the
commandments and the later institutions of learning and
leadership had already existed at the time of the ancients.
The Biblical heroes generally know what will occur in the future:
they know different languages. and some speak Greek and even
Latin. They meet beyond the confines of space and time, sometimes
not only with other Biblical heroes. but with sages who lived
hundreds of years after them.
A well-known aggadah in Tractate Me/whot (29b) tells of the
meeting between Moses and R' Akiva in R' Akiva's study hall. This
aggadah is a dramatization of the event. introducing an element of
continuity: it represents a type of interpretation which may not be
well understood in terms of contemporary logic. but it was
legitimate in the eyes of its generation and will be understood by us
too if we are able to free ourselves of the rational concepts of time
and space.
In the rabbinic literature, there is a tendency to stress the
negative traits of some of the Biblical figures. and to absolve others
of any defects. But sometimes this tendency is reversed. and the
Sages seek to justify the actions of the Biblical sinner and expose the
sins of the righteous people in the Bible.
If we examine without bias what the Torah says of Esau, we
cannot but help regard him as a human figure with positive
qualities. The same is true for Balaam. But the aggadah does not
permit the two to be portrayed as having any positive qualities, and
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describes them as being unmitigatedly evil. Joseph, on the other
hand, whose flaws are described in the Bible, is described in the
aggadah as a righteous person almost without blemish, as a person
who withstood temptation and whose righteousness obscures even
some of his less admirable acts. On the other hand, the Sages
mention numerous admirable qualities of Ahab, king of Israe'l, the
reprobate sinner in the Book of Kings, and do not conceal the
regrettable errors of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
Another aggadic tendency - one less prominen t than others in
the aggadic literature - is the reconciliation of contradictions,
both imagined and real, which are found in the Bible.
If, for example, one examines Jacob's life, one will find that
fourteen years are missing. The Sages filled in this gap when they
stated that Jacob remained for fourteen years in the study halls of
Shem and Eber. Thus Jacob became a yeshivah student, and thus
this lacuna in his life was filled.
We are told (II Sam. 13:18) that Absalom did not have any
children, but elsewhere (II Sam. 14:27) there is mention of three
sons and a daughter. In order to reconcile the contradiction, the
Sages state that Absalom had a son, but he was not worthy to
succeed to the monarchy.
We will conclude this chapter with a number of extracts from the
aggadah which illustrate many of the methods of the aggadah
reviewed in this chapter and in the previous chapters. These are
taken from Bereshit Rabbah Parashah68, which deals with Jacob's
leaving Beersheba and going to Haran. As is known, when Jacob fled
in fear of his brother Esau, he dreamed his dream of the ladder with
angels ascending and descending on it, and was given a blessing by
God and a promise that God would look after him. Later Jacob
arrived in Haran, met with Laban, married his daughters and
returned to Eretz Israel as head of a large, wealthy family.
"And Jacob went out" (Gen. 28:10) ... R' Samuel bar Nahman
commenced (Ps. 121:1), "'( will lift up my eyes untO the hills' ... to
those who taught me and those who conceived me." And what has
happened in this petihah is that the word for hills - harim - has
been interpreted as if written horim - which can mean one who

no

teaches or one's parents. Jacob, who has now become the subject of
the verse in Psalms, lifts up his eyes to the IlOrim, to those who
conceived him and educated him.
"From whence shall my help [ezri in Hebrew] come?" When
Eliezer went to fetch Rebeccah, what does it state? "The servant
took ten camels ... " (Gen. 24:10). "And I? I do not have a single ring
or bracelet ..."
The word ezri mentioned in Psalms refers to the help which the
author of the verse seeks. In the aggadah, it is also regarded as an
allusion to the name of Abraham's servant, who the midrash
identifies as Eliezer. Jacob asks where he will get what Eliezer had
with him when he came, when the latter went to Haran as
Abraham's representative.
But the word ezer also hints at something else: in Genesis (2:18)
we are told, "It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make
him a helpmeet [ezer in Hebrewl for him." Jacob will in the future
find his ezer, and the darshan has Jacob ask: "From whence will my
wife come?" as a hint as to what will happen in the future.
In the continuation of the derashah, the psalm is quoted again
(Ps. 121:4), "Behold, he that guards Israel shall neither sluI)1ber nor
sleep." He that guards Israel is understood here as he who guards
Jacob, whose name would later be changed to Israel. Later in the
psalm we read (121:7), "The Lord shall preserve you from all evil."
On this, the Midrash comments: "'From all evil' - from Esau and
Laban ... 'The Lord shall preserve your going out [tzeitekha in
Hebrewl and your coming in' (121:8) - 'And Jacob went out' [lla-

yeitzei Yaakovl."
Esau and Laban represent the main dangers both behind Jacob
(Esau) and in front of him (Laban), and the conclusion of the
petihah returns us to the verse with which the petihah began: "And
Jacob went out."
As the aggadah continues, it develops further the motif of Jacob
who seeks a wife, while the motif of Jacob as fleeing before his
brother is played down. Not only does Jacob's journey from
Beersheba to Haran cease to be an action forced on him, but it
becomes a positive action in its own right. Jacob "lighted upon a
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certain place" (Gen. 28:11). but whereas the Hebrew would
normally indicate a chance encounter, this now is transformed into
a deliberate act and even a prayer. The word "place" (makom in
Hebrew) is not only a reference to a specific location. but is one of
the ways to refer to God (who is indeed known in rabbinic literature
as the Makom - the One who is in every place). Jacob wishes to
spend the evening there, "because the sun had set" [ba ha-shemesh
in Hebrew] but he is not sure if it is merely a case of the sun
setting. or that God. as it were. has "extinguished;' [kiba in
Hebrew] the sun prematurely. But he hears the talk of the angels
saying to one another, "ba ha-shemesh. ba ha-sllemesh" - the sun
has arrived - for the man who can be compared to the sun has
arrived. Later on. this name will be used again in reference to Jacob,
when, after Joseph dreams his dreams and tells them to his father
and brothers, we are told (Gen. 37:9). "Behold, the sun and the
moon and the eleven stars made obeisance to me." And. according
to the Midrash. Jacob would exclaim in amazement: "Who revealed
to Joseph that my name is shemesh?" Thus Jacob will eventually
understand - and we with him - the link between his dream and
that of Joseph, a link that the aggadah wove by rising above place
and time and by illuminating our topic using its own tools and
methods.

"1

XIII.
The Aggadic Midrashim of the Middle
Ages
To this point. we have concentrated on the classic Midrashim of
Eretz Israel. But midrashic creativity began many generations
before the classic period and continued for many generations
afterward.
The beginnings of the Midrash. as noted in Chapter 1. are to be
found in the Bible itself. There is no doubt that during the Second
Temple era and soon thereafter people were involved in creative
aggadic work which resembled that of the aggadic midrashim with
which we have dealt here. though the style and the methods were
different. Pesher Nahum, Pesher Habakkuk and other Pesharim
that were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls in the ]udean Desert
represented a type of midrash that was acceptable to the members
of the Dead Sea sect. The Book of Jubilees is a type of ancient
Midrash to the Book of Genesis, and other apocryphal works which
were not included in the Bible and in the collections of rabbinical
literature are nothing but ancient midrashim. We have already
noted that the translations of the Bible into Aramaic include a great
deal of midrashic material. part of which. at least. preceded the
creation of the aggadic midrashim, and the halakhic midrashim of
the Tannaim also contain a great deal of aggadic material. At the
same time that the ancient aggadic midrashim were being written,
there were other books being written that dealt with mysticism. and
these too can be characterized. at least partially, as Midrashim.

J
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Even after the main eras of midrashic creativity ended. rabbis
continued to give deras/lOt, and these derashot were collected in
various books and collections. Midrashic creativity continued
throughout the Middle Ages, and in some ways it has never ceased.
continuing even in our times. Here, however, we will limit ourselves
to the medieval creations. and will not advance beyond that time.
In the Middle Ages Jewish literary creativity crystallized into
certain set. defined patterns. The piyyut and the poem. the halakhah
and philosophy. investigation of the Hebrew language and Jewish
history. the story and the parable, commentaries on the Bible and
collections of ancient midrashim - all these were independent
literary genres. At the same time. the Midrash in its ancient form
retreated, and those Midrashim that were created here and there
were inferior in quality to Bereshit Rabbah. Vayikra Rabbah and so
on.
The widespread dispersion of the Jews in the Middle Ages and
their persecution throughout that era resulted in much material
being lost permanently. Based on various quotations appearing in
different volumes which survived, it is clear that many works that
we have today are incomplete, and there is doubt as to who authored
which work. That, for example, is what happened with the work by
R' Moses ha-Darshan, which will be discussed below.
Much of the extant Midrashic literature of the Middle Ages was
discovered in the Cairo Getlizah. But here too, as in other such
genizah collections, it is difficult to determine definitely what the
different extracts belong to. and who their authors were. Fifty
Midrashim and parts of Midrashim which had been found in the
Cairo Gellizah were published in 1950 in a work entitled Batei
Midrashot, by S.A. Wertheimer. Many of them are known from
other sources, and were even published in print based on those
sources. Others were not known except from the Gellizah.
The first scholar who gathered small Midrashim was Adolf
(Aaron) Jellinek. Between 1853 and 1877 Jellinek published, in six
volumes, six of what he referred to as hadarim, which comprised his
Bet Midrash. This work was meant to preserve various small
Midrashim. It includes both ancient works and passages from later
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Midrashim. Of course this collection does not contain anything
from the Cairo Gellizah, for the Genizah was only discovered at the
end of the 19th century.
In 19l5,Judah David Eisenstein published his Otzar Midrashim.
which is a collection of about "two hundred small Midrashim and
aggadot and stories." According to the editor, the work includes all
the Midrashim published by Jellinek. as well as Midrashim from
other collections. There is also a great deal of midrashic material in
Louis Ginzberg's The Legends of the Jews.
These collections and others generally contain small works and
extracts from more comprehensive works. Ginzberg and Jacob
Mann also published separate collections of aggadic passages from
the Cairo Gmiza/l. And there are yet other collections which we
have not mentioned.
There were many stories which were composed in the Middle
Ages. Some of them are close to the Midrashic literature and are
even derived from it, while others are folk stories which were
definitely influenced by the folk stories of the time. Some of the
stories were already gathered into collections in the Middle Ages:
such as, for example, the Hibbur me-ha-Yeshu'ah, which was
gathered by Rabbenu Nissim Gaon of Kairouan (today in Tunisia) in
rhe 11th century.
In the 11th century, R' Moses ha-Darshatl lived in Narbonne,
Provence (in Southern France). His appellation indicates his
primary occupation. Rashi quotes him often in his commentaries.
Other sources as well. both Jewish and Christian, speak of him and
his work. Despite this, his life is shrouded in mystery, and one
can nor point to even a single work which is undeniably his.
R' Moses ha-Darshall, or his school, is repured to be the compiler
of Bereshit Rabbati and also Midrash Aggadah, which were
published by Buber. The firsr, and major part of Midrash Rabbah is
attributed to him. and there have been those who have attempted to
attribute other works to him as well. Whether these attributions are
correcr or not, it is no doubr rhat they would represent but a
fraction of R' Moses ha-Darshan's work.
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R' Moses ha-Darshall incorporated ancient Midrashim in his
works, and evidently had available to him works that we do not
have. He would generally begin with the ancient material and would
then add material from other sources - some of which we do not
know - as well as his own material. He was very fond of gematria,
numbers and mysticism, and these appear often in the works
attributed to him.
Even though much of his work contains material from his
predecessors, it should not be regarded as nothing but an anthology.
The same is true for Lekah Tov, also known as Pesikta Zutarta. This
work is somewhere between a commentary and a Midrash on the
Torah, and contains a great deal of ancient material. But the author
of Lekah Tov included much of his own material: borh items using
the cusromary midrashic style and those of wisdom or with a moral
message. The author precedes his own material with the words,
"Tuviahu says," or "Tuviahu ben Eliezer says," and this way we
learn the name of the author and his father.
The author of Lekah TOll, Tobiah ben Eliezer, lived in Castoria,
northern Greece, at the end of the 11th century and the beginning
of the 12th. In those days the Balkans were part of the Byzantine
Empire, and Lekah Tov is an important source of information about
the Jews of Byzantium at the time. Lekah Tov also mentions the
Crusades which took place in his days and the desttuction of the
Jewish communities in western Getmany in 1096.
Another work tesembling Lekah T01' is Sekhel T01', a Midrash
composed by R' Menahem ben R' Solomon, which was completed in
1139. Most of Sekhel Tov was lost, and the part which was
preserved relates primarily to Genesis and more than half of
Exodus.
In contrast to these works, where the authors' own words were
incorporated the text, there are collections of Midrashim which
were also put rogether in the Middle Ages, but where the compilers
added nothing of their own. An example of this is Yalkut Shimoni, a
work which was, and still is, very popular among those interested in
the midrash and the aggadah.
Yalkut Shimoni is a large collection of Midrashim, primarily
n,;

aggadic midrashim, on all the books of the Bible. The author of
Yalkut Shimolli was very familiar with the halakhic and aggadic
works, such as the Mishnah and Tosefta, the Babylonian and
Jerusalem Talmuds, Seder Olam and Avot D'Rabbi Nathan,
Bereshit Rabbah and Vayikra Rabbah, the Midrashim on the
megillot and Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer. In addition to all of these, the
author was familiar with other Midrashim, some of which have
been lost and others which had almost been forgotten until they
were gathered in the various collections in the recent past, as
mentioned above.
In those places where Yalkut Shimoni quotes passages from
those works which have been preserved to our days, one can
compare the texts in the two, and can use the Yalkut as "another
source," in researching the different versions of the text. In those
places where it quotes books that have since been lost, Yalkllt
Shimolli serves as the sole source for aggadic wotks that were not
preserved except in this secondary soutce.
With the aid of Yalkut Shimolli, it is possible to attempt ro
characterize Midrashim that have been lost, but passages of which
have been preserved scattered throughout the Yalkut. Thus, for
example, a number of individuals gathered rogether passages from a
lost Midrash, known as Midrash Avkir, from Yalkut Shimolli. The
name of the Midrash is derived from an acronym of the message of
consolation with which each passage concludes, which reads in
translation, "Amen in our days, may it thus be (God's) will." Thus,
by compiling all the references to this Midrash, one is able to arrive
at some idea as to what type of work it is.
Similarly, bur on a much smaller scale, passages were gathered
together of a missing Midrash on :Job, but the amount of material is
roo small ro attempt to reconstruct this Midrash.
The author of Yalkut Shimoni arranged his derashot along
chapter-like lines, each being known as a "remez." The work
contains 963 remazim on the Torah and 1085 remazim on the rest
of the Bible, with the total for the entire Bible thus 2048 remazim.
I
But we are unable ro understand the logic behind the division into
remazim as found. Some of the remazim are very short while others
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are very long. The smallest remez is only three lines long, while the
longest is 1170! Some of the books of the Bible do not begin with
independent remazim, but with remazim that deal with previous
books. In addition, various copyists and printers changed the size
and marking of the remazim, and the entire topic is very unclear.
The remazim are numbered according to the old order of the books
of the Bible, as listed in Tractate Bava Batra 14b. According to this
order, for example, Jeremiah and Ezekiel precede Isaiah and the
Minor Prophets. Thus, the remazim in Yalkut Shimoni follow the
order of books in the Talmud.
Yalkut Shimoni was to be found in various countries throughout
the world. Yet we are unable to state with certainty who the author
was and when he lived. In the Venice edition of 1566, it srares that
the book was written by R' Simeon, head of the darshanim of
Frankfurt. Various views have been offered as to the exact identity
and era of this individual.
Another important collection is Yalkut Makhiri, compiled by R'
Makhir ben Abba Mari. Here too we do not have concrete
information about the author, but there are various indications that
it was written in Provence in the 14th century or close to that time.
Yalkut Makhiri resembles Yalkut Shimoni in nature. It was not as
well known as Yalkut Shimoni, and parts of it have been lost. The
parts which were preserved and printed are on the books of Isaiah,
Psalms, Proverbs and the Minor Prophets, and even most of these
were not preserved in their entirety. From the author's comments, it
is clear that there were sections on Job, Ezekiel, and possibly on the
Former Prophets.
There were also other collections which were compiled in later
eras. In the 17th century, Yalkut Reuveni was compiled in Poland. It
includes, in addition to the classic type of midrashic material, a
great deal of kabbalistic writings. During that time, a massive work,
known as Me-am La' ez, circulated in the East. It includes ancient
aggadic material, halakhah, and derashot and moral lessons by the
author, R' Jacob Culi. Other collections are still only in manuscript
form. One of the largest and most interesting of these is Yalkut
Talmud Torah by R' Jacob ben Hananel Sikili, of the 14th century.
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We will end this chapter with a review of the Midrash ha-Cadol.
This Midrash is an extensive work on the Torah, and was compiled
in Yemen by R' David Adani.
Midrash ha-Cadol is larger than Midrash Rabbah on the Torah,
and offers more varied material. Many parts of the work are similar
to ancient Midrashim, and, like them, it includes passages of
derashot by the Sages on the verses of the Torah. But Midrash haCadol was not only compiled from the works of the Sages, but also
from the works of medieval sages, such as Rashi and Ibn Ezra. The
Midrash quotes extensively from the letters of Maimonides - as is
known, Maimonides' works were regarded most highly in Yemen,
and the Yemenite Jews unreservedly accepted his rulings, in fact
more so than any other Jewish community.
The author of the Midrash lra-Cadol includes a great deal of
material from the aggadic literature, but, unlike the different
collections previously mentioned, he does not indicate his sources.
This makes it difficult for one who studies or researches the
Midrash, because the author often changes language, adds to the
original quoted source, or omits part of it. At the beginning of each
parashah of the Torah, the author has a poem of between 20 to 26
lines in length. This poem is an allusion to the contents of the
parashah and enables the author to begin each paraslzalz with the
words, "This is as seen in the verse," which links the poem to the
Midrash itself.
Midrash ha-Cadol is of great importance in the study of the
ancient halakhic literature. Much of the effort in reconstructing
ancient halakhic Midrashim, such as the Mekhilta of R' Simeon bar
Johai, which was lost, is based on Midrash ha-Cadol.
Midrash ha-Cadol was commonly available throughout Yemen,
but only in 1859, when the traveller Jacob Sapir spent time in
Yemen, did news of its existence reach the outside world.
Sapir noted that the Yemenite Jews attributed the work to R'
Abraham, son of Maimonides, but this attribution is incorrect and
the work was composed by R' Jacob ben Amram Adani at the
beginning of the 14th century.
The Midrashic works of the Middle Ages included two major
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areas. One was the literary works mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter which we did not detail (there is a great deal of material, and
it would require a lengthy and detailed review, for which this is not
the place). The second major area of medieval work was that of the
different collections reviewed here, where most of the material was
not written by the compiler.
The midrashic works of the Middle Ages are not as sophisticated
as the earlier midrashic works. The language is sometimes halting,
the style is ponderous and the topics are long and complex when
compared to Bereshit Rabbah, Vayikra Rabbah and Shir ha-Shirim
Rabbah. Also, the topics covered by the medieval authors are not
the same as those to be found in the ancient Eretz Israel Midrashim.
In the Middle Ages there was much greater attention to kabbalah,
gematria and so on, and less emphasis on the literary component of
the Midrash. In many of these works, one can discern the influence
of the environment in terms of belief, style and language. The
aggadot of the Middle Ages had moved away from the main life
force of the aggadah: Eretz Israel.
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XIV.
An Amara from Eretz Israel. An Amara
from Babylon and Maimonides' View
We will conclude this book with a debate that took place between
the Eretz Israel Amora R' Isaac and the Babylonian Amora R'
Nahman, and Maimonides' comments on the aggadah.
In one of his derasllOt, R' Isaac stated, quoting the Eretz Israel
Amora R' Johanan, that our forefather Jacob never died. When he
heard this statement by the scholars of Eretz Israel, the Babylonian
Amora R' Nahman said to R' Isaac: "Was it then in vain that they
mourned him and embalmed him and buried him?" In other words,
how can one possibly claim that Jacob never died when we are told in
the Torah of how he was mourned, embalmed and buried?
R' Isaac answered him: "I deduce this from a verse. It states Uer.
30:10), 'Fear you not, 0 my servant Jacob, says the Lord; neither be
dismayed, 0 Israel: for, 10, I will save you from afar, and your
descendants from the land of their captivity.' On this I deduce:Just
as Jacob's descendants will be saved during their lifetime, so will
Jacob be saved while he is still alive."
Thus we have before us two positions, two approaches, regarding
the aggadah. The Babylonian scholar does not want to or cannot
understand the words of the aggadah as symbolic, and he deals with
their literal meaning. If Jacob died, he is dead. The Eretz Israel
scholar, on the other hand, deliberately abandons the literal
meaning - the one-time truth, to use Heinemann's expressionand prefers the eternal truth. He too knows thatJacob died and was
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mourned and embalmed and butied, but his eternal truth is that
Jacob did not die, and just as the Jews will be saved during their
lifetime, so too will Jacob be saved during his lifetime.
Let us now note what Maimonides states in his introduction to
his commentary on the Mishnah, on Chapter Helek of Tractate
Sanhedrin. Maimonides explains the Mishnah, and also
incorporates various introductions within his commentary. In this
introduction, Maimonides discusses the question of how to relate to
the aggadah, and for this purpose divides people into three groups:
The first group consists of people who accept the words of our
Sages literally. If, for example, we are told that Phineas is Elijah, the
people of this group believe that Phineas is indeed Elijah. If we are
told that God went down to Egypt, they believe that God went down
physically to Egypt, And if we are told that a hand writes down the
deeds of all mankind, they believe that someplace there is a hand
which writes down these deeds.
These people have good intentions, but their deeds are not
desirable. Even though they do not cause any profanation of God's
name, they do not cause any veneration or respect for the Torah.
Here Maimonides brings a verse which applies to the non-Jews
(Deut. 4:6), "who will hear all these statutes, and say, 'Surely this
great nation is a wise and understanding people.''' According to
Maimonides, the approach of the first group brings the non-Jews
who hear the aggadah to say: ''This small nation is but stupid and
foolish." In other words, their intentions are good, but their deeds
are not desirable.
The members of the second group also understand the words of
the Sages literally, but they, unlike the members of the first group,
turn everything into a mockery. They relate to the words of the
Sages as stupid, as absurd, and therefore they turn the entire Torah
into something absurd and a mockery. Therefore not only are their
deeds not desirable, but their intentions are not either.
The third group is one to which only a small number of people
belong. The members of this group understand that one cannot, and
may even be forbidden to, explain the aggadot according to their
literal meaning, and when they hear the aggadot they understand
1"?
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that these are meant to be understood allegorically.
Maimonides turns to his readers and says to them:
If you, the reader, belong to one of the first two groups, put
this book away immediately. You will not understand me, and if
you do understand, you will not wish to continue. But if you
belong to the third group, try to understand the meaning of the
aggadah. If you succeed - that is admirable, and if not - in the
course of time, possibly at night, as you mull over the contents.
you may try to understand the midrash to the best of your
ability. And if even then you do not succeed in understanding
the matter, you may remain with the knowledge that the words
of the aggadah are not always understandable. If that is the way
you approach matters, then both your intentions and your
deeds will be desirable.
Thus, Maimonides tells us, one cannot generally understand the
aggadah literally, but rather as an allegory.
In the introduction to the work which he wrote toward the end of
his life, The Guide for the Perplexed, Maimonides repeats the two
possible ways of understanding the aggadah, as literal or allegorical.
In the work itself (3:43), he brings an example of a derashah that
cannot possibly be understood literally, but must be understood
along allegorical lines.
The subject of this derashah is the verse (Deut. 23:14), ".-\ndyou
shall have a spade with your gear," the purpose of which is to enable
the soldiers to cover their excrement. On this, the Midrash states:
Bar Kapara said: ...And you shall have a spade with your gear'
[azenekha in Hebrew]. Do not read [al Ukra] it as azenekha
but as oZlleklla [Le., "your ear'']. This teaches that if one
hears something deplorable, he should place his finger in his
ear" [to block out what is being said).
On this, Maimonides comments:
I am amazed if this Tanna really believed, as the foolish [i.e..
those who regard the Midrash as literally true] think, that this
is the meaning of the verse, and that this is the meaning of the
commandment, where yated [spade) would mean one's finger
and azeneklla would mean one's ear. I do not believe that
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anyone in his right mind will believe. this. But it is a very
beautiful allegorical statement, whereby we are advised that
just as one is forbidden to say something whi~h is improper. one
is also forbidden to hear such a thing. [The Tanna] then
interpreted the idea allegorically in this verse. and the same is
true for all the derasltot of al tikra, and that is its meaning.
This is an example of a derasltalt which has nothing to do with the
literal meaning of the verse, and does not help us understand the
verse. But Bar Kapara wished to tell us something. and used the
verse in Deuteronomy as a literary device, allegori.cally. in order to
tell us what he wished to say.
IE we return to the two Amoraim who debated about Jacob, we
can say that there is no doubt that Maimonides' view reflected that
of the Amoraim of Eretz Israel and not the literal Babylonian
approach exemplified by R' Nahman. And this appears in all of
Maimonides' writings that address the aggadah.
In his introduction to Tlte Guide to tlte Perplexed mentioned
above. Maimonides puts forth an example from Sltir Ita-Sltirim
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Rabbalt (Parasltah 1):
It is like one who loses an expensive coin or pearl in his home.
By lighting a candle costing a pittance. he is able to find the
pearl. By the same token, the allegory is nothing, but through it
one can understand the words of the Torah.
And it is with these words of Maimonides that we will end this
work. In order to find the pearl, we will light the candle. If we find
what we are looking for - all the better. And if we do not find itwe will lie awake at night and attempt to the best of our ability to
understand the words as best we can.
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