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reality J reality that persists In making Its presence kit withIn the text even as it
being denied
Admittedly, such a reading 01 the text is nascently deconstructive, Yet it
provides u~ with a peculiarly bound and limited meaning for this text about
polysemy: It posits a hl~lorical condition and present~ the passage a~ a formation,
alheit a negative one, 01 that condltinn. What would the Rabbr~ themselves have
made of thl~ reading? It surely would not have been acceptable to them, but not,
I would propose, on accourll of its skepticism, its cynical suspicions about their
Ideology <lnd about the fantasies that may have motlvated that Ideology. Rather, I
belIeve that lhe RabbiS would have acknowledged that the concept of polysemy was
a lormation or product of something else. They would have located that effective
caLJ<;c not in theIr historical Situation but in the act ot Scriptural exegesis itself,
th.:lt i<; ro <;ay, in the very midrash of [ccles. 12: II that RabbI Eleazar presented
[n his homily They would have said, in other words, that divine Scnpture, If read
correctly, dietales its own polysemous reading
Now this View, the Rabbis' reading, may itself be contextualized and explained
historically, but for a theoretical reading of the passage, for understanding the
relationship between ITIldrash and theory, it has other implications, The most
srgndicant ut these IS that Scnptural exegesIs, midrash, is not identical with
literalY theory or simply redUCIble to it. What a theoretical reading of midrash
call contnhute is preCisely an understanding of the difference between mldrash
and theory, between (for one thing) the role midrash played for the Rabbis, which
was to maintain the presence of Scnpture (and thereby of God) In their Itves, and
the lunction that theory fulfills, which is to strengthen our acts of reading and to
deepen (sometimes by undermining) our understanding of rhem, The difference
sepdrating these conceptions is at least one sign of the distance that interpretation
hao;; traveled In the course of history
IS

Chapter 2

Forms of Midrash J..
Parables of Interpretation
For many students of literature, the Idea of midrash may most immediately
suggest the ways in which one text and Its meaning arc to be found in another, that
is, the very exegetical features buried Within works of fiction and poeu)'. In the study
of midrash itself, however, the nature of Its "literanness" becomes an issue no! at the
point where literature hecomes exegesis but where exegesis tums into literature,
where it comes to possess its own language and voice In the previous chapter, I
discussed the problematiC connectIOn between the hermeneutics oj midrash and
literary theory. In this chapter and in chapter 3, I wish to discuss mldrash as literary
discourse In its own right.
As we shall see, the literary forms of midrash are not Irrelevant to its
hermeneutics Yet (0 understand these forms, the first duty of a literary approach
to midrash, as paradoxical as it may seem, must be to suspend temporartly our
more immediate concerns with "Iiterature"-that is, our preconceptions as to
what comtltutes literature and what we are accustomed to consider Its tormal
properties-and to go over, as It were, to the other side rn order to describe the
specific language of midrash and the speCIal conditIons that created Its srngular
literary forms and modes of expression, ThiS is necessary whether those forms and
modes are the recognizable techniques of narrative or whether they constitute
the more unusual exegetical vehicles that are often far more typical 01 midrashic
discourse.
In this chapter, I want to discuss perhaps the most ckarly dChnahle torm
of narrative in midrash, the parable or mashal Yct as soon as the student of
midrash embarks upon the project of detJnrng a literary (orrn in rniJra::;h, he or
she encounters what is probably the most frustrating feature of Rabbinic literature
tn general, namely, its reticence~~lOw little i[ reveals of the story of its own makIng,
about the situations and circumstances in whICh its lexts origInated, let alone about
its more "theoretical" underpinnrngs. A partial exception to thio; gcnnal rule may
be the following rather amusing narrative from Vayikra Rabbah
Shimeon, the son of Rabbi UudahJ, prepared a lwedding I banquet tor hiS
son He went and invited all the sages, but he torgot to invite Hal' Kappara
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lBar Kappara] went and wrote on the door [of Rabbi Shimeon's house): After
n..'Jolong is death "::'0 whal value is there to reJolung~ Rabbi Shimeoll asked

Who did this to me) Is there anyone we did not Invite}
Someone saId: Bar Kappara. You torgot to invite him Rahbl Shimeon
remarked To invite [Bar Kappara] now by himself \1.. Quld be unseemly.
Su [Rabbi Shimeon] went and made a second banquet, and he invIted all the
sages, and he also invited Bar Kappara. But at every course that was brought
lfl to the guests, Bar Kappara recited three hundred tux fables The guests
diJ not even taste the dIshes before they grew cold, and the dishes were
removed from the table just as they had been brought In. Rabbi Shlmeon
asked hIs servant, \X'hy are all the dishes being returned untouched)
[The servant 1replied. Because there is an old man sitting there, and at every
course he tells fables until the dishes grow cold, and no one eats chern
Rabbi Shirneon went up to [Bar Kappara] and said: What have J done to
make you nun my banquetJ
Bar Kappara responded: Do I need your banquet? Did not Solomon say,
"\'('hat real value IS there for a man in all the gains he makes beneath the
stln~" (Eccles. I :3) And what is wriaen after that verse? "One generation
goes, another comes, but the earth remains the same forever" (Eccles. 1:4) I
LJnhClppily, this passage tells us nOlhing about the three hundred fox fablesm,1I1111 or moJhlltm·-that Bar Kappara recIted over every course at Rabbi Shimeon's

banquec. In fact, the passage doesn't bOlher to record even a single mashal, possibly
bccau<;c the fables, entertaining as they must have been, were not considered
suffiCiently "serious" to be preserved III writmg 2 Even so, the passage IS revealing,
if only for what It suggests about the nature of the mashal as a literary form and
Its function as an allusive narrative with an unspoken message. In Bar Kappara's
CJSC, the very act of reciting the llIashal served an ulterior purpose. It offered hIm
a clever if somewhat nasty means to retaliate against his host for the insult he felt
he had earlier <,:uffered 3
Admittedly, revenge is an unusual motive for parable-making. Elsewhere in
Rabhinlc lIterature, other motives, purposes, and occasIOns for the mashal are
depicted. Some sages are reported to have used the mashal as an oblique means
of expressing political opinions that were too dangerous to be stated openly4
Other sages are said to have employed the literary form as an eflective weapon for
re~rondlng to polemical attJcks by outSIders t very much the way Jesus is portrayed
ill the Cospels as fashioning parables to argue with the JeWIsh leaders who oppose
him) 'i Still other sages used the parable as a tactful instrument for smoothing
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over SOCially awkward or embarrassmg siluatlons as welt as for pral'iing the dead,
either In eulogu:s or In the course of consoling gneving relatives I] Several sources
prest'rve mcshallln of this type. One text relates how RabbI Yohanan hen Zakkai
recited tWO meshalim about himself even as he lay in hed dYlng~j
The most frequent occasion for use ot the mashal, however, was the sermon
III the synagogue or the lecture in the RahblnlC academy. SurprlSlngly.- there eXIst
no literary descriptIons of meshalim delivered in these institutional contexts H Still,
it seems highly probable that must at the approximately one thousand meshalim
recorded in Rabbinic literature were at least intended to be used III these lIlsti tullons
as material for sermons or lessons 9 It is therefore only appropriate that the most
common literary context in which meshalim are preserved III RabblllIC Illerature IS
that of midrash. It was midrash that determl ned the conventional two- part structure
of the mashal, consisting of a narrative (the mashal proper) and a ,11m skI!, the socalled explanation or (as I prefer to call it) appllcatlon of the narratIve And it was
mldrash, too, that gave the Rabbinic mashal its explicit raison d'etre, whICh was
to be an exegetical tool, a device for interpreting Scripeure and (or arriving at its
meanIng
The Rabbis themselves believed that the mashal was invented (according to
one tradition, by King Solomon) in order to reveal the secrets of Torah III To make
thiS very pOlllt, the Rabbis recited a mashal about the mashal·
It is like a klllg who lost a gold piece in his house, or a valuable gem Does
he not hnd It by means oj a penny candle)
LikeWise: Let not the mashal seem tnvlal in your eyes, for by means of the
mas hal J man is able to understand the words of Torah II
What is trivial about the mashal is its fictionality, a fictional'lty legitimated or
"saved," as It were, by the exegetIcal instrumentality ollhe mashal Now we need
not accept the Rabbis' estimation of the mashal's value (worth no more than a penny
candle) in order to appreciate their view that the mashal is a didactic literary form,
a story WIth a message. But the real object ot that message is not exegesIs per se, it
is an Ideology, a worldview-specihcally, the Ideology o( RabbllllC Judaism. The
mashal is an ideological narrative, and the Rabbis used it, as they used Sciptural
exegesis, to impress upon theIr audience the validity and authOrity at their view
of the world. Ii And the reason why Scriptural exegesis, midrash, was so effectIve
a tool lor ideological (;ommunicatinn of this kind was because the Rabbis were
fully persuaded that the Torah expressed theIr vision of Judaism as Cod's will for
the world
Form, as we know, follows function And we have Just seen the many lunctiom
that the mashal served ror the Rabbis Hut form is not idenllul wi(h functioll, and
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If was the torm of the mashal that proved so attractive to the Rabbis. What was
that form? How did it arise) How could it he so adaptable, so able to serve the
Rabbis In sn many diHerent contexts and on 50 many occasions?
Wfe Lan begin to answer these questions by saying that there IS no smgle
explanatIon or model that will explain comprehensively the traits of all meshaHm
in Rabhinic literature (let alone all parables in world literature), In fact, there are
at least three separate models for conceptualizing the mashal, and these three
models lie along a kind of spectrum of parabolic pOSSibilities. Two of the three
form the extremities of the spectrum: at one end, the parable as an illustrative
or demonstrational narrative; at the other, as a mode of secret or concealing
speech. Hetween these two poles lies a third model, the mas hal as a rhetorical
narrative In my view, most Rabbintc meshalim may be grouped under thiS last
model, that is, somewhere between the two extreme poles of open illustration and
secret speech. Nonetheless, certain Rabbinic meshalim are closer in character to
olle of the other two models; and in the course of the mashal's history In Hebrew
literature, from the Bihle until Agnon (nearly), the parable has been used at different
times ill conformity with all three models. Each one, accordingly, warrants a brief
de<,criptton before we prOt:eed to our main subject, the Rabbinic mashal

The Mashal as Illustration
In thIS VIew, the mashal is a medium for dlustrating abstract Ideas or beliefs
through narrative examples that are concrete, familiar, and thus (this is the primary
assull1ptlon behind thiS model) more easily comprehended by an audience that
is believed to be inherently incapable of grasping such abstractions on its own
and therefore reqUires the "help" of the parable. In this conceptualization, highly
influential in New Tt:stament parable scholarship since the nineteenth ct:ntury, the
mashal is a klOd of simile, an explicit figure for likeness and resemblance. 13
The applicatIOn of this model to the Rabbinic mashal is a complicated
matter. 14 There are certainly many instances in Talmudic and midrashic texts
where the mashal is used as an illustration. In Hereshit Rabbah 1: 15, two oft-quoted
meshJlim, attnbuted [0 the Houses of Hillel and Shammai, appear as responses to
th~ que"tton of what was created llrst in the universe~the heavens (according to
the Hou .. e at Shammai) or the earth (according to the House of Hillel)
According to the House of Shammai, it is like a king who built a throne for
The
hilllself, and then made J footstool to go with it, as it is written, "
heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool" (Isa. 66,1).
According to the House of Hillel, it is lIke a king who built a palace, after
hL built tht: ground floor, he built the upper stories, as it is written,"
. on
the day when the Lord made earth and heaven" (Gen. 2:4)
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As i1lustratlOllS, the .. e two examples seem at first glance to he wholly straIghtforward. Yet they do con"lderably more than merely dlustrate the two houses'
respective views ot the order ot creation. Each mashal's narrative also predicates a
different conception of the nature of the created universe and of Cod's relationship
to It. According to one house, the earth is Cod's footstool; a<.."cordlOg to the other,
it is His palace
In literature from the RabbinIC period, onc can find other parables ot this
illustrational kind, 15 But it is not until post-Rabbll11c, carly medieval JeWIsh tlmes
that the use of the mashal as an illustration becomes the prevalent form It occurs initially in the ninth-century composition Tanna de-Hei Hyahu, and hecomes even more
prevalent in subsequent philosophical works by such authors as J\-laimonldes, 16
For the vast majority ot meshalim in Rabbinic literature, however, the illustrational
model does not offer an adequate description. Most Olidrashic meshalim are far
less Illustrative than the examples above. Even more crucially, the narratives of
most meshaJim, which this model asserts are supposed to facilitate and assist
their audience in unclerstandlOg the ma<;hal's Jesson or its underlying meaning,
are actually far more enigmatIC and difficult to understand than the nimshalim
themselves In these parables, what requirt:s elucidatlOll is the narrative, not the
nimshal or its lesson. Considered as illustrations, thoe meshalim are horrible
failures.
The Mashal as Secret Speech
This model, the near opposite of the precedIng one, conceives of the mashal as a
deliberately occluding and concealing mode of language. As such, It resembles the
view that identifies the mashal With allegory (which is, indeed, what the word m.lshal
comes to mean as a techll1cal term in medieval Hebrew), The "allegorKal" view
Itself is first expressed in the Cospels, in the famous theory of parabolic discourse
attributed to)esus (Mark 4',11-12 and parallels'I, while among modern scholars It
has been most elegalHly champIoned by hank Kermode, who sees all narrative
as enigmatIC and excluding, haVing the "property of banishing interpreters trom
its secret places."17 For Kermode, the parable IS merely a purer, more intense or
pnstine instance of this general characteristic of narrative
According to this model, the mashal is an intrinSICally esoteric form. It is an
interpretive shield guarding a secret meaning, separating "inSIders" from "oLltslders"
and restricting access to comprehension to a select, chosen few, IH In a corollary
often associated With this model of the mashal, the literary form IS typically used
in politically or relIgiously oppresive Situations in order to expre~<; controversial
or dangerous belie/<; that one could not articulate openly, either tor political or
doctrinal reasons, 19
The Rabbis themselves would probably have <lppreciated thiS conceptIOn ot
the mashal For example, they interpret Yotham'<; seditious parable In Judges ()7 -20
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as an aliegory10 And a few other passages in Rabbinic literature corroborate the
"secretive" use of the parable. The best example of these is the statement in Bereshit
Rabbah 21: 19, attributed ro Rabbi Shimeon ben Yohai: "It is difficult really to
express it, and impossible to explain." This statement prefaces a mashal that in
effect condemns God for letting Cain kilt Abel. But this mashal and the few others
like it are truly exceptions In Rabbinic literature 11 As a mode of secretive, exclusive
discourse, the mas hal does not emerge in its full shape until the begi nning of
kabbalistic literature in the early Middle Ages, first in the many enigmatic mesha\im
preserved in Sefer HabaJJir and later in the elegant parables found in the Zohar. 22
Within Rabbinic tradition, the communicational model for the mashal is exoteric,
not esoteric. Even where a mi,lshal's message is ambiguous or especially subtle and
difficult to paraphrase, that message can be "interpreted out" of the mashal by any
minima lly competent reader.
The Mashal as Rhetorical Narrative
This model steers a course between the two poles represented in the preceding
models. In my view, it is the model that accounts for mosl meshalim in Rabbinic
literature. Here the mashal is an allUSive narrative told for an ulterior purpose:
it draws a series of parallels between a fictional story and the actual, "real-life"
situation to which the mashal is directed. B Rather than make those paraHeis
explicit, however, the mashal leaves them to its audience to figure out. This is
the inherently hermeneutic character of the form, and no doubt a major reason
why the mas hal was so popular among the Rabbis. Neither a secret tale With a
hidden meaning nor a transparen t story with a clear-cut moral, the mashal is a
narrative that actively elicits from its audience the application of its message-or
what we would call ItS interpretation.
Consider the follOWing mashal from Vayikra Rabbah 2:4, whose author, Rabbi
I3erechlah, was a fourth-century Palestinian sage.
Rabbi Berechiah said: It is like an elder who had a robe [ma'aforel]. He
commanded his disciple, saying: Fold it and iron It and be very careful.
The disciple asked: My master, 0 elder! Of all the robes you own, why do
you command me only about this one?
The elder replied: Because that robe is the one I wore the day I was appointed
an elder!
Likewise: Moses said before the Holy One: Master of the Universel Of all
seventy self.ruling nations that you have in the world, you command me
only regarding Israel?!
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He replied· For they accepted my sovereignty at Mount Sinal and declared,
"All that the Lord has spoken we will do and we will obey" (Exod. 24:7).
The exegetical occasion for this mashal, its prooftext, is Exod. 24·7, which
here is understood to be a literal acknowledgment on the part of the people of Israel
of kabalat '01 mtllkhul shamayim, the acceptance of God's sovereignty. The mashal's
prinCipal message, however, is not praise of God but of Israel, and that praise IS
expressed in terms of Israel's uniqueness in Cod's eyes. Yet this un ique status derives,
in turn, from the praise, thedoxa, the special glory, that lsrael paid to Cod-a theme
that is raised by the central image in the mashal's narrative, the image of the robe.
This image, as Saul Lieberman has pointed out, refers to the nw'ajorer, the special
ceremonial robe of office that an elder sage assumed upon appoirltment 24 As it
is employed in the mashal, the image is also a rather bold one, for It suggests
that Cod, too, was not "appointed" to his office until the children of Israel elected
Him at Mount Sinai-a fairly radical theological Idea that appears elsewhere in
Rabbinic literature. 25 This idea only intensifies the high praise paid to Israel.
The same message of praise informs the exegesis of Exod. 24:7, the mashal's
p rooftext, which culmi na tes the nimshal or application of the narrative (the second
part of the normative literary fonm, which begins, in the example above, With
the word "likewise"). The full "parabolic" meaning of that exegeSIS might be
paraphrased as follows: Even though the jews, unlike the seventy Gentile nations,
do not have an independent or self-ruling political stale of their own (a fact that
doubtless emphasized a pointed and sad truth for jews living in Palestine in the
fourth century), they are still dearer to God than all the Gentile na·tions because
Israel alone accepted God's sovereignty, His law, at Sinai.
Praise of rsraeJ is therefore achieved indirectly here through a comparison
with the other nations. To that extent, this mashal involves a degree of polemic,
and If we had to describe its message or theme in a single phrase, we could call
it polemicized praise 10 Most meshalim in Rabbinic literature have a comparable
rhetorical function. They express thema tic messages, but those messages tend to
be phrased in terms of either praise or blame, or a variant of the two: approbation
or disapproval, appreciation or disappointment, pleasure or pain. While praise
and blame are not in themselves the mashal's meaning, they are Its structures of
signification, the critical terms in its rhetorical vocabulary. Through praise and
blame, the mashal communicates its thematic and ideological messages. These
messages, though in theory numberless, can in praCtice be speCified rather easily:
apologetics; polemics; consolation (often formulated as eulogy, praise of the dead),
complaint (blame directed against the mashal's addressee, a character usually
figuring in the mashal's own narrative, for the unfairness of his behavior); regret
(in which the mashal's protagonist reconsiders his or her act of praise or blame);

, h

i\IJIJRA'iH A[\;[) THEORY

warning (in which the mas hal antIcipates, as it w~n:, Its act of blame or praIse);
dnd a few othcrs 27
In the remainder of this chapter, I Wish to analyze in detail one mashal that,
a'> we shall see, explicitly cummunlCates one message of praise and simultaneously
hllHS at a second message closer to blame, The mashalls found In Elkhah Rabbah,
the classical midrash on the book of Lamentations, as well as in several other
S(Jur<..:es. Its author, Rabbi Abba bar Kahana, was another fourth-century Palestinian
sage I wdl lirst quote the mashal's narrative, its mashal proper.'li\
Rabol Abba bar Kahana said: It

IS

like a king who married a woman and

wrote her a large dowry lketubalJ]. He wrote to her: So many bridal chambers
I make for YOU; so much Jewelry I make lor YOU; so much gold and sdver I
give you Then he left her for many years and journeyed to the provinces.
Her neighbors used to taunt her and say: I--/asn't your husband abandoned
you7 COl Marry another man.
She would weep and SIgh, and afterward, she would enter her bridal chamber
and read her marriage settlement and console herself, Many years and days
later the king returned. He said to her: I am amazed that you have waited
tor me all these years!
She replied: My master, 0 king! If not lor the large dowIY you wrote me,
my neighbors would have led me astray long ago
The mash aI's symbolism is nearly all conventIOnal and does not require
elaborate explanation: the klllg represents Cod, his consorl the people of Israel,
the dowry or ketllbllh the Torah. 29 Even so, It is important that we not miss the
sometImes remarkable use to which these symbols, despite their conventionality,
are put in the mashal. Consider the helpless consort, a stock figure III some respects
Ilut a very unusual character in others. As KathIYn Hellerstein has reminded me,
how many other texts In Rabbinic literature-or In ancient literature in generaldepict a woman who literally survIves through reading, or who reads to survive~
Or consider the taunts of the neighbors, words that at first glance might appear
to he the typical provocations that WICked neIghbors would be expected to use
in order to arou-.;e the imecuntie-.; and fears of ,] lonely, vulnerahle woman. But, in
lact, this motif may be the mashal's most historically grounded detail. According
to Roman law, marnage must be by consent, maritalis afjectio, namely, "the intention
to be in the married state." In regard to such intention, the second-century jurist
1I1pian specificaily discusses cases where husband and wife have lived apart tor a
long time-exactly as in our mashal--and states that Ii each one has honored the
mar-nage, they are still married, "for it is not cohabitation which makes a marriage
but /Il'III1,J!is atfectio"311 The neighbors in nur mashal, however, may be said to raise
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precisely the opposite possibility: since the kIng disappeared so suddenly, perhaps
he has abandoned hIS wife and has 1101 been faithful to her If so, she, the consort, is
indeed no longer bound to him in marriage. According to the law, she is actually free
to marlY another man, as the neighbors encourage her to do. She, of course, refuses
this "interpretation" of her hushand's absence, Nonetheless, in the mashal's own
hIstorical context within the Greco-Roman world, the neIghbors' "Interpretation"
may have been the more plausible one; it was certainly not completely improbable
or purely maiJciolls
Such histoncally grounded detail is crucial for understanding the mashal's
rhetonc. The rhetorical mode of this mashal is clearly praise In faet, It IS doubled
praise, At first, the king praises hIS wife lor remaining faithful to him during the long
period of his absence, in response, the consort offers her own prai<;e of the ketubah,
which, she says, gave her the strength to await her husband's return despite her
unhappy, Isolated situation That Situation IS elaborated more tully in the Illmshal·
Likewise, The nations of the world taunt Israel and say to them, Your Cod
does not want you He has left you, He has removed His presence hom you
Come with us \We will appomt you to be generals, governors, and officers
And the people of Israel enter their synagogues and houses of study, and
there they read in the Torah, "I will look with favor upon you, and make you
fertile
I will establish My abode in your midst, and I will nOl spurn you"
(Ley 269, 11), and they console themselves
In the future, when the redemption comes, the Holy One, blessed be He,
says to Israel hly children! I am amazed at how you have waIted for !'v1e all
these years.
And they say to Him: Master of the UnIverse! Were it not tor the Torah
you gave us, 1Il which we read when we entered our synagogues and houses
of study, "I will look with favor upon you
and I will not spurn you," the
nations of the world would have led us astray long ago
That IS what is written, "Were not your leaching my delight, I would have
penshed in my aftliction" (Ps 119:92). Therefore It says, "This [ZOI] I call to
mllld, therefore I have hope" (Lam. 3;21)
Our analysis of the mashal will begIn WIth its conclusion, the exegesIs of Lam
In its Scriptural context, this verse is spoken by theyfl1fr, the unnamed male
who is both the protagonist of the chapter and its speaker In the preceding twenty
verses, the gever has despairingly deSCribed how he has been cruelly hunted down
and tortured by an all"powerful antagonist, whom we know to be Cod but whom
the gever cannot bring himself to name In verse 21, however, that nt the mashal,
3:21
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lert' i".1 sudden shIh In the geYer's lament For no apparent reason, without any
motivation, he remembers "this," zot, <lOci trom that moment all he begins
. ) recover his confidence and regain hope
JWHlUS

Now in Lamentations itself, "this"-what the gever recalls-is a series of
ciscursive propositions that are spelled out in the subsequent verses, These prapo'Itlon.. all concern Cod's nature-HIs essential goodness, how HIs mercie'i are
never "pent, how ample IS His grace, how good He IS to those who (rust in Him,
~nd so on. In the mashal, however, the word zot, "this," is interpreted so as to reter

lot to Cod hut to Torah-specitically to the Torah's promIses of redemptIOn, as
"ymbolized in the narrative by the Image of the ketubah and its promised bridal
.phs. To be sure, this interpretation recalls the famous mldrash on Deut. 4:44,
'fzot h'llvrab, "and this is the Torah," whICh is explicitly quoted In some of the
:lMal1el versions of our mashal,'ll Yet it is hard to think of another interpretation
:hat could be more revealing of Rabbinic Ideology than this one, with its shifting
'jf meaning from God to the Torah as the rderent for the demonstrative lot. As
'\Ian tV\1I1tz has noted,. Lam. 3:21 is the pivotal verse in the chapter, the precise
moment when the gever turns from despair to faith,n At precisely thiS moment,
Rahbi Abba's interpretation, with its substitutlon of Torah for God, virtually sums
up the achievement of Rabbinic Judaism in instituting Torah study as the practical
and theoretical foundation for Israel's spiritual sustenance in the time of exile, as
the replacement lor the lost Temple cuh, and as the medium of access to the divine
will in the aftermath 01 the destruction of the Temple.
The exege"is of Zot in Lam. 3:21 is only one of several exegetical acts in the
1113shal, In f3ct, this mashal in praIse of Torah and its study-in praise of midrash, In
other words-is fittingly packed with midrash and with the products of midrash,
including relerenCes to other midrashim and <:IllUSions to extrablblicdl aggadot
example, the taunting words that the nations of the world address to Israel
in the nimshal allude to the famous midrash on Song of Songs 5:9-6:3, found
both in (he Alekhilta \Shirta 3, where it is attributed to Rabbi Akiba) and in Sljre
DeulerotlOftlY 343 Similarly, the verses from LevitICUS (Lev. 26:9, It) cited in the
Tllll1shal have a lengthy history of lllterpretation, which can be traced all the way
back to the Tannaitic collection SlIm (Behukotai 1:2.5, 1:3,3); there the Rabbis
interpreted the ver.. es cschatologically, as blessings to be fulfilled only at the time
of the hnal redemptIOn. Since these verses are invoked In the mmshallO comfort
the people 01 Israel, we can assume that Rabbi Abba also intended his audience
tu understand them as rei ern Ilg to the future redemption (utherv,:ise the dis-parity
between the dire reality and the promises 0/ [he verse would be anything but
com/orting) As they are cited in the nimshal, then, these verses are quoted In their
,dmdy iHterpreleJ sense.
J\loreover, the mashal's central image, the kecubah, may ibeH be an exegetical
creation. It is possible that the Image denves from a pun on the Hebrew word
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ilcl)ljreitl, "I wdl make you \f111tfU\ " \11 Lcv 26,9, and the AramaIC p,lnhl. borrowed
from t he Creek pbal1f. a marnage e,etdement ~, This punntng etymology would
provide a reason why these partICular ver<;es lrom Leviticus were chosen tor the
nimshal and it would expbin why the ketubah is so promInent an Image in the
mashal Thus the mashal may be said to contain wlthll1 it<, narrative the key to its
own beginnings as a midrashic act
Exege..;is, though, 15 not the hnal Intention or whole purpose o! th(' mashal
If the verses from Leviticus are to be read eschatologically, as I have wggested.
then the narrative in its entircty takes on a new meamng When the king returns
to his wife after his lengthy absence, he may be said, ill lhm'llipf lentls, to tulhll and
realize the promises of Scnpture, In other words, the mashJ.\··" narrative can be seen
as dramatizing the coming redemption belore its audience's eyes, the narrative
reenacts the Scnptllfal promises. The consolation the consort is seen to have
derived tram reading her ketllbah is thus guaranteed to the mashal's contempora'Y
audience. And so the mashal ceases to he Simply a parable 01 praise and becomes
a narrative of consolation, But why should that consolation he necessary in the
first place? Why, we might ask, must the poor mlllrOlld sutlcr~ 'X'hy does the king
abandon her? W'hy must she be left alone, e,uhject to her ncighbors' persecutions
and torments? If her ordeal is a test of taithlulness, why mu<;t she submIt to such a
test when she has done nothing to deserve iC'
These questions raise Issues that are both theologIcal and hlstonca1. and that
could be answered accordingly. For our present purposes, however, It will be more
appropnatc to frame them in narratalogical terms. We might ask further: Why
does the king suddenly decide to journey to the foreIgn provinces~ Docs it ever
enter the king's mind that in his absence the wicked neighbors will torment his
wife and test herJ Arc the lavish promises he makes in the ketuhah intended III
tldPllllCf to console her while he is gone? Are his promIses sincen.:7' It they are, then
why is he so astonished at her faithfulness; Conversely, il he docs not exptx.:t the
ketubah to console his beret! wife, then is there any logical reason tor her to remain
faithful? Or are his promises dIsingenuous: Is the klng's unexplained ahsence truly
unjustified: Is he perhaps guilty of gratuitoue, cruelty toward hIS hapless wife? Is
he actually responslhle in his own permn for the suffering his ahandoned wife
undergoes In his absence; And why does he finally decide to return!
1have posed these questions not to answer them but to ..how how the various
doubts contained in them are inevitably raised by the mashal's narrative These
doubt<, point in the direction ot a critique 01 the king's behaVIOr and of the
justice of hiS actions-which is to say, toward a Critical interrogation of Cod
and His treatment ot Israel This critique, though never quite explicit in the
masha'I, undercuts the Innocent ortimlsm 01 our earlier "rhctoril3l" reading ot
the composition as a praise parable and kads to a second reading 01 the mashal,
one closer to complaillt than to consolation
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Thl" l",econd reading is connected to another anomalous moment in the text,
a "mall but slgnlikant discrepancy between the mashal and the rumshal at a point
where their carefully drawn parallels diverge. The mashal's narrative, it will be
reccdled, is related entirely in the past tense: the king journeyed, he returned, he
and hiS wife were happily reunited. At the point in the nimshal corresponding
to the king's return, however, there is a sudden and unanticipated leap into the
future that is sIgnaled by one word, lemahar. "It! the fuJure," we are told, "when the
redemption comes, the Holy One, blessed be He, says to Israel," and so on. 34
tor the nlashal's audience, this discontinuity call lead only to a SIngle conclusion·
Ccnuine consolation, the true fulfillment of the promises in Scripture, will come
only at the time of redemption, at the end of history, The return of the king
in the mashal's narratIve was made possible only because fictional narrative, by
conventIon, is narrated III the past tense. Hut in the realm of historical reality, and
as lung as thaI reality~human history~exists, redemption will always be in the
luture, Until it comes to pass, substitutes alone exist for authentic redemption.
Among these substitutes, the foremost, of course, is the study of Torah, midrash.
Yet even the study of Torah is not true redemption. It is only a surrogate, a palliative,
a Hand-Aid coveTIng the wound of history.
In Its totality, then, thiS mashal suggests two very different attitudes or
meaningsi taken together, they produce a message that is necessarily ambiguous, at
least on the interpretive level. To students of literature, the hermeneutical dilemma
posed by this ambiguity may recall other famous cases of literary ambiguityHenry James's Turn of the Screw, for example. And, as in James's novella, the "solution"
to the hermeneutical conundrum lies not in deciding on a univocal readingeither the expliCIt consolatory reading or the implied critique~but in readlllg
hath messages simultaneously despite the apparent contradiction between them.
The source of that contradiction and its consequent ambiguity can be explored
further, For one thlllg, its real origins may lie not in the king's behavior but in the
con~ort's. For why, after all, does she refuse to question her husband's acts, his loyalty,
hIS ta1thtulness~ Does her lIlsistcnce upon praising the ketubah really indicate a
need on her part to deny the truth about her husband's cruelty? Is she perhaps
constItutionally incapable of seeing how he has mistreated her; Or does she know
something thut we, the audience of the mashal, do not?
Again, these are questions that the mashal does not answer, though not,
I hcliew, because they are strategically placed in the narrative to Intentionally
undercut its accepted meaning or its overt message of praise (as with the set of
questions raised above). Rather, these questions actually lie beyond the masha!'s
own ken, the limits of its own comprehension. They are situated precisely at the
farthest end of what we might call the mash aI's theological horizon; indeed, they
determine its hOrizon. To appreCIate the masha!. its audience must take the consort's
faithfulness to the king, like Israel's faithfulness to Cod, on faith; one t:annot

FortllS of Atldrllsh I

5 1

question the sincerity of either rcrsona's claim. To be sure, the other ambiguity
in the parable~the contlicl between complaint and c()nSolatlon~perslsts, and
if one were to search tor its ultimate cause, it might be located in the mashal's
author's own mind, In the unresolved nature of his fecllOgs toward Cod, whICh may
be ambiguous or contradictory We will return to the question ot the Rabbinicmidrashlc conception of Cod in the final chapter. The ambigUity 111 the consort's
mind will not help us to understand the mashal or its author's mind except to
fix the one matter, the one question, that he or she would have found IJterally
unthinkable. Indeed, rather than try to dissolve the mashal's inner contradiction
or search for a psychologICal or spiritual explanation, one doe .. better to ask: How
can the Irterary form of the mashal simultaneously communicate two messages so
different and yet related to each other? To an<;wer this question, we must turn to
the poetics of narrative in the ll1ashal and to Its formal features.
The hrst of these features is its stereotyped, Virtually formulaic charac(cr. As
I have shown elsewhere, nearly every mot it In the rnashal-its narrative units
and themes as well as the diction and phraseology In whICh those narrative
motits and themes are expressed~is highly conventIOnal ,~5 Partly because of
this conventional, stereotyped character, narrative representation in the mashal
tends toward absolute breVity, in tact, the parabolJc narrative IS often so concise
it is like a skeleton or a sketch racher than a fully fleshed-out tale. Because all
but the most necessary details arc excluded, everything that 15 saId draws the
most intense atlention, In this conciseness, the mashal'., narrative resembles that
of the Bible, in which, in Erich Auerbach's famous description, virtually nothIng is
foregrounded while the entire background is fraught with meanlllg ~(-, Indeed, this
point of resemblance may be one of the stronger lines of continuity between the
biblical and the Rabbinic literary traditions
Another characteristic feature of the masha]'s narrative poetics is its use of
silences, lacunae, omissions, and other such points of discontinuity. Narratologists
call these intentionally withheld pieces of narrative information gaps, and each
and every one 01 them can be described systematically 37 ror example, each of
the questions raised earlier about Eikhah Rabbah 3:21 relates to a specilk type of
gar found not only in the mashal but in narrative generally: to missing links in
the story,. absent causes or motives; failure to after satisfactory exrlanatlons for an
occurence in the plot; contradictions (like the discrepancy we noted between the
mashal and its nimshall,. and, most prominently ot all, the dlscrcpancy between
its descnptlon of Cod's behavior (as represented in the hgure of the kingj and
our normative cOllt:eptions of what Cod's behavior should be, a gap between
expectatIon and reality
Reading the gaps In the narratIve and "filling" them in hy lfHerpretlng their
signi Ikance are the primary hermeneutical activi ties in which the rna<>hal's audience
engages Indeed, one 01 the lInportant reasons for the mashal's effectiveness as a
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narrative form lies in Its mastery of the art of gap-creating and gap-tilling. In this
way, the mashal guides it". reader in the right direction, toward filling its gaps and

grasplr1g ItS underlying message. And given the centrality of gaps in the poetics
or the mashal, it is nol surprismg that the activities of reading and interpretation
should be ImaglstH.:ally retlected within the mashal itself. Suc:h Imagery is perhaps
the other most striking feature at the mashal's narrative poetics.
Recent literary theory has familiarized us with the various roles that the reader
plays In determining textual meaning. It has also descnbed the different gUIses
through which the figure of the reader can be represented In the fictional structure: the "implied reader," the "narratee," the "interpretant," and the "interpreting
character," a figure who (aLcording to one theoretician) is usually "coextensive
with the ttrst-person narraLOr or the main protagonist ot the fiction" and through
whom "the author is trying to tell the Interpreter [the reader] something <:lbo:1I
Interpletatlon." 311
In the rnashal, these various constructions coalesce into a figure I call the
imrlied interpreter: an ideabzed character In the mashal's narrative who serves as a
model tor the real interpreter/reader and who guides the latter in the act of reading
and interpreting the mashal's meaning. The implied interpreter is not identical
With his or her counterpart In real life. To paraphrase Wolfgang 15er on the ImplIed
re.1der, the lInplied imerpreter IS a tigure In the text~9 The real addressee will always
possess certain interpretive resources that he or she will bring to understanding
the mashal: knowledge of models of coherence (rules of chronology, causality,
etc.), 01 literal)' conventions (including the stereotyped character of the mashal's
dICtIOn, motifs, and themes); of the hermeneutICal conventions of mldrash (for
example hIt !Jet.lOmer, flOtrmkol1, l}ematriyah)40 But the implied reader is In most ways
an idl"a l l l l terpreter who possesses all the 11 tera'Y competence needed to understand
a mashal. 41 As a fictIOnal character, the Implied interpreter literally inscribe5 the
relationship of exegesis and narrative in the mashal by JOining in his or her single
person, or persona, the attributes of both fictionality and interpretation
10 illll~trate the implied interpreter's role, we can turn to the meshalim we have
already analyzed. In the parable from Vayikra Rabbah about the elder and his robe,
the lInrl ied Interpreter j.,; less an expHclt character than a pre5ence to be lilt erred
hom an Im;ll ied interpretive event, or seem of IllterpretatlOn, in the narrative. ThIS scene
j<, <,ometimes represented in the form at a recognizable hermeneutical operation,
like the: k,d l'ehollur, or through another kind ot identifiable interpretive ge5ture. At
other timcs, an actual scene is created and represented, as in the mashal about the
elder In thiS case , the elder himself creates a scene of Interpretation by commanding
hIS dIsciI'll' to do something the diSCiple finds suHlclently extraordinary as to
de1l1<lnd .111 explanatIOn; then the elder hHllself becomes the implied Interpreter
with the disClple as hIS toil, an interpreter's straight man.
In contrast. in bkhah Rabbah 3:21, the implied interpreter is explicitly
rt'presented through the character of the helpless, beleaguered consort who
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consoles herself by reading the promises her absent husband has left hn In the
ketubah, ThIS act of reading the ketubah, along with the comort's later exp lanation
(to the king) 01 its positive effect upon her, is about as complete a representatIOn
of the Implied interpretive event as can be found In any mashal Indeed, III thl'>
example, the representation of the implied interpreter may exceed the signitkance
of the mterpretation Itself Alter all, Rabhi Abba bar Kahana coul(~ have uHered his
midrash on the word zot as meaning Torah without using a mashaL he could have
presented it as a defillltlOn at the demonstrative simply on the baSIS at Deut. 4:44
(vezot hillorun), What the mashal's narrative really contflbutes is not so much the
exegesis of zot. and not even a dramatIzation of the hllfillment of the eschatological
promises of LevitiCUS, but a viVid and moving portrayal ot the conditions or despaIr
in which I he poor abandoned wife finds herself. For It is within these condi tions that
the necessity lor the eschatological-consolatory interpretation IS born In presenting
this picture of despair and consolation, the mashal effect1\iely portrays the hIstory
at its own genesis-a narratIve of interpretation
Th is narrative is not the only narrative of interpretation to be found in mldrash,
or even III the mashal Itselt. But It does sketch the basic lineaments of the story
The narratIve invariably begllls with a cflsis, often marked (as here,i by a departure
or absence, either literal or Agurative, The crisis lIlvolves the disappearance not of
meaning but of presence (the king's, Cod's), and it IS followed by the characters'
growing consciousness of the void, the emptiness and irresolution, In which they
have been left, If the mashal's narrative can be said to reach a conclusion, the
resolution comes through an rntcrpretive event-not one that aims to dIscover
mcanlllg in the text, but one that aims to restore the absent presence, the guarantur
of meaning Its real aIm is the restoratIon of a feeling of intimacy and afhnlty with
the estranged text, and thereby with Cod, In this narrative, exegesIs approaches
the radical meaning of interpretatIon as "a pre,>ence between," that is, as a literal
mediator or mediatlllg activity. The aet of interpretation becomes primarily a
medium for exchange while the interpreter functIons above all as a translator,
literally one who carnes the text across a divide, who negotIates the distance
between Scripture and its felt presence in the reader's life. As Eikhah Rabbah .1:21
suggests, interpretation Itself may not be the promised end, hut it IS the Invaluable
preparation that leads to such an end
As we saw in the previous chapter, it IS difficult to specity the precise
hermeneutICal underpinnings of midrash. Rather than posseSSing a hermeneulics, (l
systematic base for Interpretation, midrash may be said to have heen Impelled by a
narrative of interpretation Accordingly, the goal of a theoretical study of midrash
would be less a matter ot hermeneutics, 01 learning the system of Interpretive
procedures, than a project of constructing a narratology
The narrative of interpretation points to the essential impulse behind the
midrashic mashal: the desire to represent in and through narrative the speuJI
kind of interpretation that midrash constitutes Indeed, it i<; the poetics at that
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metanarrative that a narratology of the mashal ultimately serves. For understanding ~
this poetics, the tormal character of narrative in the mashal, particularly its highl~,;~~
steremyped nature, is extremely important. For it is precisely in its formulaic, coq~:'~.
vcnttonallzed character-its.outer shape, in other words-that midrashic exeg~'
dIscovers Its ground of stabilIty, not In an internalized, systematized herrneneuti~'
~_ike RabblnlcJudaism Itselt, the mashal is highly organized without and yet is velf;,~~,
tree, or at least relatively unregulated, WIthin. Inthe next chapter, we will consi~t;
another midrashlc torm, the homily, to see how Its external character, Its language~-!1,
Cdll deepen our understanding ot the midrashic enterprise

Chapter 3

Forms of Midrash If.. Homily
and the Language of Exegesis
If the parable is the most distinctive type of narrative in midrash, no mode
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is more typical of midrash than the homily, the language of the
,'- ~rmoni and no aspect of midrashic literature raises as many questions as the
particular connection between the synagogue "ermon and lhe various exegeses
and sermanlike interpretatIOns found in the various mldrashic collectlOns, What is
the relationship between text and performance in these passages) Are the snippets
of sermonlike material or longer homiletical passage" found in the midrashic
collections transcriptions of actual sermons once delivered in a synagogue or
academy? Or are they the literary creations of a redactor, an editor, who wished
to preserve for posterity the homiletical material he:: had in one way or another
inherited and collected? Alternatively, is it possible that the collections are actually
sourcebooks for preachers, profeSSional manuals containing traditIOnal matenal
that preachers could borrow and work up Into their own sermons, not books meant
to be read by lay readers! Or are the anthologies really repositories or archives of
sermons once ddivered but now intended to be studied \n the academy by scholarsages and their students? If so, the collections would have been intended for private
readers-not just for a few professional preachers, though stlll not necessarily for
a wider audience of lay readers. What, then, is the relatIOnship between midrash
and its audlence?1
It is not likely that these many questions have a single answer, Indeed, our
answers may vary from one midrashlC collection to the next, or tram one genre of
midrash to another. in this chapter, I WIsh to broal.:h these questions in relation to
one major type of midrashic collection. As we shall see, this particular type raIses
important questions not only about the generic status of the nature at the collection
itself-what sort of book it actually is-but also about genre wi/lm1 midrash By
this I mean the ways III which midrashic literary forms like the mashal are to be
defined, and in particular the ways in which these literary forms create a literary
language of their own, thereby achieVIng the kllld of "Iiteranness" I spoke ot at the
beginning of the last chapter
The particular type of midrashlC collection upon which I wish lO concentrate
is the homiletil.:al midrash. In the classical period of midrash, this type is represented
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