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studied seemed natucaily to organize themselves around four 
major themes: chochmah as a practical matter, the value of 
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and the relation be,:ween chochmah and Torah as the rabbis saw 
it. 
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is a qualitative distinction between them, with "the wisdom of 
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been written about the way in which the rabbis equate chochmah 
and Tcrah, the author's close study of the texts indicates that 
the "equation" is one of subordination. Universal wisdom is not 
the equivalent of Torah in the rabbis' eyes -- and the latter 
phrase may be used here advisedly as there is no substantial 
rabbinic teaching to the contrary. 

Mr. Bycel has been diligent, thoughtful and insightful. ~e 
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Purpose 

The focus of this thesis is on the study of what the 

rabbis understood by the term chochmah . Wisdom is a term 

used frequently in the modern world, but its meaning is 

difficult to ascertain . Though people seem to have insight 

into what i t is, standards for assessing who is wise and 

who is not wise are quite subjective. 

Wisdom has been part of Western culture and thought 

ever since the Greeks placed great value on it. Chochmah 

has been a part of Jewish culture ever since its f~equent 

mention in the Bible. Chochmah is t he skill of Bezalel, 

the bri lliance of Solomon. In modern times t he chochmah 

of Proverbs, Kohelet, and Job has been c~assified as a genre of 

literature , the Wisdom Literature. It is in this literature 

that chochmah speaks and chochmah appears to be universal. 

The purpose of this study is to reveal how the rabbis 

defined chochmah, and co see what role chochmah played 

in the world of Rabbinic Judaism. 

The searching for a rabbinic definition of chochmah, 

perforce , necessitates the study cf Aggadah. Bialik 

offers an insightful definition of Aggadah: 

A~~adah, nursling of the spheres, 
deals with what ought to be and what 
might be: co reaci it is to learn what 
have been the desires, the pre­
occupations, rhe ideals of the Jewish 
people.l 



-3-

To study Aggadah is to study a literature t hat brings 

life to the soul of Judaism. To study Aggadah is to live, 

once again, the history, ?~ilosophy, values , and language 

of the rabbinic period. Thus, tne tracing of one concept, 

such as chochmah, through the Aggadah, brings life to a 

wealth of rabbinic concerns. 

Methodolog}'._ 

The import of the word chochmah in Rabbinic Literature 

will be explored by way of the "linguistic-conceptual 

approach"2 The focus is on the word , chochmah, itself. 

Tracing its occurrences thr oughout Rabbinic Litera ture, 

best reveals what the rabbis meant by this word. The 

efficacy of this approach is described by Max Kadush:.n, 

"The only authentic way to express abstractly a rabbinic 

value is by means of the t erm for it found in Rabbinic 

Literature."
3 

The first advantage of this method is that 

linguistically arranged indices ~re readily available. 

The Otzar Haaggadah , for example, presents a compre ­

hensive collection of Talmudic and Midrashic passages 

dealing with specified concepts. A cursory reading of t he 

concepts listed in Otzar Haaggadah is an expedient way 

of discovering whnt was of concern to the rabbis. 

The unlisted word or concept, most probably , was not of 

importance to them. Chochmah is listed in Otzar Haaggadah 
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123 times, and numerous times in Kassovsky's concordances. 

The frequency of i ts appearance, alone , invites careful 

study . 

The second advantage of this method is that "it 

serves to limit the field of inquiry without sacrificing 
4 

conceptual material ." Thus to fully understand chochmah, 

one cannot limit his reading to the one sentence where 

chochmah occurs. The context in which it is found may be 

more revealing than the actual sentence . Although the 

rabbis may discuss chochmah indirectly, without ever 

using the wo r d chochmah , there seems to be no systematic 

method of getting a t the majori~y of thP material except 

t hrough the l inguistic approach. 

An apparent problem with chis approach is that the 

chosen word creates its own limitations . For example , 

chochmah has synonyms in the Bible - binah , tevunah, daat. 

This problem,however , is readily soluble. First, in the 

Otzar Haaggadah, binah and cevunah are lis ted under t he 

heading of chochmah. Implicit in this hierarchy of listings 

is chat these synonyms played merely a subordinate role 

with respect to the rabbinic development of the concept 

of chochmah. Second, other linguistic indices contain 

very few references to these synonyms. Again, the secondary 

import of these words is apparent . 

Moreover. the study of chochmah necessitates a search 

for the wise person, who was the chacham. In t his regard, 
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Otzar Haaggadah, listing 137 references to chacham, is 

invaluable. The most relevant of these references have 

been incorporated into this study. 

The research for this thesis proceeded in the fo llowing 

manner. 1) . Chochmah was selected as a viable topic by 

locating its numerous occurrences in Otzar Haaggadah. 

2). To develop an overview of the subject , the author 

read the secondary literature on wisdom : Encyclopedia 
5 6 

Judaica, The Jewish Encyclopedia, Schechter , Moore , 
8 

Montefiore and Urbach . In addition, Bialik's Sefer 

Haaggadah, and Ginzberg's Legends of the Jews were utilized . 

3) . The author then collected all refer ences listed in 

Oczar Haaggadah, and in the i ndices of H. J. Kassovsky to 

the Mechilta, Talmud, and Toseft~, and the indices of 

B. Kassovsky to the Si~re and the Sifra . 4) . ~hen, all 

references co wisdom in the English translations were 

r esearched, using the Soncino Midrash and Talmud, and 

Braude's version of Pesikta d'Rav Kahana and Pesikta 

Rabbati. 5) After exhausting the linguistic approach, 

several central Biblical verses were traced by mean s of 

the verse indices of Hyman Sefer Torah ha- Ketuvah vha 

Mesorah : Torah, Neviim u'Ketuvim . 

Once all the rexes on chochmah and widsom were 

collecLed , t hey were each studied . Translations were done 

to enhance unders t anding of t he specific passages . The 

material was then organized iuLo maj or themes, which after 
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many changes and rearrangings, became the basis for an 

ou tline of this project . 

Strt1cture 

The structuring of this t hesis was by far the mos t 

difficult and time consuming part of the work . The 

rabbis' understanding of chochmah does not fit into neat , 

organizible class i fica tions. The material is no t concrete , 

but abstract. The possible organizarional categories a r e , 

thus, myriad. Professor Borowicz and t he seminar students 

spent hours with t ~e author helping to structure t he 

material . The key to this arduous task , is cc let the 

nacerial s h3pe itself, and not t o i mpose more ~han is 

necessary, twentieth century conceptions upon it. The 

final framewor k consists of five chapters. 

The fi rs t chapter attempts to provide an understanding 

of chochrnah as the concep t develops in t he Bible and the 

Apocrypha. In order to understand the rabbinic conception 

of chochmah, the Biblical backdrop is essential. 

At ti~es, the rabbis used the word chochmah as it was 

meant in the Bible; at other times, they a ltered its 

meaning. Only after knowing the Biblical backdrop can 

the dimensions of t radi tion and innovation be perceived 

in che rabb:nic concept of chcchmar.. 

The second ch~pter considers the practical meaning of 

chochmah. Next, the great value of chochmah is considered : 
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how one can utilize chochmah both co one's benefit and to 

one's detriment. 

The fourth chapter focuses on God as the source of 

all chochmah. Finally, in the last chapter the relation­

ship between chochmah and Torah in the rabbinic period 

is examired. 

In sum, this study will illustrate how the initial 

Biblical view of chochmah h,s been enlarged, from its 

transformation into a "universal concept" in the wisdom 

literature to i ts ultjmate rabbinic conceptualization as 

Torah, the way of life . 
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In order to understand fully the rabbinic conception 

of chocbmah, it is impera tive to study chochmah in the 

Bible. The methodology for revealing the meaning of t he 

word chochmah in the Bible is twofold. First. the word 

chochmah need be traced in every one of its listed 

occurrences in the Mandelkern Concordance. By such an 

exploration, the various Biblical definitions of 

chochmah will come to light . Secondly , the word chacharn 

must likewise be traced. This second process will, 

primarily, be a searching for who, in t he Bible. i s 

considered ''wise". and how that "wise" per son acquired 

his "wisdom" . or chochmah . 

In the Mandelkern Concordance, the word chochmah 

appears 147 times, while chacham appears lJ) times . 

Appearing less frequently is the archaic form of 

chochmah, chochmot and the verb form of chacham which 

appears 26 times. Significantly, the majority of r efer­

ences to chochmah are found in what is now referred to 

as the Wisdom Literature - Job. Proverbs, Kohelet -

appearing 180 times compared with 73 occurrences in the 

Historical Books, 41 times in t he Prophets, and 13 times 

in the Psalms. To the extent that it is possible, the 

chochmah of t he Wisdom Literature will be considered 

separately from the chochmah of the Historical Books and 

the Propr.ets. 

The de ~inition of chochmah extends far beyond the 

English translation of "wisdo111" , As will be seen. there 



-11-

are many different meanings o f the word chochmah . Chochmah 

is the skill of c-he crafts man or the inspired artist; 

it is Solomon's ability to be a judge of his people and 

to lead them in the right way : it is the practical 

wisdom of life and the ethical principles which make one 

happy. Ch0chmah is the ability to interpret dreams; it 

is an understanding of God and his will: it is an endowment 

of God to ~he world, manifest id in t he Creation and in all 
l 

interreactions t hat God has with the world. Thus, 

chochmah can not be rendered simply as wisdom. In some 

cases , the words chochmah and chacham will not be trans -

lated; while in many cases, a definition that fits the 

particular context will be offered. 

The first instances of chochmah in tbe Bible 

relevant to this discussion are in re ference to a speci fic 

skill, namely a knowledge and an ability to do cert ain 

types of labor. Bezalel was endowed with a chochmah 

to do any kind of work; he was a designer, a master 

craftman : 

He has endowed him with a 
divine spirit of skill, chochmah, 
ability, and knowledge in every 
kind of craft and has inspired 
him to make designs for work in 
gold, silver, and copper, to cut 
stones for setting and to carve 
wood - to work in every kind of 
designer's ~raft - and to give 
directions . -

Bezalel's chochmah was specific. referring to his skill 

to be used in building a mishkan for God. In the context 
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of the mishkan and its construction, several different 

types of chochmah as a skill are ment ioned . God gives 

the instruction to all those who ar e skillful (chochmah) 
-r 

that they should make Aaron's priestly garments. The 

chochmah of women pertained co their making of the mishkan ' s 

curtains. Their skil l was in spinning , specifically 
4 

the spinning of goat's hair. All the workers who helped 

in the construction of the rishkan, contributed their 

chochmah. In each instance, chochmah refers to a specific 

skill. 

Solomon, when building a House to the Lord . was 

likewise in need of skilled workers. Solomon sen t for 

Hiram of Tyre who was known for his s kill. (chochmah) 

ability , and t alent f or doing work in bronze. 

Similarly, the skill of metal workers working on the 
6 

sanctuary of God is considered chochmah. 

Significantly, both Bezalel and Solomon. two of the 

most formidable exemplars of chochmah in the Bible, have 

their chochmah associated with the building of the mishkan, 

the sanctuary for God. Though the chochmah of Solomon is 

primarily connected with ''governance", a s ignificant 

aspect of his chochmah relates co the building of the 

mishkan. This inspired chochmah is not an abstract 

phenomenon; rather, a concrete one. This "concrete" 

chochmah comes directly from God and is used to express t he 

highest possible form of trib~te t◊ God. The chochmah of 
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Bezalel, then, i s not that of a sage or what we today 

call a "wise man . " His chochmah is the creative ability 

of a great artisan . 

In one instance, however, chochmah refers co business 

sense. In t he fo llowing pas sage, chochmah can best be 

t ranslate~ as "shrewd" : 

By your shrewd understanding , (chochmah) 
you have gained riches, and have 
amassed gold ar.d silver in your 
treasuries . By your great shrewdness 
in t rade, you have i ncreased your 
wealth. 7 

Chochmah, here, is the kn owl edge of the world and the 

ability to deal shrewdly in the business world. 

Moreover , the talent of the seaman is considered 

chochmah: 

They reeled to and f r om and 
stagger ed like a drunken man. 
And a ll their wisgom (chochmah) 
was swallowed up. 

The sailors utilized all their seamanship (chochmah) 

in attempting to make it through the storm. Only when 

they turn to God , however, do t he sea s return to normal . 

Only in reliance on God, can t hey again utilize their 

chochmah. Thus, even when chochmah means a cer tain skill, 

it is insepar able from God, useless unless He allows it 

co be utilized. 

In order to reach a deeper understandinP, of chochmah, 

the persona of the chacham must be analyzed. Solomon is 

Lhe paradigm of the chacham. In a pas~agP, centering 
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about the shrine at Gibeon and Solomon's interest in 

building a House of the Lord, God asks Solomon what he 

would like . Solomon does not ask God for chochmah, but 

for an understanding mind in order to judge the people and 
9 

co distinguish between good and bad . Thus, by not 

asking fJr riches , or the life of his enemies , but 

by 3sking for discernment in iustice, God g ives Solomon 

chochmah : 

I grant you a wise and discerning 
mind (Lav chacham) there has never 
been anyone like you before, nor 
will anyone like you rise again . 10 

Solomon utilizes this chochmah in making a difficult 

decision. Two harlots were living in the same house, dnd 

they both gave birth to babies . When onP uf the babies 

died, both harlots claimed that the living one was theirs. 

They came to Solomon and asked him to render a decision 

as to whom should get the baby. Solomon ordered the bab~· 

cut in half. One woman responded with a willingness to 

give the baby to the other; the other responded by 

acquiescing to Solomon 's "compromise''. Solomon possessed 

of chochmah, ~ave the baby to the woman who was willing to 

relinquish it to the other: 

When all Israel heard the decision 
that the King had rendered, they 
scood in awe of the king: for they 
saw that he possessed divine chochmah 
to execute j usti~e.1 2 

Chochmah, in this context, involves a moral or ethical 

component, and t hus, differs from the inspired chochmah 

11 
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of the artisan or the craftsman. The chochmah of Solomon 

was apparent, as well, in his adminis trative and 

political abilities. He was praised by Hiram for his 
13 

ability to govern the people. Hiram and Solomon were 
14 

able to make a treaty for their people. In addition 

Solomon's chochmah was manifest in his great encyclopedic 

knowledge of the world and in his literar" ability. This 

knowledge made him wiser tha, the Kedemites or the Egyptians. 

People from all the world came to hear Solomon ' s chochmah : 

His fame spread among all the 
s urrounding nations. He composed 
three thousand proverbs, and his 
songs numbered one t housand and five . 
He discoursed about trees. from the 
Cedar in Lebanon co the hyssop chat 
grows out of the wall ; and he discoursed 
about beasts , birds . creepinsz things 
and fishes. Men of all peoples came 
to hear Solomon ' s chochmah, sent by 
a l l the kings of the earth who had 
heard of hi s chochmah . 15 

Thus , Solomon's chochmah is a combination of his gr~a t 

encyclv~edic knowledge. his ability as a leader and a 

composer. and his ability to read the human heart . 

Unfortunately, only a few passages in the Bible 

refer to the wise woman, the chachama. Joab, in pursuit 

of Sheba son of Bieri, finall y surroundPd him in Abel of 
16 

Beth-mac cah. He was prepared to destroy the city in order 

to capture Sheba. A chachama from inside the city asked 

Joab why he was besieging the city. Heeding Joab ' s response 

tha t he was seeking Sheba , the chachama acted cunningly : 



The woman came to all with her clever 
plan, (chochmahta) and they cut off 
the head of Sheba, son of Bichri and 
threw it down to Joab . 17 
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Here chochmah appears to mean shrewdness, cleverness, or 

cunning. The chachama , realizing that her city was in 

mortal danger, made use of her political cunning to 

convince the city of her plan, thereby ave rting the c ity's 

doom. Such cunning is similar to the advice of Jonadab, 

a chacham, to Alnnon on how to employ his wiles co acquire 
18 

Tamar. 

Another reference to chachama portrays a similar 

display of guile. After Absalom had killed Anmon and was 
19 

in exile. David could no t get his mind off of Abs ~lom. 

Joab, wishing to clear Absalom with David, sP.nds a chachama 

from Tekoa t o David. Joab instructs her as to her r o le : 

Pretend you ar e in mourning; put 
on mourning clothes and don't 
annoint yourself with oil; and act 
like a woman who has grieved a 
long time over a departed one .20 

Here , ~he chachama is an act r ess of guile, employing her 

wiles to achieve a des ired end . 

As discussed above, t here are some discernible, 

speci fic meanings to the word chochma~. such as skill. 

However. there are many r eferences where any such specific 

meaning is difficult to ascertain . For t he sake of precision, 

then, it i s necessary t o look at 3 few words with which 

chochmah and chacham are f requently f ound in parallel . The 

mos t connnon parallels arP found in derivatives of l'J , 
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' to discern, ' 'to perceive,' 'to under stand how co act,' 

In several instances, chochmah is found in parallel with 

navon, meaning 'perceptive,' 'insightful,' or discern-
23 

ment.' 
24 

''a man of discernment and chochmah." 

21 

For the most part, the chacham and t he navon seem co have 
25 

synonymous functions. 

Chochmah and binah, "understanding," 
27 

occur in parallel. 

26 
frequently 

"this is your wisdom and unders t anding." 

The final derivative of is cevunah , "insight'' or 

"understandi ng." 

29 
"wisdom and understanding." 

30 
They are frequently seen in parallel . Binah in 

28 

Deuteronomy 4:6 and i n several other passages is the 

object of knowledge , which is understanding the aspect of 
31 

chochmah . 

Chochmah is also frequently found i n parallel to the 
32 

derivatives ofY1 ' 
33 

'understanding' 

, 'know.' Y1' can emphasize either 
34 

or 'experience.' It is da ' at-knowled~e, 

or more specifically in the wisdom literature ' d iscernment,' 
35 

or 'knowledge' that c-an be seen in parallel with 

chochmah. 
,nnJnJ a, n,,K n,, ,n,K K~nKi 
.nj~ , 0 ?jJ, , ny1J1 ,nli Jnli 



''I have endowed him with a divine 
spirit of chochmah, tevunah , and da'at, 
and every knowleage 1.n every craft. ".\6 

Daat seems to represent in many cases the knowledge 
37 

aspect of chochmah. 
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These examples elucidate the point that there are 

many levels of meaning to chochmah. (Many times throughout 

the Bible, chochmah is used in a poeLic or a literary 

manner.) By knowing the subt Jeties of its meaning and the 

meaning of its parallels one is able to gain a more 

comprehens ive grasp of the concept of choch.mah. A working 

definit ion of chochmah must include "understanding," 

"knowledge , " and "wisdom." 

Furthermore, chochmah is found in construct with lav 
38 

i n several instances. The ancient Israeiites regarded 

the heart as the center of both the mental and physical 

abilities. A person learned, thought, and remembered 

through the heart. The one who has the quality of 

' chacham lav' seems to have knowledge, understanding, and 

in,dght. 

The acquisition of chochmah will next be considered. 

But first, what is the benefit of possessing chochmah? The 

passages that most poignantly describe it as a benefit 

are all found in the Wisdom Literature . Chochmah has been 
39 

compared co a valuab le ~reasure, and in a few instances 

Chochmah can protect a as more precious than a :reasure . 
40 41 

as we ll as help him to avoid obstacles. person, The 
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42 
possessor of chochmah can steer clear of trouble . and 

43 
can evade misfortunP.. 

The central theme of all chochmah in the Bible is that 

God gives chochmah to those he chooses, whenever He so 

desires. Pharoah observes the o~n,,N n,, of Joseph, and 

appoints him as head of the court. Pharoah chooses Joseph 

because God has made known to Joseph all that there is, 
44 

and there is none so wise a : Joseph. It is God who 
45 

gives Joshua chochmah thr ough the hands of Moses. 

Bezalel received his chochmah directly from God , as 

God explains to Moses: 

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 
See, I have singled out by name 
Bezalel, son of Uri son of Hur, of 
the tribe of Judah. I hav~ endowed him 
with a divine spirit of chochmah, 
ability, and knowledge . 46 

47 
Solomon receives his chochmah directly ~rom God . Io 

48 
short, God is the source of all chochmah. 

Thus, chochmah in the Bible was a valuable treasure 

co be sought by many, but given by God to only a few. 

The concept of chochmah develops from that of the skill 

o f Bezalel the craf~sman, and all chose who worked with 

the mishkan. co the encyclopedic knowledge and insight o f 

Solomon. Ul t imately, in the Wisdom literature, chochmah 

takes on a religious and ethical value. 

The Wisdom literature of the Bible includes Prover bs , 

Kohelet, and Job. Proverbs is concerned mainly with providing 
49 

practical advice for "getting along" in the world. 
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The book consists of accepted teachings which the 

chachamim, wise men, taught in their schools for the stu­

dents who came to them. Job is concerned with f inding a 

s3cisfactory solution to the problem of why the righteous 
50 

suffer. Kohelet concerns itself with the question of 
51 

man's pur~ose on earth. In the Apocryphal literature, 

the two main works of chochmah are the Wisdom of Ben Sira 

and the Wisdom of Solomon . ·1isdom literature, in general, 

seems to reflect a school of "wisdom thought," conce!."ned 

with t he proper life that an individual should lead. 

Wisdom literature can thus be contrasted to the work of 

the prophets which was concerned with ethical conduct 

and individual r esponsibility, and to the work of the 
52 

Torah which was to bring ideals into legislation. 

Gordis, who has studied chis literature extensively, 

as well as Professor Sperling suggest that the emphasis 

of the chachamim (the wise men) was not the religious 

observance of the priest, nor the revelation of the word 

of God by the prophet, but the instruction of people in 

life. Their instruction was both from the perspective of 

how to lead a moral life and how co answer troubling questions 
53 

about life . The Wisdom school in Israe l was certainl y 

not a unique phenomenon in the Ancient Near East. The 

international context of chochmah is acknowledged in the 

Bible itself. Solomon's chochmah is said to have been 

superior to "chat of the people of the ea.st" and of Egypt , 
54 

and superior co that of all men . 
55 

When the wise men of Egypt 
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56 
and Babylon are referred to, however, the reference is 

to magicians , astrologers, and experts in the interpr e­

tation of omens and dreams, rather than as author s of 

wisdom writings. One modern author writes about the 

chochmah of Mesopotamia: 

Generally 'wisdom' refers co skill 
in cult and magic lore . . . Though 
this term is thus foreign to ancient 
Mesopotamia, it has been used for a 
group of texts which correspond in 
subject matter with the Hebrew wisdom 
books.57 

This chochmah of magic is akin to the skill that Joseph, 

a Biblical chacham, demonstrates in his interpreting of 
58 

dreams. In the international context, there is a 

reference in the Bible to chochmah being a quality of 
59 

the political counselors of pharoah . Finally the chochmah 
60 

of the Phoenician s is mentioned. 

Thus, co understand fully the context of Israelite 

wisdom literature, a brief survey of Egyptian and Mesopo­

tamian wisdom literature is essential. Egypt had great 

cultural influence on Palestine (until the Hellenistic 

period) because of its proximity to Palestine. Egyptian 
61 

wisdom writings displav two different tendencies. The 

first type ~imilar to Proverbs in the Bible) was conser­

vative in outlook, t eaching and inculcating the moral code 

and beliefs of t he aocial tradition , The second (similar 

t o Job and Kohelet in the Bible) was more intellectually 

oriented, questioning t radi cicnal values and b~liefs from a 
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moral perspeccive. The thrust of both types of writings 

was that "the cosmic order and the moral order were to be 

one, to be realized by men in thought , sprech, and behavior." 

In Egypt the unifying principle was Ma'at, the comprehen­

sive idea of order, truth, goodness, and justice which was 

considered a divine re~lity creating the world and che 
63 

world of men. The most characteristic documents of 

Egyptian Wisdom literat ure, the so called Instructions, 

usually take the form of admonitions and advice given by 

a king or high officer to his son and prospeccive successor . 

The Instructions of Amen-en-opet bears ~lose resemblance 

co parts of Proverbs. The father to son form o[ moral 

instruction, the didactic use of proverbs and precepts, 

62 

65 
are connnon to both Egyptian and Israelite wisdom literature. 

Both lireratures are concerned with exploring the problem 

of the meaning of life and justice. 

The wisdom liter ature of Mesopotamia, the Sumerians. 

Babylonians, and Assyrians , as well, had great influence on 
66 

the Israelite wisdom literature. This wisdom literature 

accempced to describe t he human experience by way of adages, 

parables, and antecdotes. Some compositions dealt with the 

ethical and rheological problems of the suffering of the 

innocent. One of these composicions is a monologue known 
67 

by its opening line: dS " I will praise the Lord of Wisdom . " 

The second wor k, the so called Babylonian Theodicy, resembles 

the Book of Job in presenting the issues in the form of a 
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68 
debate, in this case with a single f riend instead of three. 

In general, the positions taken by the two sages i n the 

Theodicy correspond to those of Job and his counselors . 

These works and many others grea tly influenced t he I srael ite 
69 

wisdom literature . Although there are di fference s 

between the Israelite wisdo~ literature and the wi sdom 

li t erature of Egypt and Mesopotamia , the similarities i n 

style and s ub j ect matter ar~ strikinp,. The themes such 

as practical guidance, the limitations of life, t he problem 

of evil are common to both literat ures. These conunon 

themes elucidate rhe poin t that I s raelite wisdom literature 

did not exist in a vacuum . 

The chochmah of the wisdom literature dealt with iiving 

and i s, thus, different than thdt of ,kill or encyclopedic 

knowledge . Chochrnah is a guide for t he tr ia ls and tribu ­

lat ions of life . 
70 

chochmah . 

There is a wisdom school, which teaches 

72 
or etsah. 

Chochmah can be taught either through musar 
73 

One is instructed in how co avoid fol l y. 

to provide maxims 

71 

The teachings have a practical aim : 
74 

for conduct, to give moral advi ce, and to teach the young. 

The chachamim of the wisdom literature are concerned with 

personal conduct and the establishing of a moral code. 

Chochmah is more universal than Torah or Pr ophecy. Its 

concern is the i ndividual, not the nation . Thus, the 

charac teristic vocabulary of Pr overbs lacks the distintively 

"national istic' ' terms, such P S " Zion," "Israel, " "my people , " 
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etc., so prevalent in the Torah and the Prophets . 

In numerous places in the Hisdom literature, chochmah 
75 

is praised and even personified. In Job 28, God knows 

where Wisdom dwells: 

God understands its way, and he knows 
its place. For he looks to the ends 
of earth, and sees everything under 
the whole heaven; when he makes a 
weight for the winds; and he weighs 
the waters by measure. When he made 
a decree for the rain, and a way for 
the lightning of the thunder; then 
he saw it, (chochmah) and declared it, 
he established it, yea, and searched 
it out. And to man he said, Behold, 
the fear of the Lord, that is chochmah; 
and to depart from evil is understand­
ing. 76 

Chochmah, in chis passage, is ~een, examined, and inves­

tigated by God. His pncsession of chochmah is not a 

theoretical knowledge of the world, it is his prac:ical 

control over it. 

Chochmah is considered the oldest of all the ~orks 

of creation. God created chochmah first: 

The Lord created me ac the beginning 
of his way (Wisdom speaking). the 
first of His works of old. I was 
sec up from everlasting, from the 
beginning, before ever the earth was. 
When there was no d~pths, I was brought 
forth; when there was no fountains 
abounding with water. Before the moun­
tains were sett l ed, before the hills 
was I brought forth; while as yet he 
had not made the earth, or the fields, 
or the highest part of the dust of the 
world . When he P.stablished the heavens, 
l was ther~ : when he drew a circle over 
the surface of the deep: when he 
established the clouds above: when the 



fountains of the deep became strong: 
when he gave to t he sea i ts decree, 
that the waters should not pass his 
connnandment : when he appointed the 
fountains of the earth: then I was by 
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him, a~ a nursling : and I was daily his 
delight, playing always before him: playing 
with the universe, his earth . and my 
delights were the sons of men. 75 

The nature of chochmah in this passage has been the subject 

of much scholarly discussion . Harcus, Ringgren, Rankin, 

and Whybray all agree chat chochmah in the Wisdom liter­

ature is an attribute of God. However, the problem for 

chem is whether chochmah is a hypostatization or d person­

ification. They question whether chochmah as a poetic 

personification adequately describes her development in 

Uisdom literature . Ringgren argues for the theory that 

chochmah is one example of the hypostatization of divine 
78 

qualities. He defines hypostasis as a 11 • • quas1 - person1-

fication of certain attributes proper co God , occupying 

an intennediate position between personali ties and 
79 

abstract beings . " He views the passage in Proverbs 8 : 22 - 31, 

"wisdom is not an abstraction or a purely poetic personi­

fication but a concrete being, self-existent besides 
80 

God.'' Ralph Marcus disagrees w!th this theory of 

hypostatization and views "wisdom" as a poetic personifi-
81 

cation. Ma r cus argues tha t hypostatization assumes the 

existence of an i ndependent entity, and that chochmah 

cer tainly never appears as an independent deity in Wisdom 

literature. In t he text of Proverbs, chochmah appears 
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not as a deity, but a s a personi fication. Thus, chochmah 

speaks: 

Wisdom cries aloud in the street; 
she utters her voice in t he squares: 
she cries in the chief place of business , 
a t the entrance of the gates : in che 
city she utter s her words.82 

Based upon a close textual examination, the author con~urs 

with the viewpoint of Marcus, tha t chochmah , though 

separated co a degree from God, never ~as regarded as a 

deity independen t of God . A r eading of Proverbs 8 

clearly suppor ts this thesis. 

One final point is t.,iorth noti ng . Chochmah in t he 

Wisdom literature is no t associated with Torah. Among 

all the prescriptions of how to learn chochmah, the study 

of Torah is no t listed. Obviously, one can become "wise" 

wichnut being grounded in Torah. Chochmah appears as 

a universal. 

In t he Inter-Testamental literature , however. a 

relationship between chochmah and Torah is developed. 

In the Wisdom of Sirach (about 180 b.c . e.), chochmah 

b~comes i den t i fied with t he Law , Torah : 

All this is the covenant book of God 
Mose High, t he law which Moses enacted 
co be the heri t age of the assemblies of 
Jacob.83 

The same association is found in Baruch (200 - 150 b.c.e . ): 

There upon wisdom appeare<l on earch 
and lived among men. She is the book 
of the commandment of God, the l~w chat 
stands for ever . All who holrl fast to 
her shall liv~. but those who for sake 
her shall die.64 
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Similar references can be found throughout che Wisdom of 

Solomon. The association of choch.mah and Torah had not 

been made in the Wisdom books of the Bible. In the Bible, 

chochmah is elevated and praised . In the Apocryphal 

literature, chochmah becomes identified wi t h Torah. The 

nature cf that relationship in the Rabbinic Literature 

will be t he subject of the last chapter of this thesis. 
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The focus of this chapter is on the description of 

what chochmah is in its practical, everyday sense. The 

task of defining c hochmah is like defining the indefinable. 

The definition of the rabbinic concept, chochmah, is as 

elusive as the definition of wisdom in the modern world. 

The rabbis' concern with chochmah is evidenced by its 
1 

frequent occurrences in the Aggadah. However , there are 

a paucity of passages that define chochmah. For the 

rabbinic mind, then , the definition of chochmah must have 

been clear. The first part of this chapter will examine 

those passages where the meaning of chochmah, in the ordi­

nary sense, is readily identifiable . In some of these 

references, the meaning is explicit; in others, it is 

implicit. What one can do with chochmah once having 

attained it, will be the concern of the second part of this 

chapter. 

Chochmah, in its mos t tangible sense, means a 

specific kind of skill. In a discussion of whether the 

shofar can be blown when Rosh Hashanah falls on shabbat, 
2 

the school of Samuel ruled that the blowing of the s hofar 

and t he t aking of bread from the oven are kinds of chochmah 

and not melachah: 

The shofar and all its preliminaries 
supercede the shabbat, these are the 
words of Rabbi Eliezer ... He said, 
the verse "a day cf b lowi ng it will be 
for you." a day-even on sbabbat? And 
i~ respect of what? Shall we say in 
respect of blowing (the shofar), but 



the school of Samuel taught: "You 
shall do no servile work." The blow­
ing of the shofar and the removal of 
bread (from an oven) are excluded as 
being a chochmah not melachah.3 
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Chech.mah, then , is a category distinct from that of 

mel.achah. The concept of melachah includes all areas of 
4 

human pr3ductivity that were used in building the mishkan. 

The limitations and extensions of melacbah have been the 
s 

subject of much co1IDDent. : hochmah as a legal category 

distinct from melachah , on the other hand, only appears 
6 

in two other instances. 

Both the blowing of the shofar and the removal of 

bread require a certain technical skill. Both skills, 

moreover, are essential for the observance of their 

respective holy days. Bread must be taken out to provide 
7 

sustenance on the s habbat . The observance of shabbat, 

of course, is closely identified with the eating of shabbac 
8 

meals. Similarly, the observance of the New Year 
9 

requires the blowing of the shofar. Thus, it is unclear 

whether the removal of bread and the blowing of the shofar 

are considered chochmah because t hey are skills , because 

they are essential for holy day ooservance , or both. In 

any case, there is a category oF chochmah, distinct from 

melachah, which includes the blowing of the shofar and the 

removal of bread . 

Chochmah, in the context of spinning, also refers to 
10 

a level of skill. The rabbis, in a discussion concerning 
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the making of curtains for the mishkan, distinguish between 

the chochmah of making the lower curtains and the chochmah 
11 

of making the upper curtains. The Rabbis interpret the 

verse "And all the skilled women spun with their own 

hands, and brought what they had spun, in blue , purple, 
12 

and cri'J1son yarns, and in iine linen," as referring to 

the chochmah i nvolved in the making of the lower curtains 

of the mishkan . The verse "and all the women who excelled 
13 

in that skill spun the goats' hair," is interpreted as 

the chochmah involved in making the upper curtains of the 

mishkan. The Rabbis then concl ude that the s pinning for 

the upper curtains is a greater chochmah than that of t he 
14 

lower cur tains. Similarl y , in a gemara explicating the 

thirty-nine categories of melachah foroidden on shabbat, 
15 

the Rabbis discuss the melachah of spinning. Here, again, 

they emphasize that the s pinning from the goat is a 

chochmah that is superior to t he chochmah of regular spinning. 

Lest there be a confusion of terms, spinning is 

cons idered to be chochmah because of its connection with 

t he building of the mishkan, a ll o f which was achieved 

through the power of chochmah : 

And let all among you who are s killed 
come and make all that t he Lord has 
commanded.16 

Melachah, of course, is defined as all work done in the 

construction of the mishkan. Spinning. t herefore , is a 

type of chochmah t hat is forbidden on the shabbat. The 
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removal of bread and the blowing of the shofar, by contrast, 

belong to a category of chochmah distinct from melachah. 

Spinning is the only contribution of women to the 

building of the mishkan . Likewise, the chochmah of women 

in the Aggadah is primarily limited to the notion t ha t a 

woman's chochmah is in her spinning. In one passage, a 

chachama, a woman with chochmah, asked of Rabbi Elizer, 

"Why if all were equally responsible in the sin of the golden 
17 

calf, why were there different death penalties?" This 

question of the chachama apparently reflected her knowledge 

of Torah and her ability to ask a proper question about it . 

As reflected in her question. the c hachama knew that there 

were indeed three penalties for the sin of the golden 
19 

others by the plague, 
18 

calf : some had died by sword, 

a~d t he rest by drinking of t he water containing gold 
20 

dust . In his response to the chachama's question, Rabbi 

Eliezer completely discredits her knowledge of Torah, 

"There is no chochmah in women except with the distaff." 

He cites as his scriptural basis, "And all the skilled 
22 

women spun with their own hands." Of the few passages 

21 

in all of the Aggadah dealing with the chochmah of women, 

the above passage is the only one to imply that a woman's 

chochmah might be Ln Torah , an implication quickly rejected 

by Rabbi Eliezer. 

The term chachama, however, is used to refer to a 

midwife : 
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. o,pD, D1 PDD nD~n n, 

And one is permitted to go from place 
to place to SUIIDIIOn a chachama (midwife) 
to attend her .23 
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Similarly, the chachama (midwife), after delivering a baby, 
24 

may return to her original place on shabbat. Thus, in 

the Aggadah, as in the Bible, the terms chochmah , chacham, 

and chachamim - subject to a few exceptions - refer to 

men. 

In contrast to the chochmah of an artisan's dexterity, 

chochmah can also be the skill of observation and calcula-

tion: 

R. Samuel b. Nahman asked a rhetorical 
question in R. Johanan's name : How do 
we know Lhat i t is one's duty to cal­
cul ate the cycles and planetary courses? 
Because it is written " for this is your 
chochmah and your understanding in the 
sight of the peoples . '' (Deut. 4: 6) 
What chochmah and understanding is in 
the s1.~ht of the people? I t is the 
science of cycles and planecs.25 

The importance of such calculation is made clear by 

R. Zutra b. Tobiah ' s quoting of Rab that it is forbidden 

to hold conversation with anyone who can calculate the 
26 

planetary courses but refuses to do so. 

In t his passages. the rabbis are reinterpret ing the 

words ushemartem 2nd vaasi tem from Deuter onomy 4 : 6 to 

mean "observe" arid "calculate." The chochmah involved 

here is the science of astronomy, a science essential for 

the fixing of t he calendar and, as a consequence, the 
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timing of the Jewish festivals. Astronom~ first done by 
27 

observation and later by calculation, was considered by 

the rabbis to be a chochmah. In these few passages that 

have been cited are found the total discussion of chochmah 

as a skill. 

Thuugh the above passages focus on the "skill" of 

chochmah, chochmah has various other attributes. Chochmah 

can be passed on f!"om gene.·ation to generation. During 

the last moments of Rabbi's life, the following incident 

occurred: 

'I desire,' he annOtrCeo, 'the presence 
of my younger son. ' R. Simeon entered 
into his presence and he entr usted him 
with the sidrei chochmah. 'I des i re 
the pr esence of my e l der son,' he announced . 
When~- Gamliel en tered he en trusted 
him with the tradit i on and regulations 
of the Patriar chate.28 

Because of the unique nature of this passage, one can only 
29 

specul ate as to its meaning. The orders or rules of 

chochmah appear to be concrete and specific. One 

individual can instruct another in these rul es of chochmah . 

They, thus, differ from the sidrei of the Patriarchate. 

Furthermore, in many passages t he rabbis attempt to 

make clear the distinction between the chochmah of the 

Jews and the chochmah of the non-Jews. The differences 

between these cwu systems of chochmah are important to the 

rabbis : 

Our Rabbis caught: It once happened 
chat two men (Jews were taken captive) 
on Mount Carmel, and their captor was 



walking behind them . One of t hem said 
to the other, 'The camel walking in 
front of us is blind in one eye, and 
is laden with two barrels , and of the 
two men leading us, one is a Jew, and the 
other is a hea then . ' Their captor said 
to them, 'You stiff-necked people, from 
where do you know this?' ... And the two 
men leading it, one is a Jew, and the 
other a heathen : because a heathen 
obeys the call of nature i n the r oadway, 
while a J ew turns aside .30 

The non -Jew then pr2.ised the Jews for their chochmah, 

"Blessed be He who made choi ce of Abraham ' s seed and 

imparted to them of his chochmah." Two types of 

chochmah appear in this aggadah. First, a Jew knows 
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how to conduct himself in the world without slavishly 

obeying the call of nature i n the roadway. Secondly, 

chochmah is t he 3killf ul powers of observation of t he 

J ews . Though not as scienti fic as astronomy or as formal 

as spinning , t his chochmah is a pr actical attribute . 

A further difference between t he chochmah of Jews 
l 

and non-Jews is that the chochmah of non- Jews does 

not extend to Torah : 0'11J nDJn ~, o,K , , , DK' DK 
,n,JKni J'nJ, Kin n,n •l'DKn 

W' .,., ,nD n11Jn1 01,KD D' DJn 
nJ ?D J'nJ, •l'DKn ?K D'1lJ n,,n .n,,~ l'K D'11J n,,w, 

Should a person tell you there is chochmah 
among the nations, believe it; as i t is 
wri t t en, shall I not i n that day , says 
the Lord , destroy the wise men out of 
Edom, and discernme~c out of the mouth of 
Esau. (Obad. 8) But if he tells you that 
there is Torah among the nations , do not 
believe it; because it i s written, Her King 



and Her Princes are among the Nations 
(where) Torah is no more.32 
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The rabbis in the above passage, explicitly distinguish 

the chochmah of non- Jews from Torah . 

Chochmah, moreover, can mean a specific sort of 
33 

knowledge, that is, gemara. When R. Johanan spent time 

with the disc iples of R. Oshai, he gained a knowledge of 

everyone's chochmah. A quest ion is then rhetorically 

posed : could he have learned everyone's chochmah and not 

have learned any gemara? The answer, of course, is in 

the negative. For the Amoraim, there cannot be a chochmah 

distinct from gemar~. 

While the passage equating chochmah ~ith gemara is 

unique to Rabbinic ~iterature, the passages where the 

chochmah of the Jewish people is identified wit h Torah 

are f r equent . The most explicit of these is in the 

exposit ion of the Bibl ical verse concerning Bezalel : 

ttl1lnl ttD~nl a,n,~~ n,, ,n,K K~D'1 
.tt~K~D ~~l1 nJil1 

And he has filled him with the spirit 
of God in chochmah .. . 34 

The rabbinic meaning of chochmah in this verse is that 
35 

Bezale l was chacham in Torah, 

The relationship of chochmah and Torah will be the 

discussion of the last chapter of this thesis . However, 

it is important to keep in 01ind he premise that Torah 

and chochmah are closely identified in Rabbinic Litera­

t ure. As discussed above, Torah sets the chochmah of t he 
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Jews apart from that of other peoples. This contrast i s 

strikingly apparent in the context of Greek chochmah. 

The rabbis were aware of t he cbochmah of the Greek 

world. During the firs t centuries, the Jewish peopl e 

confronted and inLeracted with Greek civilization. 

Chochmat Yivanit, Greek wisdom, has been defined by Isaac 

Herzog as "a variety of subjects- l iterature, poetry, 

rhetoric, history, logic ... r.reek learning in a general 
36 

sense . " By contras t, Rashi suggests that Greek chochmah 
37 

is merely "gestures and signs . " Regardless of which 

description is more apt, the rabbis ban its study and 

pl ace a curse on anyone who would study i t : "Cursed be 
38 

the man who teaches his son Greek chochmah . " 

This curs e i s poignantly described in a passage 

relati ng the struggles between the sons of Alexander 
39 

Jannaeus . Hyrcanus was outside Jerusalem , bes i eging 

Aristobulus within the city. The people within the city 

could , each day, send down gold coins in exchange for 

animals for t he Korban-Tamid . 

An old man there, who was learned 
b'chochmat yivanit, spoke with t hem 
b'chochmat yivanit saying , 'As long 
as they carry on the Temple service , 
t hey will never surrender to you .' 
On the morrow t hey l ee down gold coins 
in a ba£~~t , and haule d up a pig . • . they 
declared, ' Cur sed be a man who rears pigs 
and cursed be a man who teaches his son 
Greek chochmah . 40 

Here the man, a Jew, becomes a traitor to his people, 

gi ving away the secrets of their survival in Jerusalem . 
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Herzog argues that t he man must have known more than the 

Greek l anguage , for many people in Jerusalem probably 

knew Gr eek and would have understood and stopped the 
41 

message. Herzog argues that the guards who did not 

speak Gr eek would never have let a message out i n a 

language ~hey did not unders tand, Gr eek . Herzog, t here fore 

s uggests that the man got the message t hrough by speaking 
42 

enigmatically. b'lashon chochmah . 

This concept of lashon chochmah can best be under­

stood in t he context of a passage where Rabbi's maid woul d 

speak with his student~ . 

,,,~l K'JnlD n,n 'J 'J, 'J, KnnDK 
,,.,, ,iJl ngpl n~, :'Jn n,DK no~n 

,,Jn,~, 'Yl n,~ ,~, .1,n'l'P~ K',l'l 
~,,D nn,Jn ,nJ ,,,, :in~ n,DK n,n 

' .•D'l K~tK, K9~'KJ ,JJ n~, ,gpnn, 

When Rabbi ' s maid i ndulged i n las hon 
chochmah she used to say this 'The ladle 
strikes against the jar , let the eagles 
fly to the ir nests'; and when she 
wished t hem to r emain at table she 
used to tell them, ' The crown of her 
f riend shall be removed and the ladle 
will float in the jar like a ship that 
sai ls in a sea. ' R. Jose b. As i yan, 
when speaking enigmatically, used to 
s ay , ' Prepare for me a bull in judgment 
on a poor moun tain; and when he inquired 
about an inn-keeper he s poke t hus : 'The 
man of this raw mouth - what comforts 
does he provide?'43 

Lashon chochmah apparantly means enigmatic speech . Thus, 

che traitor's message, " As long as they ca rry on t he 

Temple- service, they will uever surrender to you," is 
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merely an enigmatic way of telling the besiegers to stop 

sending the necessary animal. Chochmat Yivanit, then, is 

clearly more than the Greek language . 

The concept of Greek chochmah is fur ther elucidated 

ir. an aggadah where Ben Damah asked R. Ishmael whether he 

(Ben Da~ah) who has learned all of Torah may now learn 
44 

Gr~ek chochmah. R. Ishmael responds with the Biblical 

verse, "This book of the 14w shall not depart out of your 
45 

mouth, but you shall meditate therin day and night . " 

He tells Ben Damah that he should find a time that is 

neither day or night and then learn Greek chochmah. 

Implicit in this response is that there is never a time 

during which one will be free to study Greek chochmah. 

The study of Torah and the study of Greek chochmah are , 

by definition, mutually exclusive. 

The rabbis, however, do not deny t he existence of 

Greek chochmah, nor that s ome Jews were involved with it. 
46 

Greek chochmah was studied by Rabban Gamliel's pupils. 

Such study was permitted only because of the students' 

close association with the government . No other 

instances of Jews studying Greek chochmah exists. The 

use of the Greek language , by contrast, seems to have been 

al lowed. Rabbi asks, "Whv use t he Syriac language in 

Eretz Yisrael, (where) either the Holy Tongue or the 
47 

Greek language could be employed." 

In sum, ther e are four extensive and explicit aggadot 
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that focus in on the curse and ban of Greek chochmah. 

The rabbis, concerned with Torah learning, view Greek 

chochmah as a rival. As an exception to the ban, Greek 

chochmah was learned by the Jewish ruling class for use 

in their dealings with the government. As a result, Herzog 

claims chat there were "many Torah masters who were pro-
48 

fi;::ien t in Greek learning." The f ew texts on the subiect 

of Greek chochmah te ll us little of its exact nature , 

emphasizing, rather, the ban against it, and the ultimate 

priority of Torah learning. 

Such is the extent of the passages where chochmah 

is identifiable in an ordinary sense. The next question 

to be raised is what one does with chochmah once he has 

acquired it. By examining the uses of chochmah, one can 

learn a great deal more about its nature. 

In a discussion of the criteria for becoming a 

chacham, the ability to answer a devar chochmah is lis ted 
49 

as the main criterion: 

(Of one who uses the phrase) "On the 
condition that I am a Sage," we do not 
say (that he must be) "like the Sages 
of Jabneh or like R. Akiva and his 
companions, but (that he is) one who 
can be asked a devar chochmah in any 
place (in any area about any topic) 
and he can answer it. 

Devar chochmah i~ . thus, a type of question . The ability 

t o answer this question is of vital importance to the 

Rabbis. 

The precise mea1ling of rlevar chochmah is clarified in 
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Hananiah twelve questions. The first three questions 

were divrei chochmah, followed by questions of Aggadah, 

nonsense, and the way of the world. The t hree questions, 

divrei chochmah, concern unclean corpses, the marriage of 

a divorced woman with a priest, and the sacrifices of 
51 

lepers. These three questions are halachic questions , 

as contrasted with the three aggadic questions which follow. 

The chacham who answers must have a knowledge of halachah, 

a matter of memory , and have, as well, the reasoning ability 

to apply his knowledge to these particul ar cases, a matter 

of skill. Here chochmah is identified with halachah , 

the quintessence of Torah for the rabbis. 

There are various levels of a chacham's ability to 

handle halachah. When Rabbah b. Hana was about to go to 

Babylon , an inquiry was made to see if he was authorized 

t o decide cases of ritual law , monetary cases, or declaring 
52 

f irstborn animals permissible for slaughter. He was 

granted the authority to do all three. When Rav, who was 

known in this passage for his "eminent chochmah", was 

going to Babylon, the same questions were asked in the 

same order , He was granted permission for the first two, 

but he was not authorized to declare fi r stborn animals 

permissibl~ for slaughter . The passage goes on to state 

that the reason he was denied such permission, is because 

he already had enough status i n Babylon because of his 

chochmah, but that Rabbah b. Hana needed to be elevated 
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in status. Different capabilities are, thus, required 

to handle t he various levels of halachah . 

In another aggadah, devar chochmah refers to halachic 

knowledge . The setting is Ruth ' s gleanings of Boaz's 

fields and his subsequent inquiry about her . R. Eliezer 

states ; "He perceived a devar chochmah in her behavior , 

two ears of corn she gleaned; three 2ar s of corn she did 
53 

not gl ean . " The devar chochmah that Boaz perceived 

was Ruth's knowledge o f law. Ruth, as indicat ed by her 

ac t ion knew the following laws of reaping : "Two sheaves 

together may be deemed forgotten sheaves ; three together 
54 

may not be deemed forgotten sheaves." The devar cho~hmah, 

then, is a i1alachic knowledge o ... a halachic question . 

Chochmah is not philosoph ic or esoteric matter, or practical 

skil l or obs ervation, it is a matter of halachah . The 

generalized term has here receive d a specific interpre­

tation . The one who knows how to answer a devar chochmah, 

knows the halachah and how to apply it to various life 

situations. 

The abil i t y to answer a cevar chochmah is the ability 

to g ive halachic decisions and information . The chacham, 

invested with legal powers, is called upon to settle and give 

decisions concerning different legal matters . In a dis­

cussion of the method o f determining wh~ther t he blood of 

a menstruant is c l ean or unclean, R. Hanina was praised 
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55 
for his chochmah in method of examination. The chacham 

56 
has power in the rules and regulations concerning vows. 

Chacham is a term meaning Sage, teacher, a scholar ' s 
57 

title less than Rabbi . Talmid chacham is the student 

of the chacham. Both terms occur frequently in Rabbinic 

LiteratJre, and in most cases they refer to Torah learning, 

pa~ticularly halachah. If the chacham was primarily 

involved with halachah, on? can assume that halachah was the 

Jew's chochmah. There are very few passages where ckacRam 

refers co anyo,e but one who is involved in halachah. 

In one passage, the chacham is one who can interpret a 

dream: "The Emperor of Rome said co R. Joshua b. Hananyah: 

You Jews profess to be very clever (chacham). Tell me 
58 

what shall I see in my dream?' ' 

The vast majority of these passages, however, identify 

chochmah with Torah and with halachah, the essence of 

Torah . The ability co answer the halachic question, the 

devar chochmah, is a major function of the chacham. After 

the removal of Rabban Gaml iel as the head of the Academy, 

it is said of R. Eleazar b. Azariah, who was a candidate 

for filling the post, that he is so great a chacham that if 

anyone puts a question to him he will be able co answer 
59 

it. 

The chacham expresses his chochmah by speaking . The 

heart (our "mind'') is the container of chochmah: the 

mouth is the vehicle for its expression . The articulation 

of chochmah, or Torah knowledge, is one of its signs. 



-48-

Lt is only after a chacham brings chochmah from the realm 

of the inner-knowledge of his heart t o the realm of 

expression that his chochmah is complete. A story is 

t old of a cask full of precious stones and pearls . Because 

it had a tight-fitting cover, t he cask was put away in a 

corner . No one knew what was in i t , until s omeone came 

and emptied i t and then everyone knew what was in it. 

"So the heart of Solomon , ·as full of chochmah but no one 

knew what was in it, but when the Holy Spirit rested on 
60 

him and he composed three books , all knew his chochmah. 

The idea that one could be a chacham without the ability 

t o express his chochmah is not four.din Rabbinic Literature . 

The value of chcchmah is in sharing it with the community, 

by rendering halachic decisions, and answering halachic 

questions . 

Chochmah is given to those who know how to utilize 

it . In explicating the verse "He gives chochmah unto 
61 

the chacham," R. Jose b. Halafta cited a parable . He 

raises t he question of why one is better off loaning 
62 

money to a rich man than to a poor man . He concludes : 

If the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave 
chochmah to fools, they would sit and 
meditate upon it in privies , theatres, 
and bath-houses; but the Holy One, gave 
chochmah co the chacham who sit and 
meditate upon it in Synagogues and Houses 
of Scudy . 62 

Chochmah, then, cannot be passively received. Rather, 

chochmah necess ~ ates the a ~tive participation of its 

possessor . The chacham has a readiness to learn , as Ben Zoma 
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has said, "Who is wise? He who learns from every man." 

Thus, there is a human or e~otional component to the 

possessing of chochmah. 

63 

The chacham, t herefore , is seen in contrast to the fool . 

The fool wants to know when he can learn or possess the 

whole law. The chacham, on the other hand, reads one 
64 

chapter every day until he completes the whole law . 

The chacham is also viewed in contrast to the uneducated 

man . 

Seven things are in an uneducated man and 
seven concerning a chacham. A chacham 
does not speak in the presence of one who 
is greater t han he in chochmah, and does 
not interrupt the words of his associate, and 
does not hasten to reply. He questions 
according to the subject and answers according 
to the ~ule. He speaks of the first things 
first. and of the last things last , and 
concerning what he has not heard he says I 
have not heard . He acknowl edges the truth . 
The opposites of these are found in the 
uneducated man . 65 

The chacham , then, is not a mere possessor of data. 

The chacham uses the data. The chacham has certain human, 

personal qualities. 

In addition, there are a few examples of what 

individuals have done with their chochmah. The rabbis 
66 

interpre t the following text : 

And Moses took the Bones of Joseph 
with Him. This proclaims the chochmah 
and the piety of Moses. For all Israel 
wer e busy with t he booty while Moses 
busied himself with the duty of looking 
after t he bones of Joseph. Of him 
Scripture says: "The wise in heart take 
on duties . " (Proverbs 10 : 8) 
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In the above passage, Moses is fulfilling an oath. The 

rabbis transformed the meaning of this Biblical text into 

a generalization with respect to Moses' chochmah- the 

doing of commandments. 

A similar transformation occurs with respect to 

Bezalel, the Biblical exemplar of the artisan inspired 

with chochmah. In Rabbinic Literat ure, the concern with 

Bezalel is focused not on ~is craftsmanship, but on a 

different dimension of his chochmah: 

R. Samuel b. Nahami said in the name of 
R. Johanah: Bezalel was so called on 
account of his chochmah. At the time when 
the Holy One, blessed be He, said to 
Moses; Go and tell Bezalel to make me a 
tabernacle, an ark and vessels, Moses went 
and reversed the order, saying, Make an 
ark 2"1 vessels and a tabernacle. Bezalel 
said to him : Moses, our Teacher, as a 
rule a man first builds a house and then 
brings vessels into it; but you say, Make 
me an ark and vessels and a tabernacle. 
Where shall I put the vessels thac I am 
to make? Can it be that the Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to you, Make a cabernacle, 
an ark and vessels? Moses replied : 
Perhaps you were in the s hadow of God and 
knew! 67 

Bezalel has a knowledge of minhag ha-olam. When Moses 

reverses the order of God's commands, Bezalel knows f rom 

his practical sense that such is not the order in which 

to build . Moses' only explana Lion is that Bezalel, in 

order to have the same insights as God, nrust have 

overheard t he conversation wirh God. What seems apparent, 

however, is tha t Bezalel's chochmah was in his knowledge 

of minhag ha-olam. 
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A clear pattern arises from the study of this matter. 

The rabbis were not primarily concerned with t he chochmah 

that means skill. They mention it, but probably only 

because it was such a large them~ in the Bible. Their 

concern, on the other hand, is with the abstract concept of 

chochmat. The best and most inclusive chochmah is Torah. 

In this regard, chochmah is best seen as halachah. One 

who knows halachah is callld a chacham. His disciples are 

students of the chacham, emulating him in order to acquire 

his chochmah. Choch.raah exists among the nations. The 

rabbis attempt to exclusivize chochmah , to mean Torah. 

The nature of the rel ationship betwen chochmah and Torah will 

be looked at in the concluding chapter of this thesis. 
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In the modern world , the possession of money brings 

with it many benefits. Similarly, attractive individuals 

receive certain benefits that other people do not . It 

is perhaps indicative of our times that people feel there 

is little benefit to be gained by reasoning, thinking , or 

having a foundation in a moral or an ethical system. 

The rewarding of the rich and the attractive are not 

unique co our mode:n age. The rabbinic world also empha­

sized that these qualities brought with them many benefits. 

In the rabbinic world, however, the benefits of possessing 

certain more "spiritual" abilities or qualities were also 

emphasized. One asset of great value was chochmah. 

Chochmah was an ideal, something to be sought. The 

achievement of chochmah brought with it various benefits . 

That topic is the focus of this chapter. 

Chochmah was a quality of great importance in the 

rabbinic world. In an aggadah that is an exposition of the 
1 

verse 11And the priest that is highest among his brethren," 

the rabbis describe "highest," as the highest in beauty. 
2 

in strength , in chochmah, and in wealth. This same 
3 

interpretation is offered in several different texts. 

These qualities are grouped together to form the ideal, 

not simply the priestly ideal , but the i deal for everyone . 

Chochmah is desirable . In one text that discusses 

the importance of what one sees in a dream, it is said 

that if one sees Solomon , Ezekiel, the Book of Proverbs, 

Ecclesiastes , Rabbi, or Ben Zoma, one may hope for chochmah . 
4 
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All of the people and the books mentioned, with the 

exception of Ezekiel, are commonly associated with chochmah. 

Dreams, of course, were significant; as R. Isaac stated: 
s 

"A dream stands upon its foundation." Similarly, i f 

one sees a reed (kaneh) in a dream, one may hope for 
6 

chochmah. The proof text used is the Biblical verse 
7 

"Get (kaneh) chochmah." In another context, if one 

dreams of having had intercourse with his sister, one may 
8 

expect to obtain chochmah . The proof text utilized here 
9 

is "Say unto chochmah, you are my sister." 

The importance of chochmah is best seen in an aggadah 

discussing the differences between the Biblical verses : 

"For chochmah is better than rubies; and all the things 
10 

that may be desired are not to be compared to it," 

and Proverbs 3:15 where desireable things C'J!>n are changed 

to 7' l!>n 

C' l E>n these are mitzvot and good deeds 
7'l!>n these are gems and precious stones. 

R. Aha explained it in the name of R. Tanhuma 
son of R. Hiyya: My desirable things and 
your desirable things are not co be compared 
unto her (chochmah), for, but 'let him that 
glories, glory in this, chat he understands 
and knows me ... ' (Jeremiah 9:23)11 

In Jeremiah 8:22, immediately preceedi ng the proof tJ?xt 

cited, the chacham is told not to glory in his chochmah, 

fo llowed by the text t hat all his glory should be because 

he knows God. R. Aha has gone so far as to say that 

chochmah is mor e important than mitzvot, good deeds, and 

material wealth. Chochmah, iu the ser.se of fear of God, 
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is the foundation of all ~lse. 

The high value placed on chochmah appears in other 

instances. Rabbinic Literature, at times, discusses 

who is to take precedence in certain situations. These 

discussions are tantamount to a ranking of who is more 

important . In one aggadah, the question is raised concerning 

the different orders in which the daughters of Zelophehod 
12 

are found in the Bible. In Numbers 27:1, when the 

discussion concerns inheritance , they are listed as follows : 

Mahlah, Noah, Haglah, Milcah, Tirzah. In Nurbers 36 : 11, 

when the discussion concerns marriage, they are listed 

according to their age : Mahlah, Tirzah, Raglah, Milcah, 

Noah. Thus, Tirzeh, the youngest daughter with respect 

to i nhe ritance, becomes the s econd oldest daughter with 

r espect to marriage, while the reverse is true for Noah. 

R. Ammi explains t hat the ordering of the daughters with 

respect to inheritance was done according co their order 

in chochmah . He offers the following reasoning : 
i1J• ODJ ,ilD~n i nK ,~il ilJ• • • J 

.il l j:'T , nK 1~i1 

At a (study) session priority is to be 
given to chochmah; at a festive 
gathering, age takes precedence . 13 

A "session" refers to a meeting where law is discussed , 

while a festive ~athering is merely a social function . 

In applying the ~bove principle, R. Ammi regards inheri ­

tance as a matter of law, thereby necessitating a listing 

in order of their chochmah . Since a marriage is a social 

or festive gathering , the marriage listing is in order of 
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This (appl ies) when one is distinguished 
in chochmah and that when one is 
distinguished i n age. 14 
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R. Ashi qualifies the general principle by making it appli­

cable only to cases where the individual is distinguished 

in either chochmah or age. Unfortunatel y, R. Ashi offers 

us no criteria for determining whether one is dis tinguished 

in chochmah or not. 

Listing in order of chochmah is discussed in a passage 

based on the following Biblical text: 

Then Abraham fell upon his face, and 
laughed and said in his heart, shall 
a child be born unto him t hat is a 
hundred years old? and shall Sar ah , 
that i s ninety years old bear?lS 

16 
The rabbinic text then explains that since Abraham was 

two years older than Haran (Sarah's father), and ten years 

older t han Sarah : therefore, Haran mus t have been eight 

year s older than Sarah. Of course, this seems implaus­

ible, since perhaps Haran is most likely older than 

Abraham. The rabbinic solution is that Abraham i s men­

t ioned before Haran because of the superior ity of his 

chochmah. The proof of this assertion is based on a 

discussion of another Biblical text, "And Noah was five 
17 

hundred years old, and Noah begat Shem, Ham and Japheth ." 

Thus, if this l ist is according to age , Shem was at least 

a year older than Ham and Ham a year older than Japheth. 

But then the Biblical text states that Noah was 600 year s 
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18 
years old at the time of the flood , which seems to 

contradict the text, "These are the generations of Shem. 

Shem was a hundred years old, and begat Arphacad two years 
19 

after the flood." 

The Rabbis conclude : (about Shem) 
But was he a hundred years old? 
He must have been a hundred and 
two years old? Thus , one must say 
they are enumerated in order of 
chochmah (not age); then here coo 
(in the case o f Terah's sons) they 
are stated in order of chochmah.20 

For some of the rabbis, at least, ther e must have been an 

operative principle that people commonl y are ranked in 

order of their chochmah, not their age. Thus, the apparent 

contradictions in the Biblical text are resolved by the 

explanation tl.ot Abraham and Shem were listed first.not 

because they were the oldest, but because they were the 

wisest. The Rabbis similarly use the text, "And Isaac 
21 

and Ishmael his sons buried him," to emphasize that one 

would expect to find Isaac listed before Ishmael because 
22 

such was the order of their chochmah. 

Being listed first, or ranked the highest, is 

obviously a sign of esteem. Since listing is accomplished 

in terms of chochmah, then chochmah most assuredly played 

a major role in the rabbinic conception of esteem . 

Further, David, in his kingship, is said co have 

humbled himse l f before anyon~ who was superior tc h i m in 
23 

chochmah. Raba, the great Babylonian Amora, succinctly 

s t ates the purpose cf chochmah, and thereby acknowledges 
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the principle of ranking in order of chochmah : 

The purpose of chochmah is repentance 
and good deeds, so t hat one should not 
occupy himself with the study of Scriptures 
and the Mishnah and hold in contempt his 
father and mother, as well as his teachers, 
and those who are greater than him in 
choch.mah and in years . 24 
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This is one of the few passages where a limit is placed 

on chochmah : in this case, chochmah is a means to an end, 

rather than an end unto itself. The ones who possess 

chochmah are to be respected, at least as much if not more 

than an old person. Even one who is very learned, needs 

to know who has more chochmah than he, in order to be 

able to offer him the proper respect. Though chochmah 

is cer tainly not a tangible matter, there must have been 

a common understanding of which individuals had more 

chochmah than others. 

Similarly, a rabbinic principle found in several 

texts is that "one Bet Din cannot annul the ordinances of 

another unless it is superior to it in number and in 
25 

chochmah." Number is easy to determine. But the 

difficulty lies in how to determine the superior in choch­

mah . 

Chochmah, along with stature, good appearance, 

mature age, and few other qualities are the criteria for 
26 

membership in the Sanhedrin . In most passages, chochmah 

is listed as the first of the necessary qualities. 

Memhership in t he Sahhedrin, the highest honor and the 
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most powerful position that could be given to a chacham, 

had as its fcrenost cr iterion , chochmah. 

Interestingly , some rabbis believed that the aged 

are better suited than the young to be members of the 

Sanhedrin, to pass judgments for the people, and to sit 

at ses~ions of study and legal decision making : 

A Master said: "In session none is 
more fitting than an old man, and in 
war none is mor? fitting than a young 
man.27 

The nature of the relationship between old age and 

chochmah shall next be examined. In an incident in which 
28 

two disciples were sitting with Bar Kappara , one said 

the wrong blessing over the food and the other laughed . 

Bar Kappara ir.;~ial ly rebuked the one who laughed, but 

then redi rected his rebuke to t he one who said the wrong 

bless ing. Finally, Bar Kappara said : 
•lK~ l'• ~lPT ,lK~ l'K ~D~n DR 

If t here is no chochmah here, old age 
is not her e.29 

For Bar Kappara chochmah and ol d age are inextricably 

connected. 

The chochmah of the aged , the result of many years of 

worldly experience and knowledge, was also of concern to 

the rabbis . Even the chacham worries whether his 

appearance is that of an older individual . R. Elazar 

ben Azariah upon his appointment as head of the Academy, 

was concerned that he lacked the appearance (mature age) of 



a person of such stature: 

She (his wife) said to him (Rabbi El azar 
ben Azariah): 'You have no white 
hair, ' He was 18 years old that day, and 
a miracle occurred for him, and 18 rows 
of hair turned white. That is why Rabbi 
Elazar ben Azariah said (in the Mishnah), 
'Behold, I am like 70 years old, ' and 
did not say simply '70 years old . '30 
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R. Elazar ben Azariah although he was only 18 had chochmah, 

but needed to look ~ld in order co feel qualified for his 

position as head of the Academy. 

The connection between zaken and chochmah is made 

explicit by the fol lowing statement of R. Jose the 

Galilean : 
.nn~n nlp• ,n •~• ,~, 1'• 

' zaken' only means he who has acquired 
chodw1ah. 31 

Zaken, here, is more of a technical term f or an elder, 

a learned person , than simply an old person. There are 

several additional rabbinic passages where "elder," 
32 

meaning "sage," appears. However. it is not every old 

person that has chochmah, for as R. I shmae l t he son of R. 

Jose said : "that scholars as they gr ow older acquire more 

chochmah, but the ignorant as they grow older become more 
33 

foolish." Certainly, then, not every old person has 

chochmah. But whenever the rabbis use the word zaken to 

mean elder or learned person, then that person has 

chochmah. 

In most sit uations in Rabbinic Literature, the possession 

of chochmah is considered to be very valuable, and chat 
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chochmah bestows many benefits. Chochmah, however. does not 

always bring benefits with it. For some people, chochmah 

is beneficiali for others, it is detrimental . In commentin~ 

on Kohelet 1:18, "For as chochmah grows , anger grows, to 

increase learning is to increase heartache," the rabbis in 
34 

Bereshit Rabbah expound that one's increase in chochmah 

increases the anger against oneself. They accredit to 

Solomon the statement, "B~cause I have multiplied chochmah 
35 

to myself, I multiplied anger against myself." Perhaps 

the inference is that chochmah and its concommitant benefits 

invite the jealousies of ocher people . Or , perhaps, 

people without chochmah will a lways be jealous of and 

despise the le~rned, those with chochmah. 

Chochmah is capable of having various affects on an 

individual; as Ben Azzai has said : 

If one•s mind is serene because of his 
chochmah. it is a good sign for him; 
but 1£ his mind is disturbed because of 
his chochmah, it is a bad sign for 
him.36 

For Ben Azzai chochmah is l earning. His comment is 

psychologically very insightful. Some people are able 

co cope with chochmah and it is not distressful for them. 

For ochers, chochmah becomes only a source of confusion. 

In t he same passage Ben Azzai states the possibility of 

a somatic affect of chochmah; one's body may be stricken 

because of it : 

7 
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Thus, Ben Azzai describes in very real terms the different 

affects of chochmah. Chochmah, then, can be very 

beneficial, while. to other people, it can also be highly 

detrimental. 

In a passage concerning Joshua and Balaam, the dis­

tinction between beneficial and detrimental chochmah is 

made explicit· 

There is wisdom which is either beneficial 
or detrimental to its possessor; beneficial 
likP there is to Joshua, as it says, "And 
Joshua the Son of Nun was full of the 
spirit of chochmah" (Dt. 34: 9) To what was 
he compared? To a pool of water that gave 
a whole city to drink. "When all were 
praising it, one said, 'Praise to the 
fountain which supplies chis pool.' 
So people were praising Joshua for giving 
the whole of Israel to drink of his 
chochmah, but he said, 'Praise Moses, 
who 1.s my source of chochmah. ' Wisdom 
that is harmful was that o f Balaam, of 
whom it said, "The saying of him who hears 
che words of God." (Numbers 24 : 16) And 
whac happened to him? Balaam, also the 
son of Beor they killed with the sword. 
(Numbers 31 :8) Thus t here are riches kept 
by the owner for his hurt.38 

Joshua ' s chochm.ah was beneficial because he shared it 

wi ch all of Israel. Balaam used his chochmah to curse 

Isra~l. Both Joshua and Balaam received their chochmah 

f rom God. The difference hetween the two is in how they 

utilized it. Chochmah is not ~iveo solely for the recipient; 
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rather, chochmah is to be shared with Israel, for the good 

of Israel . For anyone who does not so utilize his 

chochmah, or uses i t against Israel, the chochmah will be 

detrimental. 

However, despite these few dangers of possessing and 

misusing chochmah, t he main theme of chochrnah in 

Rabbinic Literature is that it is a value to be sought, 

and t hat chochmah brings muct benefit to its possessor . 

Chochmah is so valuable it is even possible to preserve 

life with it. A text often used by the rabbis states : 
n,~y~ n,nn nn~nn 

Chochmah preserves the life of him who 
possesses it.39 

This text appears :n several contexts describing practical 

situations where chochmah proved to be very beneficial. 

One such discussion concerns the dilenuna of what to do 

when possessed of a ravenous hunz~r. Various solutions 

are offered by different rabbis. R. Johanan offers 

a per sonal account : 

Once I was seized by a ravenous hunger, 
whereupon I ran to the eastern side of a 
fig tree, thus making true in my own case, 
'Chochmah preserves the life of him who has 
it,' for R. Joseph learned : (In a Mishnah or 
a Baraitha) One who would t aste the full 
taste of a fig, turns to its eastern side, 
as it i s said. ' With the bounteous yield of 
the sun.' (Dt. 33 :14) 41 

Another a~count of this same s toYy describes R. Johanah's 

motivation for going to the fig tree as being his knowledge 

of I Samuel 30 : 12 . "And they g,~ve him a piece of cake of 

figs . .. and when he had eaten, his spirit came back to 
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42 
him." The chochmah of R. Johanan was such that he knew 

either the Biblical verse or the Baraita of R. Joseph and 

was able to utilize his knowledge in the midst of his 

ravenous hunger . Chochmah is the knowledge of halachah 

and the ability to apply it to various life situations . 

~imilar ly, R. Ahab. Jacob was the only scholar of a 

group of sixty who did not become impotent through the 

long discourses of R. Huua. R. Ahab. Jacob followed the 

principle, "Chochmah preserves the life of him that has 
43 

i t." (Ecc. 7: 11) In another aggadah cormnenting on the 
44 

Biblical verse , "Chochmah is a stronghold to the wise man," 

asserts that chochmah can lead to the control of all bodily 

drives. R. Ahab. Jacob's chochmah was apparently of this 

type. 

Another example of the benefit of chochmah, again 

based on the same Biblical text is found in the following 

aggadah: 

R. Jose b . Jasin was journeying in a boat, 
coming from Tarshish, when his attendant 
said to him, 'I require to go down (into 
the water to immerse myself because of my 
ritual impurity. He answered , 'You should 
not go down into the sea because it is 
dangerous.' The attendant said, 'But I 
wish to recite the Shema . ' 'Recite it,' 
he replied, 'I want to eat,' he said, 'Then 
eat,' was the answer . When they reached the 
harbor, R. Jose said to him , 'You are now 
forbidden to do these things unt il yo11 have 
bathed'; and t he teY.t was applied to him, 
' And the advantage of i ntel ligence is that 
chochmah preserves the life of him who possesses 
it.4 .:> 

The attendant is noL ignorant, he demonstrated his knowledge 

by knowing that a ritual cl eansing is a prerequisite to 
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saying the Shema and to eating; however, he does not have 

the ability to determine chat , under these special cir­

cumstances, the law permits eating without a prior cleansing. 

By contrast, R. Jose b. Jasin, possessing chochmah , is 

able to apply the halachah to the particular situation . 

By utilizing bis chochmah , he saves the life of the 

attendant . Chochmah is more than data or knowledge of 

halachah. It is the abili cy to reason and co apply the 

halachah to a particular life situation. 

One text, depicting the Roman government's search 

for R. Meir, gives a slightly different meaning to 
46 

chochmah. R. Meir was walking by a Roman store , where the 

Roman soldiers were sitting, eating swine. The soldiers 

thought they recognized R. Meir, but decided, as a test, 

to invite him over co eat: if he did eat, they would know 

for su~e that i t was not R. Meir . R. Meir, of course, 

passed the test: 

He dipped one of his fingers in the swine's 
blood and placed another finger in his mouth, 
dipping one finger and sucking the other. 
They said to one another, 'If he were 
R. Meir , he would not have done so.' 
They let him go and he f led . The text was 
therefore applied to him , 'and the advantage 
of intelligence is that chochmah preserves 
the life of him who possesses it!47 

R. Meir's chochmah is an ability to think and to react 

quickly. He knew that if he did not go in for the meal, 

the Romans would seize him. Nor could he partake of the 

non-kosher Roman meal . His solution, devised in an 

instant , sat isfied both horns of his dilemma . He enters 
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the restaurant, and with one finger dips into the food and 

then puts another finger in his mouth. Though R. Meir's 

actions here reflect a minimum of halachic knowledge, they 

still exemplify his chochmah. R. Heir knew what to do in 

life situations. Even in an area where halachah could not 

supply che answer, R. Meir is able to apply his learning 

and knowledge to reach an adequate decision. 

Another Biblical pass~ge utilized by the rabbis is, 
48 

"Chochmah is more of a stronghold than ten 'magnates' 
49 

that a city may contain." The ability of Moses to 

pacify his people and co allay their fears is linked to 
50 

chis passage. In Kohelet Rabbah, this verse is applied 

to several different people, one of whom is Adam : 

'Chochmah is a stronghold to the wiseman' 
to Adam, as it is written, 'You were the 
seal of perfection, Full of chochmah and 
flawless in beauty . ' (Ezekiel 28 : 12) 
'Then ten rulers that are in a city' 
the ten organs that minister to the soul ... 51 

Chochmah can be more powerful than the needs of the body 

and can combat any force, even ten rulers, because it is 

so strong . A similar text from Kohelet, "Chochmah is more 

valuable than weapons of war, but a single error destroys 
52 

much of value," is likewise utili zed. This text finds 

application to t he chochmah of Jacob when he confronted 
53 

Esau . In addition, it refe r s to the chochmah of Serah, 

the daughter of Asher, who the rabbis say was the chachama 

who encountered J oab when he planned to destroy her city in 
54 

order to get Sheba, Lhe sor. of Bichri. Serah, through 
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her c leverness, convinced her fellow citizens to relinquish 

Sheba and convinced Joab not to destroy the city. 

Her chochmah saved the city and is, thus, more valuable than 

weapons of war . 

Chochmah, for the rabbis, was both a great ideal and 

a very real attribute which brought with it , despite an 

~ccasional problem, many benefits, such as the ability to 

preserve life . Thus, in the rabbinic world chochmah 

certainly had at least as much value as wealth or physical 

attractiveness, and from the texts we have seen , it often 

appears to be much more valuable. 

In sum, chochmah, for the rabbis, was both the 

loftiest of ideals and a most real and valued personal 

attribute. Chochmah, on the whole, brought many benefits, 

such as the ability to preserve life. From the above 

discussed texts, the rabbinic world appears co have valued 

chochmah more than wealth or physical appearance. 
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For the rabbis, the source of chochmah is God. God 
1 

created the world with chochmah. God gave chochmah to 

Bezalel, Solomon, Job and to every other person possessing 

chochmah. This chapter will examine t he rabbinic conception 

of how one receives chochmah and the nature of the chochmah 

recei,ed from God. 

God gives chochmah; those who desire chochmah may 

receive it from hUJI. 
,~ iDKl• 1n,l i11l~n~ JKD 

:>Kn nn~n 1n, " 

If one desir es chochmah, He can give it 
to him, as it is said : "For the Lord 
gives chochmah (Proverbs 2 : 6)2 

Chochmah , however, cannot be acquired by the mere asking . 

The question i~ raised as to what a man should do to 
3 

become wise. R. Hiyya offers the normative answer: 

spend much time in study and litt le time in business. 

The rabbis then ask R. Hiyya about all those scholars 

who had spent much time in learning, but still had not 

attained chochmah. R. Hiyya replies to them, "Rather le t 
4 

them pray for mercy from Him to whom is the chochmah." 

He cites as the Biblical proof text, " For the Lord gives 

chochmah , out o f his mouth comes knowledge and discern-

ment . " Thus, for R. Hiyya, both study and the asking 

o f God are essential for attaining chochmah. Chochmah 

i s ~ubs tantive. It requires a life-time of dedicated 

study . Equally as essential co its acquisition, though, 

is understanding th3t God is the source and the giver of 
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chochmah. 

Just as God is the giver of chochmah, so too is He 

the provider of binah . There are three partners in the 
6 

creation of a human being: God, father, and mother . 

The father and mother each are responsible for different 

parts and qualities of the n ew human being; but God, alone, 

provides the child with binah. 

In the blessing for seeing a chacham, ~ne is provided 

with more i nsight about God's giving chochmah: 

,,,l" ,0K ?K,W' ' Dln ttKl,n :lll, 1Jn 
0?1VM n,0 , K ' Dln ". ,,K,'? ,n0JnD p?nw 

".c,, ,~l? ,n0Jn0 1n1w 71,J" ,0K 

Our Rabbis taught: On seeing the chachamim 
of Israel one should say: Blessed be He 
who has given of His chochmah to them that 
fear Him. On seeing the c hachamim of 
other nations, one says Blessed be He 
who has granted His chochmah to His 
creatures. 7 

This passage acknowledges that God gives His chochmah 

to both Jews and non-Jews. Both can possess legitimately 

divine chochmah . The distinction, however, is subtle. 

The chachamim of Israel are those who fear God; while the 

non-Jewish chachamim are merely God ' s creatures. 

-O'1lJ ttDln W' OiK 1? , DK' DK 
-l' DKn ?K -O'1ll n,,n ., ; l' DKn 

If a person says to you that the 
nations (non-Jews) have chochmah -
believe i t; if he says to you that the 
nations have Torah, do not believe 
it.9 
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For the Jews who fear the Lord, their chochmah is the 

Torah. On the other hand, Gentiles may be worldly wise, 

but their chochmah is not founded in Torah . 

The relationship between ' f.ear of the Lord' and 

chochmah is further explored in the following passage: 

R. Mathna said : That which chochmah has 
mnde a crown for her head, humility has 
made a shoe for her foot. 'That which 
chochmah :1as made a crown for her head,' 
as it says, 'Thl fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of chochmah . ' (Ps . 111 : 10) 
'Humility has made a shoe for her foot,' 
as it is written, 'The fear of the Lord 
is the heel of humility (Proverbs 22:4)10 

'fear of the Lord,' here seems to be both the basis of 

humility, and t he highest form of chochmah . I n the Bible 

and in the Rabbinic Literature, 'fear of the Lord' 

is consistently associated with the acquisition of 

chochrnah. Akabiah b. Mahalalel was known for his chochmah 
11 

and his fear of sin . R. Judah exclaimed that Akabiah 

b. Mahalalel ' s apparent excommunication was not possible , 

because there were no equals to Akabiah b. I1ahalalel in 

chochmah, in purity, and in fear of sin. 

The importance of 'fear of God' or its equivalent 

'fear of sin ' canno t be over emphasized : 

R. Chanina ben Dosa said, He in whom 
the fear of sin predominates over his 
chochmah, his chochmah endures , but he 
whose c hochmah predominates over his fear 
of sin, his chochmah does not endure. 12 

R. Chanina ben Dosa explicitly states that 'fear of sin ' 

is more i mpor t Rnc than chochmah . By exalting chochmah 

over the 'fear of sin', an individual has, by implication, 
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made chochmah a value by i tself without any awareness 

that God is the giver . As a result, his chochmah will 

not endure. The message is clear. For Jews there can be 

no legitimate independent sense of chochmah. The best 

chochmah is the chochmah that God gives, and the highest 
13 

form of that chochmah is Torah. In the same passage 

f rom Avoc , R. Chan ina ben Dosa continues with a comparison 

of chochmah and deeds, pclemiciz i ng against chochmah 

that is grounded in Torah, but which is not acted on : 

He used to say, He whose deeds exceed 
his chochmah, his chochmah endures, but 
he whose chochmah exceeds his deeds, his 
chochmah does not endure . 14 

If an individual ' s deeds or mitzvot exceed his chochmah , 

then his chochmah will endure . By contrast, if an individual's 

chochmah exceeds his deeds - if he cannot apply his great 

learning to the religious and practical problems of life-

his chochmah will not endure . 

While Rabbinic Literature stresses that chochmah is 

received from God, one passage implies t hat Sol omon's 

chochmah did not come f r om God: 

It has been taught : R. Simeon b . Menasia 
said : Kohelet does not render the hands 
unclean because it contains only the 
chochmah of Solomon . They said to h i m, Was 
this then all that he composed? Is it not 
stated elsewhere, ' And he spoke three 
thousand proverbs,' (IK 5 :12), and it further 
says, 'Add not to his words? ' (Proverbs 30:6) 
Why this further quotation? In case you 
migh~ object that he composed very much, 
and what it pleased him t o write he wrote 
and what i t did not please him he did not 
write. Therefore it says. ' Add not co his 
words. ' 1S 
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According to this passage, Kohelet does not "defile the 

hands , " that .i.s , Kohelet is not sacred, not canonized, 

because it contains only the chochmah of Solomon. A 

distinction is thus drawn becween divinely-inspired 

chochmah and mortal chochmah . In rebuttal to R. Simeon 

b. Mer.asia, however, the rabbis prove th.it Solomon's 

chochmah was indeed divine chochmah. The rebuttal notes 

chat in IK 5 :9 "The Lord endowed Solomon with chochmah ... . " 

In chis light, lhe text from Proverbs simply means that 

one cannot add to the words of God. Thus, the rabbis 

conclude that all of Solomon's chochmah was necessarily 

inspired chochmah . 

Significantly, while God is the source of chochmah, 

chochmah itself is not transcendent . Rather, chochmah is 

but one of the creations of God. God's chochmah served 

as His instrument in the creation of the world, just as 
16 

His goodness and mercy maintain it. God's creation of 

the world by chochmah is made explicit in t he Biblical 
17 

passage , "The Lord by chochmah founded the earth." 

In commenting on the verse, "Choch.mah has built her 
18 

house," the Rabbis elaborated that "this is the 

attribute of God, blessed be He, who created the world 
19 

with chochmah." Chochmah and God are not equals : 

chochmah was the first creation of God; God then utilized 

chochmah in his creation of the world: 

On c~e third day they said, 'God stands 
in t he congregat ion of God' because 
He covered the earth in his chochmah 
and established the world for h1.s community . 20 
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God , moreover, gives chochmah to those who already 
21 

have chochmah. How , then, can one acquire chochmah in 

the firs t place? R. Johanan teaches that God gives 

chochmah to the wise , basing his assertion on the Biblical 

text , "He gives chochmah to the chacham, and knowledge 
22 

co then: t hat know understanding . " R. Abbahu discerns 

that God gives chochmah to the wise from the text, "in 

the hearts of all that arl wise-hearted I have put 
23 

chochmah." One understanding of the above principle is 

t hat a chochmah-seeY.ing individual must immerse himself 

in t he study of Torah . Once the individual is steeped 

in the world of Torah, the~ and only then may God bestow 

chochmah upon him. This interpre t ation is supported by 

a parable told of a matron who questioned this principle 

of God giving chochmah to chose who are natively endowed 
24 

with chochmah R. Yose bar Hala fta asks her iF two people 

came to her co borrow money, one rich and one poor, to whom 

would she loan the money. She responds that she would loan 

the money to the rich man; why? If the rich man lost the 

money, he would have other resources with which to repay 

her, while the poor man would not. R. Yose responds that 

this is precisely why God gives chochmah to the wise: 

,,n l'W 90? nDJn 1n1l n"J~n n, n DK 
n , 9 ,l10D n,K,JDJ1 n1K0J ~nJJ l 'Jw,, 

K?K nJ l'~OYnD l 'K 1 n1K1n,D ' nJJ1 
OlJ'~'J l'JW 1' ,n,~ D' DJ n? n" J~n n l n l 

25 . n , w,1D 1'lJJl n, ,o ]J 'OJJ D'lPT 
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The chacham is the individual who spends his time studying 

Torah , not attending circuses or engaging in other super­

fluous activities . The chacham, seeking chochmah. 

dedicates his life to Tor ah . To such individuals God 

bes ~ows his divine chochmah. 

The acquisition of chochmab is not a static event. 

Rather, it can be acquired throughout one's life . One 

aggadah connnents on the final words of Moses , "I can no 
26 

more go out and come in. " R. Shmuel b. Nahami, in the 

name of R. Jonathan, says, "It means to 'go out and come 

in' with words of Torah, thus indicating that the gates 
27 

of chochmah were closed against him." Thus, the flow 

of chochmah from God to Moses was a continuing process, 

only stopped at the end of Moses' life. 

The acquisition of chochmah, however, is not without 

limit: mortals cannot acquire the full extent of the 

divinely bestowed chochmah. Even Moses was denied the 

full complement of chochmah : 

Rab and Samuel (gave different interpretations 
of a certain text) . One said : Fifty gates of 
binah were c reated in the world, and all were 
given to Moses save one, as it says, 'Yet you 
have made him but little lower than a God . ' 
Now, 'Kohelet sought to find out worlds of 
delight.' That is to say , Kohelet sought to 
be like Moses. but a bat kol went for th and 
said to him, 'It is wr1ttenuprightly even 
words of truth.' 'There arose not a prophet 
again in Israel like Moses. '28 

Moses acquired more chochmah than any other human being . 

Yet, his chochmah was not as great a~ the chochmah God 
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created. 

Final ly, t he corollary of the notion of chochoah as 

transcendent is that "human" chochmah is but a shadow of 

its divine counterpar t, transcendent chochmah: 

The incomplete form of the heavenly 
light is t he orb of the sun ; the 
incomplete form of chochmah that is 
above is Torah.29 

Torah is the greatest chochmah th&t human beings can 

know. iet , Torah is only a hint of the greater chochmah 

above. Perhaps when God bestows chochmah, he instills 

a t aste of the divine , transcendent chochmah. 

In another aggadah, the chochmah of Bezalel is 

described in tert::1s mirr oring God ' s creative powers : 
r,~, D~ ~ w OoJ K,JlW n,~n,K ~,1~ 

To combine the letters by which the 
heavens and the earth were created.30 

The proof text of this is chat because God filled Bezalel 
31 

with chochmah, tevunah, and da'at, and because God 

Himself ~ad utilized these three attributes in creating 

the world, Bezalel could possibly possess the same creative 

powers. Combining letters, according to the Kabbalistic 

tradi tion, is a skill of great power: under certain 

condi t ions , t his power is great enough to create worlds. 

In this text, Bezalel's chochmah approaches the transcendent 

ideal of God's chochmah. No other rabbinic texts, however, 

discuss human chochmah in such terms . 

A paucity of material in the Rabbinic Li t erature is 
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devoted to the relationship of God and chochmah. However, 

f rom the passages t hat have been examined here, it is 

clear that the idea of a transcendent chochmah is not 

central in rabbinic thought. What is central is that the 

source of chochmah is transcendent . That transcendent 

source is God, who is above and independent of the material 

ll!liverse. Chochmah itself does not have that status ; 

chochmah is only a creation of God. The rabbis were aware 

of chochmah that is independent from Torah. However, 

the implicit and explicit thrust of the rabbinic dis­

cussion is that for Jews, the only source of chochmah 

is transcendent. 
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Chapter Five 

Chochmah and Torah 
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The relationship of chochmah and Torah in the rabbinic 

period has been a subject of concern for various writers 

on rabbinic thought in the twentieth century . These 

secondary materials provide easy access to the rabbinic 

thought on this matter. Initially, t his chapter will 

define the relationship between chochmah and Torah as 

explicated by Solomon Schechter, George Foo t Moore, 

C.G. Montefiore, and Ephraim Urbach. The ideas of these 

authors are then comparec with the concepts found in the 

primary Hebrew texts. 

The problem tc be examined is the nature of the 

identification between chochmah and Torah, and the possible 

implications of that identification. If chochmah is 

equivalent to Torah, and Torah is equivalent to 

chochmah, the implications are that the universal, chochmah, 

is as good as the particular, Torah: knowing and 

doing the universal is as good as knowing and doing the 

particular. However, the impression that the author has 

gained from this study is that for the rabbis, Torah is 

better than anything else . Thus, it is crucial to clarify 

the extent of t he identification between chochmah and 

Torah. 

Solomon Schechter. in his work Aspects of Rabbinic 

Theology , asserts it is the Torah , as the "sum total of 

the contents of revelation, as the expression of the will 
l 2 

which is identified with the chochmah of Proverbs 8. o f God," 

However, what is unclear and what Schechter fails to 



explicate is how chochmah is identified with Torah. 

Schechter furt her states : 
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as the Torah was identified with the Wisdom 
of Proverbs, the mind did not rest satisfied 
with looking upon it as a mere condition for 
the existence of the world. Every connotation 
of the term wisdom in the famous eighth 
chapter of Proverbs was invested with life 
and individuality . The Torah, by this 
same process, was personified and endowed 
with a mystical life of its own, which 
emanates from God, yet is partly detached 
from him. 3 

Schechter seems to suggest that Torah is "assimilated" 

to c hochmah, as if the latter were more important. 

Although Schechter cites texts where Torah is personified 

in Rabbinic Literature, he fails to make the identification 

between Torah and chochmah explicit. The impression that 

one gains from reading Schechter is that in rabbinic 

times there is an independent chochmah and an independen c 

Torah. . 

George Foot Moore in his work Judaism in the First 

Centuries of the Christian Era adopts Schechter's compre-

hensive translation of Torah. Moore cites an early 

identification of 'law in this broad sense' with chochmah 

in Deuteronomy 4 : 6 : 
DJn~Jn ~,n 'J cn,•yi on,nw, 

c, nyn 'l ' Y~ oJnl' ) , 

Observe t hem faithfully, for this will 
be proof of your chochmah and discern­
men t to other peoples . 

Moore assert s, with this text as his proof, that the law 

is the distinctive chochmah of Israel . Other people can 

have wisdom, but the Jewish chochmah is Torah. Thus, in 
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his thesis, t he univer sal is particularized. Up to this 

point Moore's argument is certainly textually based. 

However, he then argues that "Proverbs 8 : 22ff i s the most 

fruitful of the passages in which this identification of 

divine revelation (Torah) with the divine wisdom (chochmah) 

is made, but many other s contributed to this doctrine . " 

In t he author •~ study of Proverbs 8 :22 and in reading 
6 

modern Biblical commentators such as R.B . Y. Scott , it 

is the author's impression that in Proverbs it is only 

chochmah spea¼ing; no where is Torah mentioned . 

How Moore so clearly sees the identification of the two 

concepts in the Biblical passage is unclear to the critical 

reader . 

I n Moore ' s citing of Sirach and other Apocryphal 

works as proof of an identifi cation of Law and chochmah. 

there certainly is textual basis . It is wisdom speaking 

in the following passage : "All this is the book of t he 

covenant of the Most High God, ~he law which Moses 

corrananded, an inheritance to the congregation of Jacob.'' 

The passage continues with the way t hat the Law pours 

out wisdom. 

7 

It is Moore's analysis of the rabbinic material that 

is untenable . He writes : 

The identity of the Law and Wisdom is 
of frequent occurr ence in the rabbinical 
books also, and even in the oldest 
passages is assumed as something univer-
sally acknowledged, from which further 
inf erences are drawn. Besides Proverbs 8:22ff, 
severa l other passages a1e quoted in 
which 'Wis dom' is made eqaiv~lent to ' Law. ' 8 
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Moore is claiming that everyone knew of the identification, 

based on the Biblical " identification." The implication 

seems t o be that universal wisdom is, in Jewis h eyes, the 

same as Torah. The texts, however, do not support t his 

assertion. The text he utilizes to demonstrate this 

' equivalency' of chochmah and Torah is from Sifre: 

R1nW 'l'J ?JW 0110n ' J,,J R~1 Z> ilnK lJ1 
Kinw ,!)', n, ,n .,,, Jn nK c,,p Kin J'Jn 

'llP ·n :,Z>KlW ?J? a,,, nK,Jl ?JZ> i1J'Jn 
9 • T, :Z> P?Y!>l'J c,p ,:n, n, w1<, 

In t his passage, Tor ah i s created at the beginni ng . 

However , nowhere does it s~y that chochmah is the equiva­

lent of Torah . One can speculate with respect to Moore' s 

reasoning: 1) t he Biblical passage Proverbs 8 :22 is 

commonly understood and associated with chochmah . 

2) I n t his passage , as wel l as in several other passages, 

this verse is now used in r efer ence to Tor ah. 3) Thus , 

because the verse once r eferred to chochmah, and now it 

refers to Torah ; therefore, chochmah is equal co Torah . 

It is this logic , this deduc t ion, that has been questioned 

by Professor Borowicz and by the author . The logic that 

if something meant x at one time and y at a later time, 

thus x=y does not hold. The most that can be s aid is that 

both x and y are assoc iated with the same thing. With 

respect to each of the verses used by Moore co prove chat 

Torah is the equivalent of chochmah, the same f allacy is 

found . For example , in iLs Biblical context , the well 
10 

known passage " ilJ D'~'TnlJ', l('i1 C" n fY " refers to 
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chochmah. However, i n t he T~nhuma it is written : 

:,DKl• n,,n N?K D''" TY l'Kl 
11 .n~ c,,,rn0, K'~ D''" TY 

To infer f rom this t ext that chochmah is equivalent to 

Tor ah would be erroneous . \lha t is more plausible is that 

this Biblical t ext once was identified wi th chochmah and 

is now identified with Torah . Tha t is , ever ything good t hat 

the Bible says about chochmah , t he r abbis apply to Torah . 

Thus, the universal is assimilated to the part icular . 

However , Moore fails to provide the reader with that 

information . 

Montefiore in his only reference to ' Wisdom and Torah' 

in his index, offers the following text : 

R. Elazar said: What was the blessing 
which Moses said over the Law when he 
received it? Blessed ar t t hou, 0 Lord, 
King of the Universe, who has chosen the 
Law, and has sanctified it , and has 
pleasure in those who ful fill it. He did 
not say, In those who labor to study 
it, or in those who meditate on it, but 
in t hose who fulfill it. A man may say, 
I have not learned chochmah, I have 
not studied the Law, what am I to do? 
God said to the Israe lites, All chochmah 
and all t he Law is a single easy thLng : 
he who fears me, and fulfills the words of 
the Law, he has a ll chochmah and all the 
Law in his heart.12 

Chochmah and Torah here ·appear as two separate entities, 

each a part of the larger category of ' Fear of the Lord' 

and divrei Torah. There is no sense conveyed here that 

being wise and doing what a wise man should really do 

wouid satisfy the rabbis, if chose actions were not 

11observant. 11 Thus, chochmah, though similar to Torah and 
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appearing in conjunction wich it, is not expressly made 

the equivalent of Torah. Montefiore offers no analysis. 

The reader i s, thus, left to interpret the text on his 

own. In reading Montefiore. one gains little insight 

into t he nature of the relationship between chochmah and 

Torah. 

The impression that the reader has from reading 

Schechter, Moore, and Montefiore, is that Torah (law in 

its most comprehensive sense), is identified with chochmah. 

They claim chat, for the rabbis, there were two independent 

entities , Torah and chochmah. By contrast, Ephraim 

Urbach unders t ands the rabbinic texts most &ccurately 

when he states that the r emnants of the wisdom myt h were 

transferr ed to Torah : 

The remnants of the Wisdom myth referring 
to Wisdom's pre-existence and its presence 
at the creation of the world, found in 
Proverbs (8:22ff.), were transferred to 
the Torah, and it was said that it 
existed before the creation of the 
world.13 

Urbach cites as his proof the passage from Sifre Deuteronomy 

37 as well as most of the same passages t hat Moore utilized 

to identify Torah with chochmah. Urbach does not refer 

to an identification of chochmah and Torah in rabbinic 

times, but rather co a transference of the myths surrounding 

chochmah to Torah One aggadah that Moore utilizes is 

f rom Bereshic Rabbah; where the amora R. Oshaia expounded 

on Proverbs 8 : 30 
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As a rule when a h\.llilan being builds a 
palace, he does not build it by himself, but 
calls in an architect, and the architect 
does not plan the building in his head, but 
he makes use of rolls and tablets, to 
know how to make the rooms and wickets. 
Even so the Holy One, blessed Be He, 
l ooked into the Torah and created the 
world. And the Torah declares, "With reshit 
God created, and reshit means none other 
than Torah, as it 1s said : 'The Lord made 
me reshit in his way. '14 

For Schechter and Hoare, as well as for some teachers of 

Midrash that the author has discussed this passage with, 

this passage seems to infer an identification of chochmah 

with Torah. Urbach, however , is clear that the passage 

is only speaking of Torah . It is Torah that was with God 

at the creation of the world . Again, chochmah is ass im­

ilated to Torah. 

Careful study of the rabbinic texts reveal that 

Urbach was accurate in his assessment that the wisdom myth 

had been transferred to the Torah. In the previous 

chapters of this work, chochmah has been described and 

defined . In general , chochmah is t he ability to apply 

Torah knowledge to practical life situations. Chochmah 

is given to those who occupy th~mselves with Torah. It is 

given by God . The rabbis acknowledg~ the chochmah of the 

Greeks , but ordinary Jews are prohibited from learning 

it . The au t hor has found that the independent s ense of 

chochmah that developed in t he Wisdom Literature, collapses 

in the Rabbinic Literature. As part of the rabbinic 

outlook on life and reality , nothing was permitted to share 
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Torah's place, though they could not deny that , in part, 

Torah and chochmah overlapped. The specific texts utilized 

amply support this general theological orientation. 

The problem is that chochmah was a universal . 

The chochmah of Wisdom Li terature appeared to be a 

chochmah that could be pursued and was accessible to all 

people . Similarl y , the Greek wor l d had developed the 

concept of 'Sophia.' Robert Gordis compares the develop­

ment of meaning of the Hebrew chochmah, from its practical 

and technical roots to a more metaphysical and ethical 

meaning , with the development of the Gr eek ' sophia.' 

The basic meaning of the Greek word is 
'cleverness and skill in handicraft and 
art, ' then skills in matters of 'common 
life, sound judgment, practical and 
political wisdom,' and ultimately, 'learning, 
wisdom, and philosophy. ' 15 

For the Greeks, ' sophia ' came to represent universal 

wisdom, available to any person who pursues the proper 

course of learning and instruction in life. The rabbis, 

on t he other hand, were concerned that the chochmah of the 

Wisdom Liter atur~ . focusing on ethical and moral 

principles , would be understood, as was the universal 

wisdom of the Greeks, as a thing that could be learned 

without Torah. The rabbis explicit l y state that although 

there is chochmah i n t he Greek world, the ultimate foy,n 

of chochmah, Torah, has been revealed to the Jewish 

people. 

I n the Wisdom Literature, chochmah had become 

personi fied into an independen t entity . Chochmah speaks ; 
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chochmah assists God in the c~eation of the world; 

chochmah is the ul t imate goal of the chacbam. In only a 

few pas sages in Rabbinic Literature does chochmab maintain 

that same independent status, distinct f rom Torah. In 

cormnenting on t he various names of Caleb in the Book of 

Chronicles, R. Simon b . Pazzi refers t o him as a "father 
16 

in Torah, a f a t her in chochmah, and a father i n prophecy. " 

Three dist inct categories are enumerated: Torah, chochmah, 

and prophecy . For R. Simon b . Pazzi, these t hree cate-
17 

gories are distinct and independent. Similarly, i n 

one pas sage included in Montefiore 's anthology , Torah and 

chochmah are viewed as being independent. In this passage, 

however, bot h terms fi t into t he general framework of 'fear 

of the Lord' and divrei Torah . Significantly, no ocher 

suppor t for the proposition that chochmah is independen t 

of Torah can be found in the Rabbinic Literature . 

On the ocher side of the coin, Torah is clearly 

distinct f r om universal wisdom. Non-Jews can have chochmah , 

but not Torah: 

Should a person tell you t here i s 
chochmah among t he nations, believe it ... 
but if he tells you t hat t here is 
Torah among the nations , do not believe 
it . "19 

Torah, t he highest human form of chochmah, is only for 

Jews. It is i n eretz Yisrael that t he majority of 

chochmah is to be found: "Te:1 kabs of chochmah descende d 

to the world , nine were taken by eretz Yisrael and one by 
20 

the rest of the world." Though the rabbis were cog-

nizant of a chochmah independent of Torah, Torah, for them, 
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was the unique chochmah of the Jewish people. 

Throughout the Aggadah, the problem for the rabbis 

was how to i ntegr ate the universal sense of chochmah 

that emerged from the Wisdom Literature i n to their 

particular conception of chochmah as Torah. Their method 

for doing this was, as Urbach states , to take the verses 

most cot.:m,c.nly associated with chochmah and to transfer 

them to Torah. A paramount example of this is the 

following: 

K1Jl• o,,, ,i,)l a,,J, ni)• 
n,,n •.. ~i,n :l~ ,~i ;c~,,n 
,~,, n' •K, 'll? *n : J'n~, 

21 • u, 

Thus , Torah , not chochmah, becomes one of the seven things 

created before the creation of the world. Wisdom Literature 

had elevated chochmah to an independent status; in Rabbinic 

Literature , that status is eliminated. Chochmah is trans-

formed from an i ndependent entity to a subordinate of 

Torah. 

In another passage, which is only one example of 

many that incorporate this mythic transfer ence, the 

importance of Torah is seen : 

Rabbi Banayah said: The world and its 
fullness were created only for the sake 
of Tor ah. 'The Lord in chochmah founded the 
earth.' 22 

Thus. the purpose of cr eation was Torah, not chochmah. 

This transformation is not confined to the chochmah of 

the Wi.sdom Literature. 

In defini ng the chochmah of Bezalel, the rabbis 
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clear ly changed the definit ion f rom the limited chochmah 

or skil l t hat Bezalel had in the Bible . Conunenting on the 

ver se t hat Bezal el had been filled with chochmah , 
23 

t evunah, and daat, t he transformed, rabbinic defi nitions 

o f fered are : 

.il,inl c:,n i1"ti1• 
.i1:>'1i1J PJD i'l "t i1W 

24 .,,D,nl ny, K'1D i1"t i1W 

• m, :,n::i 
.;ni:::irn 
.nyi :1, 

Bezalel's chochmah i s th~t he was wise i n Torah, no t 

merely that he was a ski llful ar tis an . Tevunah and da'at 

are defined , res pec tivel y , as ha l achah and Tal mud . The 

rabbis are par ticularizing chochmah ; chochmah becomes 

Torah . 

The r abbis' intention was to e l iminate an independent 

s ense of chochmah. The power of chochmah , per sonified 

in the Wis dom Liter ature, is t r ansferr ed , as Ur bach 

states, t o Torah . Chochmah, in rabbinic times, no longer 

has an independent status . While the Jews know o f a 

universal chochmah, they have no need for it . Rather, 

chochmah is completed and ful fil l ed in Tor ah . 

The proges sion is clear . The chochmah my t h in the 

Wisdom Li t erat ure i s universal . In the apocryphal liter ­

ature , Torah and universal chochmah become ident ified . 

In Rabbinic Li t era t ure, t he mythic t ransformation is 

completed as chochmah becomes s ubordina t e to Torah . The 

fears of t he rabbis a=e . t hus, a l layed . No longer can 

one achieve chochmah wi t hout t he study of Torah . 
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This study has attempted to present, in a cogent and 

structured manner, the meaning of chochmah in the Aggadah . 

The rabbis' primary concern was to exclusivize the meaning 

of chochmah. In the Bible chochmah referred to the skill 

of the artisan in building the mishkan and co the great 

knowledge and sagacity o f Solomon. In the Wisdom Liter­

a t ure, chochmah was personified. Chochmah had developed 

into a universal, accessible without the aid of Torah . 

In the Inter-Testamental literature, chochmah and Torah 

became identified with one another, while still retaining 

their independence from each other. 

In the Aggadah, t he rabbis do not develop the theme 

of chochmah as a skill, except in a few instances. Although 

the rabbis acknowledge a universal "wisdom," they explicitly 

state that Torah is the chochmah of the Jews . Biblical 

verses associated with chochmah became, for the rabbis , 

associated with Torah; for example, "She is a tree of life 

to t hose who lay hold of her; and happy are those who hold 

her fast." (Proverbs 3:18) The verses that once personified 

choclunah , refer to Torah in the Rabbinic Literature . The 

independent status of chochmah has dissipated . For a 

Jew, Torah is the ultimate. It is superior to any universal 

chochmah. 

The rabbis have defined chochmah as Torah or halachic 

learning combined with the ability to apply it to halachic 

questions as well as to life situations . Solomon Freehof 

provides a poignant description of knowledge and wisdom. 



Let us consider : In the winte~, fuel , coal 
or oil or gas, is brought into a building. 
That fuel is put into a complicated system 
of machinery, furnace pipes, and radiators 
until fina l ly the fuel becomes warmth which 
is something r ather abstract . The warmth 
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is the purpose and, we might say, the ultimate 
goal of the fuel. What fuel is to warmth, 
knowledge is to wi sdom. Knowledge is what 
you take in and put through the complicated 
machinery of the human personal i ty; and it 
attains its ul timate , genial result then just 
as the fuel turns into warmth, the knowledge 
turns into wisdom.l 

For the rabbis , knowledg~ is the Torah or halachah, 

while chochmah is one ' s ability to utilize Torah. As we 

have seen , t he chacham speaks divrei Torah, a reflection of 

his chochmah. The ultimate source of the chacham's 

chochmah is God . 

The methodology involved in this study , the 

"linguistic-conceptual appr oach," has proven very successful. 

In focusing on one term chochmah, the author has been able 

to enter the world of the rabbis. As the term chochmah 

was traced from one text to the next, much of rabbinic 

thought, values, and concerns emerged. By t he exhaustive 

study of one word, entrv i nto the rabbinic mind was 

facilitated. 

One limitation imposed on this study was the author's lack 

of time necessary for the ~ttJdy of Greek sources and the 

Greek concept of "wisdom." The knowledge of t he 

influence of Hellenism upon Judaism would certainly provide 

a better understanding of the transformation of chochmah . 

In addition, the study of one concept itself creates 

certain limitations. One sees the r ole th~t a specific 
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concept plays in the rabbini~ world, tut that role is not 

viewed in comparison with other rabbinic values. Hope­

fully, a thorough study of various values and their 

relationships in the Aggadah will be undertaken by various 

scholars and brought into systematic form. 

Personally, I have learned a great deal during the 

course of this study. Of great value is my newly 3cquired 

ability to read the rabbinic texts for what they say. 

Also, I have learned the importance o: letting a structure 

emerge from the material itself, rather than imposing an 

extrinsic structure upon the material . Chochmah has 

taught me much. I will have learned the most if, as my 

Rabbinate develops as a continuing process of learning Torah, 

I have the ability to apply my Torah learning to life 

situations by utilizing chochmah. 
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Not es - Conclusion 

1 . Solomon B. Freehof Preaching The Bible : Sermons for 
Sabbaths and High Holy Days New York, Ktav . 1974. 
p.114. 
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