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CHAPTER ONE 

Midrash Aseret Ra-Dibberot 

A Historical and Structural Overview 
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As Lewis Barth notes in his article, " The Midrashic 

Enterprise," "The effort to define midrash as a field is 

difficult because of the problem of boundaries and 

per-spectives. "' He continues to point out that , in the 

popular mind, midrash is still equated with agg•dot (legends) , 

ma ' asiyyot (eKemp la) or meshalim (parables ). 
• 

While Barth, 

Bloch 1
1 and others argue for the "true meaning " of the 

technical term midrash, the tact remains that the term has 

always been somewhat equivocal, and its boundar ies broad. 

While contemporary ~cholars of Rabbinic literature have been 

able to distinguish between the various genres of what has 

tradit i onally been known as the "Oral Law," at the time of its 

development, the disti nctions were not so unclouded. While 

a particular midrashic work could often be delineated as 

either halakhic or aggadic, the differentiation& between the 

variou s types of non- halakhic works were not as easily 

distinguished by the Rabbis themselves, and certainly not ' by 

their audiences. Aggadah became the term that referred to all 

non-halakhic works, midrashic or non-midrashic, including the 

other types of oral literatures that h•ve always been current 

in Jewish usage, such as folktales, fairytales, and myths. 

Midrash became distinct, not because of the content or message 

'Lewis Barth, "The Midrashic Enterprise," in Jewish Book 
Annual, XL (1982-83), p.8. 

1Renee Bloch, "Midrash ," in Approaches to Ancient Judaism, I 
(1978), pp.29-50. 
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of its stories, but because of the particular form in which 

they were recorded and the context in which they were told or 

compiled. As Barth puts it : "The significant area of 

distinction is not aggadah or halakffah but organizatli.on and 

purpose. "1 Midrash is defined then, both for contemporary 

scholars and the classical Rabbis, by certain specific 
s 

literary techniques and by the apparent purpose or original 

intent of the author/ compiler. 

Midrash Aseret Ha-Dit:lberot is a work which straddles the 

boundaries of the technical meaning of midrash. An early 

Medieval collection of stories s{ructured loosely aro~nd the 

Ten Commandments, the work includes stories that were taken 

or adapted from other established midrashim, both Talmuds, as 

well as apocryphal and pseudepiQraphic milterial. However, 

most of the stories are folktales, either Jewish in origin or 

Jewish versions of international folktales. In his 

introduction to this collection of stori~?, Dov Noy write~, 

The name Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot might be 
misleading, because it suggests an interpretative 
midrash or an explication of the verses of the Ten 
Commandments that are in the Torah. But it i• not 
so. This is not midrash, but rather a collection 
of storie~ that are arranged around the structure 
of the names and subjects of the Ten Commandments, 
where' each commandment is exemplified by one story 
or mor•.• 

'Barth, p.8. 

•oov Noy, •• Tippusim B1tin-Le ·umiyyim Vi-Yehudiyyim Be-Midrash 
Aseret H•-Dibberot.. in Fourth World Congress t of Jewish Stydit& 
Pager;., I I, (Jerusal•in , World Union of Jewish Studies, 1968), 
p.35~. All quotations from this work translated by Jordan Cohen. 

' . 
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This br-ief description of the nature of Midrash Aseret Ha­

Dibberot succinctly highlights its inherent problem : despite 

its n ame, the work does not contain any of the organizational 

or- structural attr-ibutes usual l y associated with classic•l 

midrashim. 
. 

Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot is basically a 

narrative work , a style previous 1 y unknown in the Jewish 

literature of the Rabbinic period. 
• 

Its treatment -of the 

midrashic material, as Joseph Dan comments, "can only be 

descr-ibed as revolutionar-y, " ' Whereas tradi tiona 1 mid rash 

places pr-imary impor-tance on homiletic material, with only 

occasional use of stories, Midra5h Aseret Ha-Dibberot is 

essentially composed of stories, with the homiletic pa•sages, 

depending on the version, either non-existent or r•legated to 

secondary importance. The work appears then to be an early 

example of what was a new attitude toward the story introduced 

in the Middle Ages; it was still called midrash, for lack of 

any new conceptualization, but i t is significantly different 

in form, purpose, and perhaps even in its proposed audien~e . 

In essence, Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot represents the nascent 

form of a whole new genre of Jewish/Hebrew literature. 

No known original copy of Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot 

sur-vives, but the work exists in about twenty extant 

'Joseph Dan, "Midra&h Aseret Ha-Oibberot, " iin The Encyclopedia 
Judaica, XI , (Jerusalem : Keter, 1971), p.1514. 

i 
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manuacripts and appears in t.ever~l printed versions.• It is 

a work from the geonic period, with scholar• ascribing to it 

d ates ranging from the seventh to the eleventh centuries. The 

collection cannot , ,o•, dated la tar than the elltventh century 

however, since in that century both~abbi Nissim of Kairouan 
I 

and later the anonymous collector of the legends published by 

Gaster as Se fer Ha-Ma · asiyyot ( 1894) made use of stories 

included in it. Mfdrash Aser•t Ha-Dibberot itself is an 

anonymous work, a common phenomenon in both the medieval 

Jewish literature of this type, and other literatures of the 

period. 7 While the actual community of ori~in is not known, 

the collection is generally ack;"lowl•dge as being Sephardic, 

with one scholar setting it in Iraq.• 

The number of stories included in th• collection varies 

from version to version 1 with · some containing as few as 

seventeen stories and others as many as forty-four. As there 

are some stories which appear in only one version of the 

~oy (1968 ) cites three published editions - Jellinek in Seit 
Ha-l1idrash, Gaster in Sef11r 11• • ••iyyot, and Fishman, 11• • asim Al 
Aseret Ha-Dibberot or H•gg•d•h Shel Shavu •ot. In add ition I have 
found Hazen-Rook, l1idr•sh A••r•t Ha-Dibb.rot, Nusah Veron• (1971) 1 

and Eisenstein in Dzar l1idr••him (19,6). For the purposes of this 
study, I have used Eisenstein•• my primary t•xt, with Jellinek and 
Hazen-Rook as supplementary texts. 

'Other comparable works, such as The Aleph-Bet of Ben Sira and 
Midr•sh El•h Ezker•h are also anonymous. 

•Joel Rosenberg makes this assertion in his Introduction to 
the "Midrash on the T1tn Commandm•nts" in Fiction, 7, Noa. 1 & 2. 
eds . Mark Jay Mirsky and David Stern, (New York z CCNY, 1983) 1 
p.41. 

. . 
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Midrash, the total number of stori•s connected to the work is 

over fifty. . In addition to the varied number of stories 

included in the di f fvnmt v~rsions, there ar• di ffer•nt 

structural forms and textual substitutions. Somv versions 

include a lengthy introductory section, while others commvnce 

immediately with the stories connected to the first 

~ 
commandment. Some ve~sions make use of transitional passages 

between the s tories, which emphaaizv their particular moral 

insights, and even include some textual explication. Others 

simply present the stories, leaving it to the reader• 

II 

themselves to make the connection between the story and the 

commandment . 

Most vvrt.ions of the collection are cal led Midr•sh Aser•t 

Ha-Dibberot, although there 
........__, 

are soma versions bearing the 

titles Hagg.d•h Le-Sh•vu'ot, Midr•sh Sh•l Sh•vu 'ot, or Tikkun 
~ 

Lel Shavu ' ot, indicating a tie-in to the festi val celebrating 

the giving of the Ten Commandments. However, there is no . 
proof that any Jewish community ever used"--this work· during 

Shavu·ot. In al 1 versions , the tone of the stories is 

extremely moralistic, implying a devotion to the commandments 

e ven beyond that required by the Halakhah. Yet the atories 

• never offer any 1-ort of detailed explication of a •p•cific 

commandment, nor do they provide any instruction at. to how a 

Jew shou ld behave in daily lif•• Though it maintain• the 

religious-moral ••n&e which evident in much of midrashic 

literatur•, •• a literature to be applied to the daily life 
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of the Jew, th• work continues to defy the parameters of 

classical midrash. 

Classical midrash must be defined in context. To begin, 

midrash must be viewed as a sub-genre Of the much more general 

ca\egory of "Rabbinic literature. 11 The term "Rabbinic II refers 

to the lengthy period in Jewish history commencing in the 

• second century· after the common era when Jewish existence was, 

in the main, governed by the social and religious institu~ions 

which were first developed by the Rabbis of Palestine and 

Babylon. The period 1tffectively comes to an end with the 

advent of the enlightenment in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries when, under the gathering forces of modernity, the 

institutions o1 Rabbinic Judaism and its way of life began to 

disintegrat1t. • Early in this p1triod, the Oral Law became 

recorded and authorized, and in its wake, all Biblically-based 

Jewish literary activity became known as Rabbinic literature. 

As it is nearly impossible to speak o·f_ any truly secu~ar 
........ 

writing duri ng this period, Rabbinic literature then becomas 

distinct only from folk-literature, which, for the most part, 

existed only through oral transmission and therefore lacked 

the authofity of the Synagogue or Academy. By this 

written document created duri"ng the Rabbinic period, falls 

into the category of Rabbinic literature. 

•oavid Stern, "Introduction" in Fiction, 7, Noa. 1 & 2, eds. 
Mark Jay Mirsky and David Stern, (New Yorks CCNV, 1983), p.5. 
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Rabbinic literature however is principally just a 

. historical designation, and tells us little about form. 

Rabbinic literature is divided into a variety of literary 
I 

genres, halakhic and non-halakhic, of which midrash is but one 

type. The term midr•sh can refer to either a specific body 

of work ( "Midrash Rabbah") or a particular form of exegetical,_ 
• 

literature. Midrash is further divided into Midrash Aggadah 

and Midrash Halakhah, the former generally serving as an 

amplification or example of the Scriptural lesson , and the 

latter commenting on a Scriptural passage in order to draw 

from it a rule of life . 10 Mid rash as a gJPnre, and more 

particularly Midrash Aggadah, is distinct from the la&s 

structured Rabbinic literary forms, such as aggadot, 

ma · asiyyot, and m•shal im, all different types of "stories" 

which are, in fact, contained within the Babylonian. --anq 

Jerusalem Talmuds and the collections of midrash. 

Midrash then, in its true5t sense, ~rges more as •a 

process. As Lewis Barth states, midrash is, "the activity of 

inquiry into Scripture, drawing lessons from it for legal or 

edifying purposes, and also the literary collections in which 

the results- of that activity are found."'~ The classical 

collections of ' midrashic literature • display fundamental 

characteristics of structure and focus which, while they may 

'
0Bloch, p.33. 

"Barth, p.9. 

• 

"\ 

., 
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make use of any number .of different story types, do not rendar 

t-he term itself•• synonymous with fable or mor•l legand. It 
'\. 

is many of thes• fund•mantal ch•ractaristic• that are absant 

in Midrash Aseret H•-Dibberot. 

Renee Bloch, in •n attempt to mak• claar the "essential 

points which define ~idrash : 1) Its point of departure is 

Scripture, which renders it a genre which is pecul i•r to 

Israel, and excludes any pos&ibility of finding parallels 

outside of I~raal . 2) Midrash is • popular ganre, and above 

all it is homiletical. Its origin i& to be sought, for the 

most part, in the li turgical reading of the Torah for Sabbath& 

and Festivals. 3) It is a study which is attentiv• to the 

text. Attempts were made through midrash to understand th• 

text better, and to have its obscurities made clear . The 

inquiry o ften began with the asking of a particular quastion 

of the text, and then often sought out the answer in parallel -passages . It i s the Bible being explained'by the Bible. 4 ) 

Its goal is primari ly practical : to define the lessons for 

faith and for the religious w•y of life contained · i ·n t he 

Biblical te>et. This practical concarn led midrash to 

reinterpret Scripture and to att•mpt to "actualize it" . 
. 

5) There is a distinction between Midr•sh Aggad•h •nd Midrash 

H•lakhah. Bloch distinguishes the two forms by context•• 

wel 1 as cont1,nt. Midrash Aggadah relates primarily to the 

narrative parts of th• Tora~, •••king to 'dafin• the meaning 

.. 
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of the stories and the events of history. Generally, it was 

a product o f the Synagogue, serving as the sermon which 

followed immediate l y after the liturgical reading of the 

Scriptures. On the other hand, she perceives Midrash Hal •khah 

as a product of the schools, where the Biblic al text was used 

for instruction. The text was studied, with a view to 

defining the laws therein a nd to discovering in them the 
• 

fundamental princip les by which might be derived both new laws 

for resolving new problems, a s well as new arguments for­

justifying cer-tain customs which were al r eady traditional. 

While Bloc h's conceptualization of the contex tual origins of 

these t wo different types of midrash is, argu•bly, over 

generalized, nonetheless, they sti ll provide the different 

for-ms b y which classical midrash is defined today.u 

Bloch's criteria certainly disqua l ify Midrash Aser•t Ho -

Dibberot f r-om the name it bears. While the work ' s point o f 

departure conceptually appears t o be Scriptural, 1.e. the Ten 

Commandments, this relationship between the s tories and t he 

c ommandments is structurally imposed, at best. The stories 

are arranged according to the order of the Ten Commandments, 

but seemingly to no end. Joseph Dan notes that the 

maintenance of the Ten Commandments is an elementary c ommand 

and a g iven. I t does not make sense . that there would be a 

Jewish work that would preach •bout them on such a !iimple 

12Bloch, pp.31-34 . 
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level. Thusly, one does not find, either in the introduction, 

the stories, or in any explication that is included, a · simple 

demand for the maintenance of the commandments. Throl)gliou t 

the collection , the main reason for the commandments is to 

provide an order, a struc ture and shape to organize the 

material that the editor wanted to pre1-en t to tha reader.•~ 

The Biblical framew~rk is externall y imposed, and does not 

serve as the foundation or the subject of explication of the 

stories. This is even more evident when one examine& the 

relationship between individual stories and the commandment• 

to which they were attached. Th• thematic connection between 

many of the commandments and the stories which are connected 

to them is artificial and weak. In other cases, the story 

seems better suited to another commandment. For e Mample, the 

story "Which is the Most Noble Deed?" (No .39 ) , a recognized 

international · folktale type (Aarne Thompson #976) 11 about a 

young woman, her fiance, and a highwayman, all three of w~om 

honor the virginity of the young woman and do not harm her, 

is included under the commandment of "Thou shall not steal," 

when it would seem more appropriate under "Tt,ou &hall not 

commit adultery," 

•~Joseph Dan, H.i-Sippur H•-lvri Bi-Yeme-Ha-Ben.iyim. 
(Jerusalem Ket•r, 1974), p.81, All quotation• from thi• work 
translated by Jordan Cohen. 

145tories which have been categorized under 'the Aarne-Thompson 
Folktale Type Inde>< will hav e their index number• supplied in 
parentheses after the initial reference. 
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Th• editor justifies his placing of the story through the 

addition of a frame of a Solomonic tale in which King Solomon 

identifies the thief among three men, based on their responses 

to the story he tells. But, as Dov Noy points out, ih all 

versions of the Midrash, the commandment "Thou shall not 

commit adultery" contains the most stories . In order not to 

load additional 
• 

stories on this already overloaded 

commandment, the story is transferred by the structure of 

revealin g the thief, to ''Thou shall not steal."u Thus we 

see, in contradiction to the second of Bloch's points, the 

story is revealed as being of central importance, and its 

connection to the Scriptural text, or any explication of i t, 

is incidental. 

We find a similar case with the story of Rabbi Matanyah, 

in which his bride saves him from the angel of death (No.36 , 

Aarne-Thompson #899 ). Virtuall y every version of this story 

clearl y indicates that the reason for the ar~ival of the angel, 

of death on the wedding night is soci al: th• groom does not 

honor the poor at the wedding feast . This theme is reinforced 

in our version when we are told that t he bride merited saving 

her groom from death because she helped her poor mother, an 

old water-carrier , Yet in Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot, the 

story is included under the commandment of "Thou shal 1 not 

commit adultery," which has already been noted at. being the 

"Noy, ( 1968) , p. 353. 
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most popul•ted comm•ndment. S•emingly, the author of th• 

Midrash, needing to ju&tify the i nclusion of this story in 

rel•tion to the Ten Commandments, made the only connection he 

could. He related the wedding night to adultery, and t ~ereby 

had the groom bring the decree of death upon himself on 

account of the excessive joy he felt with his bride. I t is 

obv ious that the conn•ection between excessive joy on the 

wedding night and adultery is weak, but without this hint of 

excessive joy, the editor would have had to leave out the 

story, which otherwise would have been of special interest to 

his audience. t • As Noy points out, the popular story tellers 

did not belong to the wealthy class, and their audiences were 

mostly composed of the poor- and the working-class . .. There 

would have been great appeal in a stor-y where a wealthy man 

is visited by the Angel of Death on his wedding night on 

account of his mistreatment of the poor, especially when the 

same stor-y hinted at sexual impropr-iety. 17 

Related to midr-ash ' & Scr-iptural base, and chief among it& 

distinguishing characteristics, is that it is homiletical. 

The homily is distinguished from other type& of sermon5 i n 

that, while the sermon is usually on a theme drawn from a 

Scriptural text, a homily usually focuses on practical mora l 

---~~'------~---
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popular genre which i• functionally designed to impart a clear 

understanding of expected behavior, based on an investigation 

of the Biblical teMt. While Rabbinic homilies often employ 
I 

the use of eMempla, an anecdote usually about a sage or other 

historical figure presented to illustrate the moral or ethical 

lesson of the teMt, }he story is simply used a• a device; 

subordinate to -the main point of discussion. Often well known 

stories are simpl y referred to, or told in part, so as not to 

detract f rom - the explication. Us ually, the final outcome of 

the discussion is presented quite clearly, either through a ,. 
concluding statement or the use of a hermeneutical device . 

But , as we have already noted, Midr•sh Aseret Ha-Dibberot 

completely reverses this order of priorities . As Joseph Dan q 

notes, 

This collection marks the opposite of the 
relative order of importance between the midrash to 
a story, as i t was done f or 700 years and more in 
the literature - of the Mishna, the Talmud, and the 
Midrashim. In the an·cient 1 i te~ture, the 
explication is the essence, and the story is 
useless ; it does not have status other than as an 
eMample, an embellishment, or to make a point, while 
in Midr•sh Aseret Ha-Dibberot, the story becomes 
importan~ and the e xpl i cation ia incidental to 
it.... This feature makes Midrash Aseret Ha­
Dibberot ••• clearly and principally deviant in form 
from €he norms of the literatures of the ancient 
time. 1• 

"C. Hu9h Holman, A Handbook to Lit1c1ture. < Indianapolis : 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1980), p.217. 

••oan, < 1974), pp. eo-01. 
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This does not mean that Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberat is void of 

any reference to moral o r religious values; clearly there is 

a distinct or e ven e xtreme religious poin t at view r egarding 

observance of the commandmen t s. Yet this point of v iew is not 

drawn from the commandments themsel ves, but ra t her from the 

stories that were chosen to be included in the collectio n 

This view is evider-..t, for examp le, in the story "The Cow 

Who Observed -the Sabbath" (No.23), which is found with many 

parallels throughout Rabbinic literature, is understandably 

included under the fourth comma ndment, "Remembe r the Sabba th 

day and keep it holy , '' The commandment sti pulates that all 

who are ~ithin the domain of Israel , including non-Jews a nd 

cc>nimals, are to observe the Sabba th. Yet this story takes 

this idea one step far ther and e mphasizes the maintenance of 

the Sabbath by a cow who was in the pos session of a gentil e, 

a viewpoint which has no basis i n the Law or the meaning of 

the commandment. As Joseph Da n points out, there is no 

preach1ng here about observing the Sabbath, and no words of 

praise for those who do obse rve the Sabbath, but rather it 

brings the mat t er to its most extreme conc l usion, with no 

connection to the ha 1 akhic precept. 10 The editor ot the 

col lection chose a good story which definitel y does re late to 

the Sabbath, yet in an almost absurd way. It reveals the 

extremes one c an go in order to observe a commandment. 

20Dan , ( 197 4 ) , p.85. 
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Similarly there is the story of Rabbi Mattiyah Ben Heresh 

(No.33), which is included under the commandment " Thou shall 

not commit adultery ." Rabbi Mattiyah blinds both of his eyes 

in order to def y Satan ' s t est of sexual temptation . Certainly 

this extreme measure teaches nothi ng new about the intent of 

this commandment, nor i\s observance. Yet, even though these 

stories do not provide an y sort of moral guidance that a Jew 

could emulate in his or her o wn life, their e><tremes do 

reflec t a certain moral out look, presented in a way that 

should hold the attention of the audience. This manner of 

dealing with a commandment in a story , a lthough previously 

e vident in conventional Rabbinic l iterature, continued 

prominently in the Hebrew story of the later Middle Ages, and 

is also reflected strongly in the Moslem story literature of 

the period, wh ich also had a tendency to glorify a parti cu l ar 

commandment to an unreasonable extent. 1
' 

It has become obvious. from t he discussion of Bloch ' s 

first two points that Mi drdsh Aseret Hd-Dibberot c learly is 

not attentive t o the Biblical text, Bloch ' s third point. As 

noted above, the connection between the stories and the 

commandment to which they are attached is most often weak, a n d 

in no case do they deal with the words of the commandment 

itself . The concern of the Midrash is not to better 

understand the text itself, or to clarify any ambiguities (if 

110an, ( 1974), p.85. 
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an y e xis ted for the average Jew at the time ) , for 1f it is, 

1t fa.1ls miserably. Rather, as we have seen , the Ten 

Col'(lmandments , probabl y the bes t known of all 81.bl.i.cal 

passages , appear to have bee n brough t in to apply s ome sort 

of a uthoritative s t ructure to the col lection of s tories . The 

s tor ies offer no knew insights on t he commandments themselves . 

Rather, they are presented as e1<t r eme e xamples of wha t is 

already knc,wn material • More o ften than no t , the stories 

ac tua lly go beyond t he generally accepted meani ng of those 

comma ndments. In this sense, n o new l e ssons or ideas are 

drawn from the text at all , thus denying the ultimate pur pose 

of midrash. 

In a way , the stories contained in this collection serve 

the purpose of modern political sat.ire, not so much commenting 

on a law (be it good or bad) , but rathe r on the application 

of the l aw to real life . M~dr ash Ase ret Ha -Dibberot 1s 

seemingly not c onc erned at all with the tex tual unders t a nd1.ng 

o f the Ten Comma ndme n ts, but rather with t he 1.dea of how t hose 

commandments could be played out to ~he extreme. By choos lng 

lhe Ten Commandments a s his textua l framework , the edit o r has 

pointedly chosen a tex t which h a s already be subject to a 

great deal o f exegesis. This frees him f rom the r estraints 

o f hav i ng to explicate tne text f urther , thereby al lowing more 

room tor his ima gin a tive facu lty . More than s t r essing its 

weakn e sses a s a mid r ash , this f ea ture of N~drash Aseret Ha­

Dibberot posi tions t he work in a uni que pl a c e in the 
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de¥elopment of Rabbinic literature. The collection is one of 

the first works of the genre to free itself f,- om the 

constraJ.nts o f the literary tradition which demanded new 

Biblica l e~egesis and continuous attention to the Scriptural 

te~ t. 

Having defined M.idrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot then as a n 

outlet for the imaginat1on, or what Qavid Stern r efers to as 

'Rabbinic Fantasy" that 1s 1 statements of the pr .1 vate 
• 

imag1nation r ather than of public doctrine emerging from t~at 

per.1od 1n Jewish history known a s Rabbin.1.c 22 
- it fol lows that 

the material 1s n ot primar1ly concerned with actual12ing the 

Biblical text. The extreme a nd fanciful nature of most of the 

stories precludes the d1rect application of any ot the moral 

lessons c o ntained therein to the life of one who may read or 

hear them. Not only do the lessons that the narratives are 

supposed to 1 l lustrate a nd what actually seems to be their 

message often appear quite at odds, but, as one scho lar 

observed, "the ridiculously profane world sometl.mes pictured 

i n the stories 1s r arel y appropriate to the conventional piety 

of the commandments and the homilies extoll1ng them,"" As it 

1s not attentive to the te)lt, this "Midrash" avoids the "why" 

question, not allow1ng for any generalizations of the te>ct 

which would provide gu idelines for contemporary application. 

nstern , p.5. 

23Stern, p,11. 
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We see th.1s avoidance , for- example , in the sect1on of 

stor-ies r-elated to the third comm.andment, "Do not swear 

falsely by the name of the Lord your God." Th1s is probabl y 

the most homiletical passage of all in its use of the Biblical 

story of Geha21, the assistant of Elisha , who was cur-sed with 

zaraa.t for- generations on account of falsely swear-ing a n oath. 

The story ( No. 20) concludes with a comment, given in the name 

of the Sages, sta ti ng that one should not accustom himself to 

making oaths, for- he wl ll get 1n the habit of doing so, and 

then not be able to stop . Here, in one of the f ew places in 

lhe text where any sor-t of r-eason 1s given for obser-v1ng a 

comman dment, the stated reason r-eally does not address t"e 

spec1f1cs of the commandment (to avoid profaning God ' s name). 

This story is then followed by another (No .21) is which 

a man makes his father a death-bed p romise never- to swear an 

oath. As a result of his promise, he e~dures gr~at har-dsh1p , 

including the loss of all h1s wealth, as well as his wife and 

ch ildren, only to be rewarded by God 1n the end. Obviously , 

the author- choose this story because it 1s an extr-eme example 

of loyalty to a father- and to God. Th~s.. type of trial is a 

common story type in both Jew1sh and International Folk 

literature. Yet the appropriateness o f this example to this 

commandment is not altogether- clear. There is, for example, 

~o co0nection between the loss oi the p rotagonis t ' s wife and 

children and his refrainii1g f rom swearing. The eye le o f 

f o rtune and misfortune throughout the stor-y hints at a variety 
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of rewar-ds and punishments , n one of which ar-e necessar1.ly 

related to h1.s original promise. The hero commonly behaves 

1.n a ma nner that wou ld be deemed unacceptable in any o t her 

context, s u ch as abandoning his children and contemplating 

suicide rather than turning to God. And , although h e is 

ult imately r-ewarded by God for refraining from s wea r ing oaths , 

the reason the protagonist originally promised not to do so 

was not out o f fear of God Qr concern f or the commandments , 

but rather out of respect for his father ' s dying wish. At 

best , this story exempl1.fies not the third commandment , but 

rather the f1.ft h , "~onor your father and mother. " At worse, 

the only practical advice the story renders 1.s the idea that 

one must look o u t for one · s own best interests . These stories 

help little, it at all , to actualize the lesson of the 

81.blical text to the life of the reader at any time . Surely , 

they would provide only pr-oblems if one was to read t hem as 

sue h. 

It would seem redundant at this point to launch 1.nto a 

discussion of whet her Midrash ~seret Ha-Dibberot qual1.f1.es as 

a Midrash Aggadah or Midrash Halakhah, when 1.t has become 

abundantly cl ear that the wor k does no t qual i fy as midrash at 

a 1 l . However, although not midrashic, M.idr.ash Aseret Ha -

Dibberot can still be defined as a collection of aggadah, in 

the broadest sense of the word. As Louis Gin~berg notes in 

the introduction to h1.s Legends o f the Jews , probabl y the 

greatest modern col lection of aggadot, t he Aramaic aggad.ah, 
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or the ~ebrew haggadah, is a term that can be "explained by 

c ircumlocution, but cannot be translated, " 1
• The term is 

problematic , because the relation between midrash and aggadah 

is not altogether clear , as Joseph Heinemann notes, ''just a. 

not all aggadah is mid rash , not al l midrash - the halakhic 

midrashim, for e><ample - is aggadah . .. n Heinemann further 

comments that ''Per-haps the mosl convincing e><planat ion of the 

name aggadah is one that_. relates the name not to the contents 

of the aggadah but rather to its methods of transmission. 

While Scripture was read aloud in the Synagogue from a scroll, 

the aggadot were not read to the people in the contex t of the 

Synagogue service. Rather, the aggadic tradition was 

transmitted chiefly by wor-d of mouth, that is, by being 

related orally in the public sermon." ,. Aggadah then is a 

very broad category of literature, a nd has been def 1ned to 

include virtually the whole body of non- legali s tic rabbinic 

literature, 21 including the body of historica l and imaginative 

material. 

The stories of Nidrash Aseret H.t-Dibberot, precisely 

14Louis Ginz berg, The Legends of the Jews, I, (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1988 ) , p.viii. 

uJoseph Heinemann, "The Nature of Aggadah 1 " trans. by Marc 
Bregman , in Midrash and Literature, eds. Geoffrey H. Hartman and 
Sanford Budick, (New Haven : Yale University Press, 1986), p.41. 

uHeinemann , pp.41 - 42. 

27Chaim Pearl in his Introduction to H.N. Bialik and Y.H . 
Rawnitzky, Sefer Ha-Aggadah. trans & ed. Chaim Pearl, ( Tel Aviv : 
Dv i r , 1 988 ) , p. 1 • 
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because they do not fit the standardized form of cla~sical 

midrash , appear to be prototypic examples of the aggadah. 

Reinforced by the somewhat wooden quotational structure of ~he 

dlalogue and the unconventional and often uneven narrative, 

the collection seems to present a fairl y 

represent.;,tion of the stories as recorded from their oral 

tradition . It is a collection of stories that have been told, 

and are to be told , • in an age when story tel llng was one the 

chief forms of entertainment. The eX"treme nature of the 

stories underlying morals and the themat1.c threads which 

often touch on the profane are common devices 1n folk 

literature, designed to appeal to and hold the attention of 

an audience. 

The character of the stories themselves seem to belong 

to a milieu different from that of the midrash; not that of 

the Academy or the Synagogue serv1ce, but rather that of the 

speech of the Maggid , the itinerant preacher, who earned h1s 

livelihood through th~ public appeal of h~s sermons. Whereas 

midrash stems from a once oral scholarly tradition that was 

recorded in a n ordered manner, these aggadot emerged from a 

paral lel tradition reflective of the common people, recorded 

later when written literature itself was more common. Through 

the process of being writ ten down though , the te>< t takes on 

a new shape, resembling that which is considered the accepted 

f orm, although 1.t continues to serve its original purpose. 

As Dov Noy concludes, " It c an be assumed that many of the 
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story collections look as if they are part of the religious 

literature, but a thematic analysis will prove that they do 

not belong to anything other than the realm of secular­

entertainment literature . .. u 

What Noy refers to as "secular-enterta i nment literature," 

that is, narrative writing drawn f rom the imagination of the 

author rather than from history, fact, or legal/religious 

discourse, is commonly referr~d to in Engll.sh as "fiction." 

While folktales, parables, and myths, all forms of agg•dot, 

may contain some fictional elements, the key is that, throu9h 

the process of being written down, the text itself becomes 

more or less static, no longer subject to the changes and 

variations that characteri ze oral transmission. Under the 

subjective hand of the compiler/editor , the storie5 cease to 

be folktales, and evolve into a more structur ed narrative 

form . ln that sense, Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot, as a 

collection of individual aggadot compiled and edited early in 

the Middle Ages as a written anthology, qualifies i t as one 

of the earliest examples of what was at that time~ new a nd 

unique literary form : Hebrew fiction. 

. -
As we have seen, M!drash Asere t Ha-Di bberot bears little 

resemblance to the form and structure of classical midrash, 

and is decis ivel y misnamed as such. Rather, the work 

represents a whole new genre of literature, previously 

z■Noy, C 1968) , p. 355. 
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unknown, o..- unaccepted, 1.n the Rabb1n1c world. S.1.nce no 

original copy of Midrash Aseret Ha - Dibberot e><ists, it is 

1mposs1.ble to say with compl ete surety what was the intent ( on 

of the or igi nal author for compiling this c ollection, or 

whether he was ever aware that he was c reating a dist.1.nct n ew 

type of l.1.terature. In light of the ma ny differences in the 

various ma nus cr ipts a nd printed editions, it would seem that , 

over time, the work • c ame in to many hands, and was of ten 

changed or a l te..-ed to suite different needs or situations. 

Perhaps at o n e time 1 t did e x ist in a form that more c losel y 

r esembled c lass ical ml.drash. For now, we c an only speculate. 

Regardless, the simila..-1ties of the versions we do have far 

out we1g h the d1fferj:'nces between them. In that the war 

cons is tently falls short of the def1 n1ng characte- istics of 

m1dra sh , we c a n safely conclude t h at others con ditions e>< 1sted 

that compelled the editor to name this written c ollec tion of 
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It is not really ~nown whether Midrasn ~s~ret Ha-Dibberot 

was in fact the original title o f this collection of storie~. 

Since no original copy e>cists, and the author in unknown, we 

must rely on the earliest versions that are available, a ll of 

which do bear this tit le. Yet, given the nature of the Jewish 

world, and certainly Jewish literature, during the early 

Middle Ages, it makes sense that the author/compiler of such 

a work waulo have desigl'\ated it as "Ml.drash." Having createo 

a new form of literature, and mast likely not even knowing he 

had done so, the author probably tried to give his work a 

title that would make it seem fami liar and o~ interest to its 

potential audience. But his options where limited. At this 

point in the Rabbinic period, the parameters df acceptable 

Jewish literature were narrow and o1 singular focus , and the 

idea of secular 11.terature was virtually non-e>ci stent. It was 

out of th1.s type o1 literary trad ition that the work was 

created, and it was as part of this tradition that the work 

was to be accepted , or fail. 

By the end of the ninth century, most of the classic a l 

collections of midrash had either been completed, or were in 

the final stages of completion. The authoritarian 

institut1.ons of the Rabbis had well been established over the 

preceding seven hundred years, a nd along wit h them the 

parameters of Rabbinic litera ture. As in medieval literature 
, 

in general, there was no sharp line in the Jewish writing of 

the Middle Ages that divided history and lege nd, fact and 
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fable. The literature was defined by boundaries that were 

essentially religious, and reflected the cultural mil1eu which 

produced it. Indeed, until the twelfth century , virtually no 

Hebrew narrativ e was produced that was not in the gu i s e o f one 

of the traditional legal, exegetical or homiletical genres of 

Rabbinic l1terature. It is nearly impossible to speak of any 

t ruly secular writing before this time . As David Stern notes , 

" •.. to be sure, the terms re,J. igJ.ous and secu 1 ar as opposed 

categories are absurdly anachronistic if appl1ed to medieval 

c 1v il12at1on. The religious dimension of Jewish life in the 

Middle Ages encompassed experiences we would hardly consider 

approprJ.ate, wh1le matters we might call secular would have 

been treated as a fo rm of relaxation or entertainment, not as 

a sepa:--ate quarter of reality . ",, To the author of such works 

of Rabbinic 1 i ter a ture , and to their proposed audiences 1 

narrat1ve wr iting was considered to be sacred text. It was 

not, of cour-se, on the same order as the Bible, but it was 

considered part of the Oral l a w, emphasizing and illust rattng 

t he Oiv1ne will as prescribed through Scripture. Su grounded 

was a 11 narrative wrJ.ting, and in fact all creative 

expression, in the process of explicating the Divine w.i 11 

that, by the twelfth c e ntury , there was sti 11 no e)(act term 

in Hebrew for "imagination." Creative inspiration or act• ot 

the imagination were related t o prophecy, whJ.ch was rel egated 
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to the remote past, or to messianism, which was considered 

part of the uncertain future. The gift of inspiration was 

disparaged for the greater glory of knowledge of the Divine 

law . This knowl edge was part of the present, represented by 

the Sages, the Rabbis, and the sc hol ars of halakhah.~ 

As has already been mentioned, the Bible served as the 

source for a 11 Rabbinic literature . Since Biblical t1.mes, 

narration had been regar'tled as an art among the Jewish people. 

Yet , for a variety of reasons, the Rabbis chose not to 

continue to c o mpose narrative of their own invention in \he 

Biblical mode. This tact is revealing not only because they 

surely could have , but because their slightly older-

contemporaries did in books that are today part of the 

Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha , and New Testament liter-ature.s' 

For the early Rabbis, the Biblical narr-ative had exhausted the 

possibilities for all narrative; there was no way they could 

match its majesty. Intu1t1vely, they may also have understood 

that the time for composing narrative in the Biblical fashion 

had passed, and, as ther-e were no other- models available to 

them in the way of writ ten nar-ra ti ve, they turned their 

energies instead to commentary upon the Biblical nar-rati ve . 

30Shalom Spiegel, "On Medieval Hebr-ew Poetry," in The Jews, ed. 
Louis Finkelstein, (New York : Harper & Br-others, 1960), pp.855-
856. 

3 'Stern I p. 7. 
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Th1s turn 1n the form oi literary activity eKte nded as 

much from Israel · s social history as its literary history. 

The Rabbinic institutions grew out of the ashes of the Second 

Temple and the end of Israelite s e lf-sovereignty . . With the 

loss of sanctuary and state, when the very future of Judaism 

s eemed imperiled, the re liance on To,~ah and its scholars 

became more urgent and insistent. 32 With the lorig past 
• 

expiration of prophecy, halakhah bec ame the only thing left ; 

all that mattered was Torah , and the Rabbis were the ones who 

interpreted it and made it relevant to the daily life of the 

J ewish people. l t represented the wi 11 of God and God · s 

relationship w1 th the people at a time when there was no 

longer direct commun ication . This centrality of the canonized 

Hebrew Scr i ptures in the life of the Jew1sh community of the 

early Middle Ages 1s compounded by the development of 

Christian doctrine and their own scriptures, purportedly the 

" New Testament'' replacing the old covenant between God and 

Israel. Together, they account for the frequency and apparent 

preoccupat1on of Medieval Jewish literary act1vity with 

Biblical exegesis and commentary, An understa nding of Torah 

became the chief concern not only of the Rabbis, but of lhe 

people as well. 

But, as Louis Ginzberg no tes, the fan~y of the people did 

not die out i n the post-Biblical time. Rath~ r, the bent of 

n spiegel , p.85'1 . 
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its activity was mostly determined by the past. ''Men craved 

entertainment in l ater times as well as 1n the earl i er , only 

instead o f resorting for its subject matte r to what happened 

under t heir e yes, t h e y drew from the fountain head o -f the 

past. " 33 The events of t he past we r e studied and commented 

upon , a nd they were combi n e d with t he Biblical myths , t he 

folktales of the people, a nd t he legends of the Sages to 

c r eate one broad literary product. The r esult was the 

aggadah, a l .1 terature wh.1.ch is r e f l ec t.1 ve of the communal 

e xper i e nce , but wh 1ch also pays some attention to the l ighter 

phases of life. It provided amusement in addition to moral 

a nd sp1r1tual edification . Th .is tell i ng of s t ories fo r 

entertainmen~ a nd the learning of the f a ith wer e interwoven 

in a ma nner unparalleled in other Western cultures. Although 

it or1g1nated a s an oral medium, as it became recorded , the 

aggad a h took on a "quas.1-theolog1cal func tion," " serv ing both 

ideological and d1dact1c pu r poses, and acquiring a d1st1nct 1on 

equalled only by the halakha h as a path to l he D1v1ne. " 11 

you wish to come to know Him who by His word created the 

world, " 1.t .1.s wr i tten, " study the aggadah . " " Thus there 

transpired a cur i ous rever$a l of the usual fo l~lor.1.c proc e ss. 

The me d i um of wr itten literature a nd the teachings of the 

nGinzberg, (1988 ) 1 I , p.l< . 

J◄stern I p • 9 • 

"Sif re Deuteronomy 4 9. 
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Rabbis actually encouraged rather than suppressed the oral 

trad1 tion." The currency of the major aggadic works in the 

Synagogue and the schools, whi ch were connected with Scripture 

and ~herefore authoritative, validated the telling of stories 

out.side as a mode at acceptable, and perhaps even Divine, 

entertainment. Story-tel 1 ing, both homiletically and 

recreationally, deve lope• as a integr al part of the daily life 

of the Jews of the Middle Ages , a daily life whose religious 

dimension was all-encompassing . 

As story-telling became the medium of crea tive e><press1on 

among the people, w..i thin the Rabbinic ins ti tu tions midrash 

became the n a tural arena in which the Rabbis and scholars 

e ~ercised their imaginations, safely rooted 1n the Biblical 

te><t. As David Stern notes, "Contradictions 1n the Scriptural 

te>< t, discontinu1ties, lacunae, silences, ine)(plicable 

motives, 1e><1cal pecul1arities, awkward or unusual s yn tactic 

constructions - a ny o n e of these '"ir-ritanls " in the Biblical 

te~t or in its manner of telling became for the Rabbis either 

an occasion for recoun t ing a narrative of their o wn invention 

or a peg upon which they hung an e><tra-81bl ical legend or 

tradition passed down to them without explicit source in 

Ser ipture. ••H Through the process of mj drash, the Biblical 

uRic hard Dorson · s introduction to Folktales of Israel, ed. 
Dov Noy I tr-ans. Gene Baharav , ( Chicago University of Chicago 
Press, 1963), p.vi . 

::11s ter n, p. 7. 
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narrative was used as a screen upon which t he Rabbis projected 

their o wn understanding of existence, and related that 

understanding to the people. As a set, institutionalized 

l i terary form, based in Scripture, it carried the authority 

of the Bib 1 e the Written Law - to disseminate the Divine 

will, as we ll as the more immediate authority of the Rabbis -

the Oral Law to determine halakhah a nd establish the 

accepted patterns of daily behavior. 

But for the people, midrash was also a popular 

literature, mu~h less legalistic and technical than some of 

the other products of the Rabbis, such as the v a rious 

commentaries and codes . While addressing their dail y 

concerns, midrash also shared in their love of t he story, 

actually utilizing many of the same aggadot that were c urrent 

among the people. The social ins titution of the sermon 

(derasha ) became one of the most popu l ar attractions within 

the Jewish communit ies of both East and West, and t he preacher 

(darshan ) bec~me the main instrument of diffusion of both the 

halakhah and the l atest stories. Midrash, while consistently 

religious, was the literature that bridged the needs for both 

religious/ethical instruction and diversionary entertainment, 

needs common t o both the Rabbis and the people. 

Midrash evolved then as the medium which was both popular 

and authoritative. It was a literary genre that was 

recognized and familiar. Bu t it also evolved as the 

literature most commonly used to veil critici sm and dissent, 
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as well as works of independent achievement. Any n ew idea , 

in order to gain a foothold in Medieval Israel, had to be in 

some way related to Torah. Biblical commentary , and 

specifica1 l y mid r ash, was viewed as the easiest way to do 

that. As it developed into a set form, the structure was used 

to disguise, and ultimately to preserve, many ideas that might 

not otherwise have found a receptive audiance, and certainly 

would not have been accepted by the Rabbis. Scripture, as 

1nter-preted through midr-ash, was used to sup port political 

ends , per-sonal gain, and social change , as well as serving as 

running commentary on the more mundane aspects of daily life. 

While the midr-ash1c form provided a safe haven for what might 

n therwise have been deemed subver-sive, or- simply unacceptable 

or inappropriate views, the title "Midrash" itself began to 

become attached to many pointedl y non-midra shic works, which 

possessed neither the form nor prestige of the r-eal thing. 

Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot fits into this las t c ategory . 

Not only was independ ent creativity outsi de of the realm of 

Scriptural commentary considered inappropriate and untimely 

by the Rabbis , it was actually suppr-essed. Thus we see even 

Saadia Gaon ( d.942), generally acknowled ged a s the grea test 

scholar of his generation, having his poetry denounced as a 

''pretense to prophecy. " H As late as the eightRenth centur y, 

the mystic and poet Moses Hayyim Luzzatto (d . 1747 ) had a 

HSpiegel , p.858. 
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manuscr i pt c onfiscated and burned by a Rabbini c court. With 

such a prevalent attitude towards non-Biblically based 

l i terature, a u thors of such works had to carefully pro tect 

their creations under the guise o f an acceptable form . Not 

only would such a measure ha v e been necessary to avoid 

Rabbinic censure, but it woul d also facilitate a cceptance of 

• the work by the people themsel ves, by appeal ing to their sense 

of the familiar. Thus we see in Midrash Aseret Ha -Dibbero t 

not only the designation " Midrash" in the title, but also t he 

pretense o f midrashic structure. This preten·se was 

facilitated by arrang ing the collection o f s tories around t h e 

Ten Commandments , a most identifiable Biblical text. Whethe r 

the "midrash" works or not as exegesis is inconsequential as 

l ong as the people are attracted to the work, and it a voids 

the undue attention of the a u thorities . 

But the people were not fooled. While such works a s 

Midr,3sh Aseret H,3-Dibberot enjoyed l imited populari t y , as 

Joseph Dan notes: "Few o f the story essays tha t were compiled 

in the Middle Ages, particularly in the ear lier period , were 

accepted by their r eaders, as later by scholars, as part of 

the Midrashic literature . .. " " These works, although enjoying 

some popularity with in certain communities, were r ecognized 

as be i ng f undamentally different from the norms o f the genre 

to whic h they aspired. While a voiding suppression , t hey were 

noan , ( 197 4 ) 1 p . 7 9 • 
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differe ntiated f rom the ma in body of Tal mudic-Midrash1c 

literature by categorization as ''Minor M1dra shim" or "Late 

Midrashim," not so much indicating the period 1n which they 

were produced, but rather their form. These works blendec a 

miMture of early and late material, mystical and folk, along 

wi th established midrashic aggadot.• 0 This relating of story 

collections to the "l ate" midrashic li t.e rature indicates the 

lack of familiarity 1n the farly Middle Ages, and later, w~tn 

the new form of the Hebrew story. ♦ 1 Thus the necessity to 

disgu ise the uniquenes~ of this new form w1th an older, more 

recognized form. 

Among these "Late M1drashim , " MidrastJ Aseret Ha-Dibberot 

is considered a fairly conservative collection . That 1s to 

say. it does not maintain a d1fferentiat1n g appr oach to the 

Rabbinic literature, and it re fl e cts a religious attitude not 

far from the mainstream of tK"e·,Jewish thought of the time. 
t 

As one of the earliest of the story c ollections, whether 1t 

was compil ed intention ally for entertainment or for any other 

number of r easons , the author clearly seems to have imitated 

the dominant literary model, and perhaps even believed himself 

tha t his structured story col}!ection was true m1drash. Later 

compilers maintained no such illusion. 

40Late Midrashim are usually found today in larger col lect1.ons 
of aggadot such a s Jel 1 inek, Bei t Ha-Mi drash and E1 sens tein · s Ozar 

Midrashim. 

0 Dan, (1974) 1 p. 79. 

lj 
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One of the best known of these later story collections, 

An Elegant Composition Concerning Relief After Adversity by 

Rabbi N1ss1m oi t<airouan, 42 was a work created specifically to 

provide entertainment a nd diversion. Rabbi N1ssim ...ias an 

eleventh century Talmudist and leader pt the North African 

Jewish community . Originall y wr1.t ten 1.n Arabic, the 

collection was compiled by Nissim for his father-in-law at the 

time when the latter was m~ urning for h1s son. The stated 

purpose of the work was , " that he might be occupied by the 

reading of pious and moral stories and thus assuage his 

" An Elegant Composition, " displays much more 

l iter-ary development than the earlier N.1drash Asen:?t Hii-

Dibberot, from wh1.ch it borrowed many stories. It is 

c onsidered to be typic a l of this phase of Jewish literature, 

being greatly influenced by the Arabic models of prose 

lite,.-ature that were so prominent at the time throughout 

Mejieval Europe. The work is multi-colored , contain1ng 

fancifu l and sometimes grotesque tables, moral folktales , 

proverbs, and apothegms. Although the primary aim o f the work 

was to enter tai n, at the same time it was not able to brea k 

from the desire to teach. While the majority of stories were 

42Translated in to English from the original 
M . Br-inner, ( New Haven : Vale University Press , 
in Hebrew as Hibbur Yafeh Ne-Ha-Yeshu · at,, ed. 
(Jerusalem : Mcssad Ha-Rav Kook, 1954). 

~rabic by Will i am 
1977 ) . Av a ilable 
H.Z . Hi r s cl1ber-g, 

0 Meye r Wa><man, A History of Jew.1sh L1.ter-ature, (New Yor k 
Thomas Voselof 1, 1960), p.453. 
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borrowed from Jewish sources, the collection also 1nclude5 

some stories taken from Arabic sources, but as a rule, Ni ssim 

tinged them with Jewish color . 0 As was typica 1 of the 

Rabbis, Niss1m was no mere compiler, fai thfully rendering the 

stories as recorded from the oral tradition. He r eworked the 

stories with a strong editorial hand, to make them not onl y 

a rtistic, but reflect i ve o f his agenda. As 1n many of the 

story collections, h is versi on of the popular stories tend to 

be much more elaborate than they are found 1n their o r i g ina l 

sources. 

Niss1m ' s collection, while neither the earlies t o r the 

most volumi nous o f the Mediev al Jewish story collections, 

distinguishes itself b y being the only collection with a known 

compiler and origin. lt represents a fuller expres sion of the 

literary trend begun with NJ drash As ere t Ha-Di bbero t, but 

freed from the earlier need to disguise its form. Other 

collections closer in both time and styl e to Nidrash Aseret 

Hu-Dibberot 1.nclude Midrash Eleh Ezkerah,•• A l pha Be ta D ' Be_n 

.. Waxman, p . 453. 

0 Al so called Aggadot Aseret Harug~ i Malkhut, 1n Eisenstein , 
vo l .2, pp.439-449. 

r. 
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Sira, •• and Sefer Ha -Md'asi yyot ,"' t h e last being the latest, 

and largest collection. Each of these story collections is 

the work of an a nonymous author/comp iler , and each represent 

a diffe rent step in the evolution ot the story collection . 

Midrash Eleh E z k erah, whi le maintaining the designation 

"Midrash, " steps even further away f rom the midrashic form. 

Although it shares a s1m.ilar structure to Midrdsh /:/sere t Ha­

Dibberot, it utilizes d1.f"erent rubrics , in this c ase the 

Talmudic stor-1.es about the d ea th of Rabbi Akiva and nine other 

martyrs. Whil e the t1.tle of the Midrash is derived from P 5a lm 

42 : 5, its account of the e xecution o-f the ten Sages is drawn 

almost entirel y from talmudic and midra shic liter- a ture , 

denying even a pretense t o Biblical exegesis. But despite its 

shortcomings as tr-ue midrash, th.is collec tion of e xemp la 

proved to be the i1.rst in the tradition of martyro logies that 

became popul ar during the Middle Ages, and lant its the me to 

ma ny liturg 1cal poems , .1nc lud..1ng the EJeh E z kerah ...ihich 1s 

r-ec1.ted to this d ay on Yorn Kippur. 

The Alpha Beta D ' Ben Sira , o r iginally t hought to be • 

pseudepigraphical ...iork attributed to Ben Sira, was later 

d1scovered to be an eighth or ninth c e ntury collection of 

••Eisenste in , v ol.1, pp.35-50 . 

.. Or iginally published a s The Ancient Collecti ons of Agadoth, 
The Se fer Ha-Maasi yoth a nd Two Facsimi 1 es, ( Ra rngat e Jud i t h 

Montefiore College, 1896), it was l ater republ i shed simply as Sefer 
Ha-Ma ' asiyyot, (New York Ktav, 1968 ) Gaster- also prepared an 
English version k nown a s Exempla of the Rabbis (London Asia 
Publishing Co ., 1924 ). 
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stories and epigrams structured around the alphabet. Although 

couched in the styl e of an aggadic midrash, the aim ot the 

work 1s to protest against the accepted norms of Judaism. The 

stories treat Biblica l characters irreverentl y , and parodies 

the rabbinic methods of learning. Some qf the stories even 

seem to protest agains t the way God rules the world. While 

the work has been c ritic1zed for ma1ntaining an ant1-Rabbinic 

b1as, modern scholars have• concluded that the pri mary purpose 

of the work was simply t o entertain , fol lowing in the trend 

oi the sat1r1cal a nd o ften vulgar amusements of popular folk 

literature .•• Wha t ever the intent, the t ales included in the 

l:U pho Beta D · Ben S i ra ar-e considered to be some of the h 1.ghest 

e><amples of art1stic form found in earl y medieval Hebrew 

literature. 0 In addition, despite its irreverent tone, the 

collection bear-s the distit,ction of being the only story 

collection of this t ype c1 ted as a sour-ce in an opinion 

referr-ed to in the Shulhan Aruk h.~ 

Sefer H,:1-Ma ·asiyy ot , entitled The Exemp l a of the RabbJs 

in Engl 1.sh, is a collec tion of sto,· ies published from a 

••Norman M. Bron znick ' s 1ntroduction to "The Alphabet of Ben 
51.ra," in Fie tion , p.100 . 

.. Joseph Dan 
1 

" F1c t:ion, Hebrew" in the En c ye l opedia Juda.i.ca 1 

( 1971), VI, 1264. 

~The 13th century French Tosai ist Rabb.1 Peretz of Corbeil used 
the " Aleph- Bet" as a source to prove that artificially inseminating 
a daughter with her- father ' s sperm was halakhically per-missible and 
did not constitute an incestuous act. This opinion was cited by 
the Taz in Yoreh De ' ah 195:7 ( Bronznick, p . 100). 
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manuscript discovered by Moses Gaster. Thjs coll ection, 

probably the latest of the four, was compiled sometime 1n the 

1ate 11th or 12th century. The wor k represen ts a culmination 

of the story collection form. Its title bluntly represents 

what it is, and its con tent is simply the retelling of story 

after story , with n o pretense to commentary or externa lly 

i mposed structure. The work aspires to no ideological or 
• 

didactic intent ; its sole aim is to entertain . Most of the 

over two hundred stor1P.s are talmudic, but many are taken from 

Hebrew folktales. The work displays artistic effort i n the 

captivating ma nner in which the stories ore presented and the 

structure of sequences whi ch organizes the co llection into a 

unified narrative work." Wh ile it s hares some stories in 

common, Se fer Ha-Ma ' asiyyot marks the stylistic culmination 

of tne process oegun by M.idrash Asere t Ha -Dibberoti the 

medieva l Hebrew story collection has matured as a s epa rate 

lite rary form, independent of midrash, and free from the need 

to disguise itself. 

Among the Medieval Hebrew story collections, Midrash 

Aseret Ha-Dibberot seems to have been the least succ ess ful in 

terms o f popularity or widespr ead attention. As the earliest 

of its form, 1t stood alone, not quite fitting into an y genre. 

Despite its name, it was never accepted as an authoritative 

ntidrash, not onl y because i t lacked any true exegetical 

81 0an , °'Fiction, Hebrew, " ( 1971) , p.1266. 
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insight , but probably also because of its portrayal of extre me 

conduct and its apparent preoccupation with lascivious 

behavior. 

the masses. 

As a narrative work, lt bore no s peci a l appeal to 

As a written work, 1t had nei t her precedent as 

a form of entertainment literature, nor the clar1ty or 

stra i ght forward arrangement of the later story collections. 

Tt was a work always strug~ling for an audience. This is most 

e v 1dent 1n the some of the changes the collection underwent 

through out its h1story. Some later versions bear the t1tle 

Haggadah Le- Sha vu ' ot, or Midrash Shel Shavu ·ot , lead.1.ng one 

to believe that t he text was used liturg1cally on that 

festival. -However, t here is no evidence that a ny Jew.1.sh 

commun.1.ty ever utilized the work dur1ng Shavu · ot . The work 

a 1 so did not succeeded as a pedagogic work. Some later , 

somewhat bowdlerized versions of the work seem to emphasize 

the moral lone of the stories, w1th added comments before and 

after the 1.ndiv1dua l stories. Yet even such a modified 

edition of the wor k never achieved the same type of popularity 

as a moral1st1c storybook a s did Nissim ' s "Elegant 

Composition," or the much later Yiddish ethical stories. 

Lacking a n1che , if it was to be read at all, M~drash Aseret 

Ha-D~bberot was forced to present itself unde- a false 

pr-etPnse, that of the mos t familiar and popul a r for-m of 

Rabb1n~c literature. The collec tion stands as a work out of 

time, the r enascence of the wr-i tten story in Jewish l1fe. Yet 

coming out of the religious epoch in which it did develop, its 
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author probably d i d believe the wor k to be midrash; better to 

be viewed as a b ad e xample at a n establish form , than the 

f i rst e xample of a new one • 

• 



• 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Hand of the Editor 
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In describing the li.ter"a,. y quality of our vers ion of 

Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot, one c an say that, at best, it is 

uneven. But, as Joseph Dan points out, any attempt to 

describe the work 's character meets with sever.al 

difficulties.u The main problem of cour.se is that no 

original copy of the Midrash is known to exist. Since, in the 

Middle Ages, there was no authoritative form of the col l ection 

" or- a formu la ted number of stories included in it, the work 

underwent numerous revisions, as is evident by the many 

d i sparate versions that exist today. As a result o f these 

revisions , each p r inted version of the work reflects the hand 

of many editors , most at whom no doubt added their own stories 

as well as reworking the structure and flow of the document. 

Thus we find in the d ivergent versions not only differ-ent 

numbers of stories, but also different stories within the same 

commandment r ubrics, differences in language, and d1fferences 

in style and presentation. 

These differences are not limited though to the various 

manuscripts. Inconsistencies i n style and language are found 

within the ind1vidual versions as wel l , making it even more 

difficult to hypothes ize as to the original form and intent 

of the work. Yet, despite these inconsiste ncies, we can 

still tell much about the work from the c ommonalities of th• 

disparate versions, including a glimpse into t he editorial 

~Dan, ( 1974 ) , p.80 . 



45 

process, and we can speak to the stylistics of the individual 

version we have at hand. 

Eisenstein's text of Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot appears 

to be deficient in many ways. Based primarily on Jellinek·s 

text from Beit Ha-Midrash, t he work follows exactly the same 

order , yet leaves out a number of stories. In one case 

(No.35), Eisenstein gives oni., the first line of a long, well 

known story about Rabbi Mei r that i s included in full in the 

Jell1nek c ollection. Most startl1ng in both versio~s is the 

omission of the ent1. r e tenth commandme nt, Lo Tachmod. While 

Jellinek ' s non-annotated tel<t makes no comme n t about th1.s 

exception, Eisenstein explains in a note that the commandment 

is omitted, "because there is no midrash about it. ,.u 

However, in his introduction he d oes describe the Midrash as 

containing, "stories about each and every commandment,''•• 

which is 1n fact the case i n all other pri nted versions. 

Peculiar to both the Jellinek and Eisenstein versions 1.s 

the inclus1.on of an introduction borrowed from Dl vrei Ra tJbi 

Eliezer, based on ':he verse, "Who can recount the mighty acts 

of the Lord, proclaim all His praises" (Psalm 106:2 ) ... This 

introduction is included under the heading , "First 

Commandment," supposedly relating to God ' s domin1.on ove r all 

0 Eisenstein, p .461, note tll4. 

•-Eisenstein, p.450. 

0 See Friedlander-·s edition of Pirkei De Rabbi Eliezer, (New 
York : Sepher-Hermon Press, 1981), p.9. 
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creation. This section (Nos.l-15), which in length is greater 

than any of those which deal with particular commandments, 

focuses mostly on the process cf creation and the structure 

of the cosmos . Never is a specific reference made to the 

first commandment. This s ection is then fellowed immediately 

by a second section, also headed "First Commandment" (No.lb) , 

Which tel)s of God ' s giving the Ten Commandments to Israel and 

specifically refers to the ~irst commandment. As mos t other 

versions of the Midrash begin at this point, it is safe to 

assume that this introduction was added to the collection at 

a later time, perhaps to giv e it more of a n authentic 

midrashic '' feel. " 

This first section really contributes little to the 

collection beyond a few stories which could be used to greater 

effect i n other parts of the col l ection . " In addition , the 

language and struc ture of this introduc tion is distinct l y 

different from the concise flow and di vision of stories 

throughout the rest of the collection. More than stor ies, 

this section uses parables and the more techni c a l exegetical 

devices common to midrash to descri be t he heavens and the 

structure of the universe. Al so, truer to mid r ashic form , 

there i s much more use in the introduction of Scriptural text 

°Fo r- e x a mpl e , s e ction 15 c o n t ains the well-known s t o r y about 
God 's offering t he Torah to many differ ent peoples p r ior to 
Israe l ' s accepta nce. This stor y wo u l d s eemingly fit well under the 
rubrics of either the first or sec ond commandments. Yet, it is 
lost in the introduction . 
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and cross-refe~ences. 

The i ntroduction is also distinct from the body of the 

co llection by the world v iew it presents. Midrdsh Aseret Hd­

Dibbero t as a whole contains some very particular biases, 

which, one would assume, reflect the milieo out of which i t 

developed. As has been discussed above, the collection 

presents a very extreme view towards observance of the 

commandments , f ar beyond thal requi red by halakhah. Tt,is vi ew 
' 

echoes that found i n con temporaneous Arab ic li terature , as 

well as in later Jewish literature written i n both Arabic and 

Hebrew . The collection is also distinguished b y its peculiar 

view of women , one that simultaneously pr esents the 

conventional Medieval ro le of women in society , as d isplayed 

throughout Rabbinic literature and the general c ulture of the 

Middle Ages, while also reworking the stories and prgsenting 

them in a manner that will ma ke the collection of particular 

appeal t o women. As Dov Noy notes• women made up a high 

percentage of the commun i t y who listened to the popular 

sermons, and to folktales i n particular. T hus , in order to 

appeal to this audience, there is understandabl y a high 

proportion of female heroes among the stories of the 

Mi d rash. n Accordingl y , we find included in the Eisenstein 

version a retelling of the story •bout tho woman and her sev e n 

"Noy, ( 1968) , p. 354. 
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sons from the Book of Maccabees," as well as numerous other 

stories where women emerge as the wisest, morally strongest 

or ultimately most successful, characters." In addi tion to 

these stories contained in the Eisenstein version,. other 

versions of Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot i nc lude retellings of 

stories about Judith , Miriam Bat Tanchum, and Bruriah, al 1 

portraying women in a positive light . 
• 

Besides women, Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot also seems 

designed to appeal to the common people. In any culture, 

folktales, as an oral literature, commonly gave voice to 

certain themes and socio-economic inclinations which were not 

deemed appropriate to t he more distinguished, and cos tly , 

written literature .~ Some of the most popular themes include 

confrontations between individua l s of distinctl y different 

social classes, usuall y with the poor outsmarting, o r somehow 

coming out ahead of, the rich , a nd , even more so, relations 

between men and women, complete with plenty of thinly veiled 

sexual innu endo. As a product of this genre,, it is no 

surprise then that I in e very version, the commandment "Thou 

shall not commit adultery" contains more stories than any 

other commandment . 

.. 2 Maccabees 7 . 

.. See the treatment of women in stories number 21, 36, 37, and 

"Early p r inted literature was very costly, and 
produced to appeal to those who could afford it, 
patrons, and academic and religious institutions. 

therefore was 
.i, • e. weal thy 
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Throughout Midrdsh Aseret Ha-Dibberot we find that 

conf ron tat ion plays a critic a 1 role. The stories of the 

collection not only depict confrontations between the sexes 

and the classes, but also confrontations between beings in a 

variety of different situations in lite Jew and non-Jew I 

animal and human , Heaven and Earth, God a~d Satan, the people 

and the g~verning power, honest people and swindlers, children 

and parents, and many others. In each case, as one would 

e><pect in a wo, k of this nature, the confrontation c a n be 

distilled down to a conflict between good and evil, right and 

wrong. But it is through the designation of wha t is 

considered good, and wha t is considered evil that the biases 

of the particular stories emerge. In some cases the 

distinction is obv ious, as i n the case of the story of Rabbi 

Matthiah ben Heresh · s avoidance cf adultery (No. 33). Satan, 

as the tempter, is clearly evil, and the Sage, who exercises 

e xtreme self-discipline, i s shown to embody a ll that is good. 

But the dichotomy is not always so clear cut. As noted above, 

in the story of the wife who saved her husband from the Angel 

of Death (No.36) , mistreatment of the poor clearly emerges as 

a sin, punishable by death. Yet, the story is comple><. In 

the context of the commandment to which it is connected (Thou 

shall not commit adultery), this conflict b~tween rich and 

poor js not so obvious. Yet, subtle as the message may be , 

we find in this story a combination of all the elements which 

would be included to appeal to the masses : a strong, smart 
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woman who confronts God in order to save her husband, a poor, 

dirty man ( actuall y the Angel of Death in disguise) who stands 

up to a wealthy man for his rights, and a brief, titillating 

description of a wedd ing night . Whether the message comes 

through or not , the story seems care ful ly calculated to 

attract , and amuse, the common people who are the targeted 
• 

audience of the collection, 

The story about Shaul , the man who was sol d as a slave 

(No .37), is very typical of most the stories found in the body 

of Midrash Aseret H,3-Dibberot. Not only is the story 

indicative of the style of presentation and the language used 

throughout the collection, but it exhibits a heavy editorial 

hand . When c ompared with versions of the same story in other 

co llections," it becomes obvious that the version in Midrdsh 

Aseret Ha-Dibberot has been reworked by its editor/ compiler 

in order to make the story fit a particular commandmen t, and 

to make it more appealing to his prospective aud,ence. In 

many ways, the changes were made to the detriment of the 

narrative flow, and they muddied rather than clarified the 

apparent message of the story. Nonetheless, these changes are 

reflective of those which appear to have been made t h roughout 

the collect1on, in order to meld the disparate stories into 

one, more or less cohesive , collection. 

uThe primary te><t used for comparison wi 11 be, "ihe Man Who 
was Sold as a Slave Because He Neglected the Study of To rah," in 
Moses Gaster, Ma'aseh Book, (Philadelphia Jewish Publ ication 
Society o f America, 1981), p.528-~33 . 
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In Nidr.Jsh Aseret Ha-Dibberot:, "The Man Who was Sold •s 

a Slave'' is another story included under the commandment "Thou 

shall not commit adultery." The plot follows a conventional 

structure in Rabbinic literature: a chjldless man prays to 

God for a s on, usua 11 y accompanying the petition with some 

sort of promise. A son i s granted, given a name related to 

the conditions under which he was born ( Shaul - "asked"), and 

is set by his father on a particular path of study or 

endeavor. The father then dies, and the son embarks on s ome 

sort of adventure which is resolved in a way t hat refates to 

t he father's promise, and wh i c h illustrates the moral point 

of the story. Variat ions on this s t ructure can be found in 

man y of the stories in Nidrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot:. 0 There 

is , however, a major departure from this structure in our 

story ; one that a l so distinguishes it from other versions of 

the story. l t is the wife, not Shaul, who emerge£. as the 

chief exemplar of the story· s moral , and the virtt.le she 

embodies in the end of the story is vastl y different from that 

which is proposed b y the father in the story' s beginning. 

In the Midrash Aseret: H.J-Dibberot version of the story , 

as well as that of Gaster, the father petitions God for a s on, 

and promises that the boy wi 11 be trained in the study of 

Torah. The father keeps his promise , teaching the boy Torah 

until "he bec.ame ver y wise." It seems then that study of 

611See Nos. 21, 30 , 34, 36, 37 . 
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Torah is the vir tue being promoted in the story, and in - fact, 

the Gaster version continues this way. After his father 's 

death, we are told that the son leaves his home to pursue a 

life of Torah study. Along the way he meets Elijah the 

Prophet, who arranges a marriage for him. After the wedding, 

we are e ><plicitly told that Shaul is sold into slavery for 

seven years after neglecting his studies for a week.•3 After 
• 

he is s wept away by Elijah, his wife Sarah is left unaware of 

the reason for his disappearance. It is only when they are 

briefly reun1ted after fi VP years that Sarah is informed by 

her husband as to the root cause of his enslavement. 

In the M.icirash Aseret Ha-D.ibberot version, the reason for 

Shaul · s enslavement is never made abso l utely clear, and the 

wife, called Hannah in this version, is portrayed as a 

radically different character. While Shaul is described as 

bei~g wise, there is no indication in this version that his 

commitment to Torah study is the same as his father ' s, and 

that it continued at all after his father 's death. Shaul does 

not leave home to pursue his studies, bUt simply goes out to 

a ccompany a funeral procession. 1 t is then that he meets 

Elijah who arranges for him to marry Hannah. But before the 

marriage takes place, the incident occurs which results in 

Shaul · s enslavement : 

... the young man came to be married on the seventh 
day. Elijah came and found him as he was sitting 
and playing with the bride. Elijah said to him, You 

0 Gaster, (1981), p.530. 
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lay down and forgot your life~ Seven years you will 
be sold as • slave after the seven days of the 
feast.•• 
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Apparently, from this passage , the catalyst for Shaul·s being 

sold as a slave was that he was "sitting and pl•ying with th~ 

bride." While the meaning of this phrase is unclear, given , 

the context of the story within the rubric of the seventh 

commandment, one can assume that this phrase is being used 

• euphemistically to indicate some sort of se><ual encounter, 

p robably pre-mar i ta 1 . This is supported by Elijah ' s 

admonition, "You lay down and forgot your life!" Seemingly, 

in the clutches of passion, Shaul forgot everything that he 

had ever been taught, including proper moral behavior. We are 

told that when Shaul is taken by Elijah from the riverside, 

Hannah understood the situation, so no explanation is given. 

Later, when the husband and wife are reunited, Sh.aul ~lains 

all that has happened to him, but no further attention is paid 

to the cause of his enslavement. While the narrative remains 

somewhat ambiguous for the reader, the characters themselves 

seem to understand all that has happened. 

In the end though, it is not Shaul ' s sin that is 

presented as a negative e><ample of proper behavior, but rather 

Hannah's actions in his absence are shown in a positive light. 

In both versions of the. story, Shaul ' s wife is understood to 

be a v irtuous woman, one who is fitting to be the wife of a 

~Eisenstein, p.458. 



r~ 

54 

righteous man. In the Gas ter version, Sarah is described 

twice as "pious", while Hannah is described in Midrash Aseret 

Ho-Dibberot as "beautiful and heaven fearing" and as an Aishttt 

Hayil. The women, however, serve different functions in their 

respective versions of the story, and are tht.<refor e portrayed 

a s being distinctively different characters. Sarah serves 

simply as a foil; a straight character who represents the home 

• and normal life of which Shaul is deprived as he serves out 

his indenturedness, She is someone to whom things happen, 

possessing none of the foresight or ingenuity that 

distinguishes Hannah. When she is asked to marry Shau l, she 

asks, "Shall I marr-y a man whom I do not ~know?" .. , and must be 

persuaded by Elijah to marry. When her husband dis•ppears by 

the river, she simply accepts what has happened, and continues 

on with life, remaining by the river and building a little 

house . She relies on God ' s pity for her survival. 

On the other hand, in keeping with the sense of 

extremeness that permeates all of Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot, ... 
Hannah is portrayed as the very p i nnacle of virtue. She is 

a women of almost prophetic insight and infinite faith in God. 

When Elijah asks if she will consent to mar r y , she accepts the 

proposition as Di vine wi 11, stating: "If the- word has come 

from God, I cannot say ~nything about it at all."" When her 

••easter, (1981), p.530. 

••Eisenstein, ·p.458. 
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husband disappears, she understands implicitly what has 

happened and does not worry. Her decJsion to remain by the 

river and grow wheat is calculated, predicated on her 

foreknowledge that a famine is about to occur. By virtue of 

her insight, she becomes very successful, and builds an entire 

city. When she is reunited with her husband, she controls the 

situation, and it is she who calml y sends him ~ck to complete 

his service. In the end of the story , when her husband 

finally returns for good, they go to v isit his mother, and it 

is Hannah, not Shaul, who is exalted by his family. Mindful 

that this story is an reproof against adultery, Hannah is 

praised for her fidelity throughout the years, to both her 

• husband and to God . Ironically, after the woman is ~hewn to 

be the very embodiment of the story ' s moral, the narrativ e is 

concluded with the statement, "This is a story about Shaul." 

We can see, by comparison, that the story has evidently 

been revised to include a female hero and some sort of 

allusion to sexual impropriety. The plot line of the Midrosh 

Aseret Hd- Dibberot version of the story appears inconsistent, 

not following the usual order of development. Based on the 

introductory device of the father ' s o~th to rear his son in 

Torah, it is more fitting that the son ' s transgression h•ve 
. 

to do with a lapse in Torah study, as in the G•ster version. 

It is also rare, within the context of Rabbinic, and in feet 

virtually all Medieval, literature that a woman be depicted 

as so much more virtuous and successful than a man. The 
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character cf Sarah would be a much more typical portrayal of 

a woman than that of Hannah. 

How~ver, even when we consider these chang•s, it still 

takes a stretch of the imagination to relate the story to 

adultery at all. The true meaning of the phrase "5itting •nd 
~ ' 

playing with the bride" is unclear, and, taken literally, it 

could simpiy mean that the groom was so enjoying his wife ' s 

company that he neglected his•other duties, such as scholarly 

study . Yet this is precisely the type of leap of meaning the 

editor has been seen to make in order to connect his stories 

to commandments. 0 Additionally, we are given no indica tion 

that Hannah was ever actually tempted to commit adultery, or 

fought an impulse to do so with some heroic measure, as did 

Rabbi Matthia~ben Heresh.•1 Ye t her f aithfulness to her 

husband, maintained with full knowledge of his situation and 

eventual return, is held up as a great virtue, and the epitome 

of this commandment. We are also asked to bel i eve that a 

wise, learned man, one who chose not to go into business 

' bec ause he felt that all tradesmen were deceitful . would so 

easil y give into his sexual impulses, engaging in pre-marital 

sex with a woman already described as am Aishet HoyiJ. Such 

behavior seems inconsistent with the characterizations that 

we have been given. Rabbinic literature generall y presents 

• 1see the above discussion of Story No.3b, p.12. 

••story No. 33. 
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characterizations t hat are fairly black and white, that is, 

ei ther completely good or completely evil. I n Midrash Aseret 

Ha-Di bberot we see Rabbi Matthiah ben Heresh (No.33), on the 

one e x treme , encompassing all good, and the man who seduced 

an engaged young woman on Yam Kippur (No . 34), on the other 

extreme, indicating complete e vil. The image of a righteous, 

scholarly man who gives in tq a sexual impulse tends to 

contradict t~is general trend. " 

Yet, despite these inconsistencies , the story still 

works. It is the very breaks from the dominant conventions 

of Rabbinic literature, both oral and written, that make the 

work unique. I f one accepts the idea t hat Midrash Aseret Ha-

Dibberot is essentially a collection of- divergent stor ies 

reworked to fit into an externally imposed structure (i .e. the 

Ten Commandments), when taken on their own terms, the stories 

display a sense of development and irony that 1 am sure was 

not lost on its intended audience. Behind wha t one scholar 

has called i ts "veil of orthodox e xhor tat i on," ' 0 the work 

dares to depict behaviors and allude to themes which, by their 

very nature, d o appear inconsistent, and therefore more trul y 

reflect human nature. 

supernatural elements, 

••The common exception, 
person who suddenly bec omes 
in story No.39. 

70Rosen berg , p. 4 2. 

The combination of the fanciful and 

layered over the mundane and so very 

of course, is a story about an evil 
repentant, such as the old highwayman 
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human experiences, demonstr"tes the people's need for 

diversion from their every day problems, and the imagination 

that was used to create such diversion. 

Thus we are presented with this image of the young 

scholar, who, after he leaves home, is confronted for th~ 

first time with issues of employment, marr i age, and creating 

f o r himself a new, proper life. Faced with all this 

responsibility for the first • time , the you ng man somehow 

transgresses acceptable norms of behavior, be it neglect of 

study or some sexual impropriety. As a result of his failing, 

which may or may not be so bad, he is swept away upon the 

wings of Elijah to a far away place where he is sold as a 

slave . Luckily, the wife who has been arranged for him turns 

out to be a patient and righteous woman, who, wi th the implied 

help of God, amasses great wealth and success during her 

husband ' s absence . At the completion of his sentence, the 

husband is able to return to his wife, and resume the proper 

t ype of life that he set out to find in the first place. 

This is a pleasant story, describing an experience that, 

one can imagine, was no t so unique in the lives of Jews in the 

Middle Ages, and continues in the popular l iteratures of today 

as the "coming of age h story. The character of Eli j ah plays 

a pivotal role , serving as both mentor and judge to t he young 

man. He is the one who sets him on the path to his new life, 

modeling a proper livelihood and finding fo r him a wife, But 

Elijah is also the one who condemns tt,e young man for his 
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iniquity and actually imposes the punishment. Although Elijah 

is a heavenly figure, he represents here all that is good in 

life, as -well as , i n a $ense, all that is harsh and real. 

Ultimately, regardless of the moral outcome or the intent 

of the author, this is a story about changes,, especially if, 

as the stories concluding statement tells U6 1 we are to read 

it as a story about Shaul, a nd not his wife. Shaul ' s father, 

and his mother to whom he reilurns in the end, represent his 

old life, one of faith in God and Torah study. Hannah 

represents his new life, one also of faith in God, but also 

one of self-sufficiency, self-discipline, and material and 

personal success. Elijah is the catalyst of change, guiding 

the young man ' s way into his new lif~, while at the same time 

not allowing him to forget his old life . Thus Elijah's 

admonition is read in a new light - "You lay down and forgot 

v.our life~ " Shaul ' s sin was not in the lying down, but in his 

forgetting who he was as he changed and grew. In the conteKt 

of Medieva 1 Jewry, with the wound of eK i le very fresh and 

oppression and anti-semitism as a ways of life, forge tting 

who you are and where you come from is the gravest of sins. 

It is fitting then that as punishment, Shaul is sold into 

slavery , a reminder of who we were as slaves in Egypt, and who 

we are as Jews in exile. Elijah is not an evil character. 

His role ~s mentor necessitated that he educate the young man 

as effectively as possible. Hannah's wisdom lay in the fact 

that she did understand the situation; she knew t he purpose 
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of the enslavement. He r effort to teac h her husband the same 

lesson is evident i n her repeated offers to go with him to 

v i sit his home and h i s mother . Ultimately, all of the 

char-acters around Shaul ser- ve as guides in his growth and 

development. His father gives h im wisdom, b~t he then dies , , 

leaving the son to continu e on his own. His mother- sends him 

out to seek a trade, encou r-aging him in his l i velihood . 

Elijah gives him a trade a"'d a wife , and teaches him to 

r-emember who he is. Hannah pr-ovides a home, faith, a nd 

understanding. And, it is under-stood from the nature of the 

story, God watches over all. 

There are t wo ways that one can r-ead the stor-ies in 

Midrosh Aseret Ha-Dibberot . They can be appr-oached, as 

perhaps the author intend ed, as a cohesive anthology, with 

each story selected to exemplify a par-ticular c ommandment . 

But , as we have see n, this fashion of reading the stories can 

be v er-y unsatisfying. The respective stories have obviously 

been r-eworked in order to cursoril y relate them to ind i vidual 

commandments. If the revisions work at all, they u~ually 

prove to be detr-imental to the narrative flow of the story to 

which they are app l ied . I t is a rar-e story in t he collection 

that tr-u ly devel o ps a moral which mod e l s the gener-ally 

accep ted fulfill ment of a commandment. 

Conver-sely, t he stories can be approac he d as individual 

enti t i es; c o mp lex narr-ative tales which a ddr-ess daily concerns 

through the a pp lica tion of the ima gin a t ive facu lty to the 
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religious idioms whic~ were common to all of the collection ' s 

readers. 'Clearly, the structure imposed on the col lee tion 

gets in the way of the power of the individual stories. But 

as a new form, the need tor such a structure h~s already been 

discussed. Taken as concrete moral dicta, or as midrash, the 

collection as a whole, as well as the stories individually, 

simply do not work. Vet if on~ can get past this structural 

pretense of midrash, and allow the imagination displayed in 

the stor ies to entertain as well as edify, then the stories 

not only work, but many of them continue until today as 

classics of their idiom. The-se are popular-stories, very much 

reflective of the tradition out of which they emerged. But, 

in order to hol d our attention and speak to us on any level, 

be it edification or entertainment, they mu~t be approached 

on their own terms, as stories, and nothing more. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot 

The Text in Translation 
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TRANSLATION NOTE 

ln the following translation, I have tried to remain as 

true to the text as possible , whil e at the same time produc i ng 

a .--eadable and comprehensibl e doc\.Jment. To that end, the 

transl a t ion is quite literal, and I have retained the rather 

wooden quotat1onal structure of dialogue. I n places where 

textual e r rors seem to e><ist, • I have usually translated as 

printed and offered an alte.--native reading in a note. I ha.ve 

also duly noted any words or phrases that, for one reason or 

another, seem to defy li teral translat1on. In such a c ase, 

1 have usually substituted an idiomatic translation from my 

understanding of the phrase in context. 

All quotations and textual references have been rendered 

in quotation marks. Wh1le dialogue has net been so marked , 

the beginn1ng of new speeches are always ind1cated with a 

capital letter. chose th1s manner of demarcation bec ause 

found it to be a more satisfactory way to d1st i nguish 

between the natural story narrative that is dominant 1n the 

stories of the collection, and the numerous scriptural 

references that accompanied the imposed midra shic structure. 

This distinction is ma de most obvious whe n compar1ng the 

number of quotation marks in the 1ntroduct1on with those in 

the bod y of the te><t. 



Translation of Midrash Aseret Ha- Oi berot 
from Eisenstein's Ozar Midrashim 

1) Fi r st Commandment : 71 

b4 

It is written, "Who c a n recount the mighty acts of the 

Lord , procl aim all His praises" (Psa lm 106:2). Even Angels 

can not recount His mighty a cts, but it is possible to expound 

a little about what He did a n d about wh at there will be in the 

future, so that the name of the King wi ll be elevated and 
• 

pra ised, the King of Kings , the Holy One Blessed Be He. He 

c reated the Torah, which is more precious than gold and fine 

gold, and sweeter than honey and fine fl ou r. 12 And when the 

Holy One Blessed Be He desired to create the Un iverse, He 

consulted it13 and said, I will c reate the Universe in order 

that they know about my might. When the Tor ah heard this, she 

responded a nd said before Him , Master of the Universe, You 

foretell from the beginning to the end of days and all the 

t cret things are revealed to you; do as You wish . When the 

Holy One Blessed Be He heard the words of the Torah, .its words 

were pleasing before Him . He took it a nd p 1 aced it be tore 

Hill\. 

2) We find that before the Universe was created , no hides 

"Eisenstein notes i n his int r oduction that this begi nning 
passage is taken from Divrai Rabbi Eliezer 83. See Friedl a nder · s 
edition of Pirke De Rabbi Eliezer (1981) 1 p.9. 

11Alludes to Psalm 1 9 :11. 

'~The Torah. 
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of parc,hment were -found so that the Torah could be wri.tten 

upon them, for the beasts were not as yet. So what was it 

wri.tten upon? On the arm of the Holy One Blessed be He , in 

black upon whit~ ti.re. And the Holy One Blessed Be He took 

1.t and placed it before him and He would look at 1.t. And when 

He desired to create the Universe, all the letters came in 

reve rse order , and each one said before the Holy One Blessed 

Be He, Master of the Universe, May 1t be y~ur wi.ll that with 

me t. he Universe wi.11 be crea ted. First , the Tav entered 

before the Holy One Blessed Be He and sai.d to Hi.m, Master of 

the Universe , May it be your wi.11 that with me you will create 

the Universe, just as your Torah was named with me. The Holy 

On2 81 essed Be He responded to her, It wi 1 l not bee as you 

wi 11, since you are Terumot. • ◄ Afterwards, the Sh.in entered 

to t~e Holy One Blessed Be He and so on. It wi ll not be as 

your w1 11, since you are Sh.av'~ and ShohacJ , a and a letter 

which doe s not have feet" and a letter wh.1ch does not h a ve 

fee t, there .i s no reason for the Uni.verse to be c reated from 

it. A'fterwards , all the letters entered .in reverse order 

until the Bet, a nd , after a ll , Bet e n tered and sa1d, Master 

14The Priestly tithe on produce. 

"falsehood/vanity. 

••er i bery. 

17A word play on r,agl-.y.im mean1ng both "feet " and "reason " or 
"founda tion " . Suggests both the physical appearance of the letter 
Shin and the idea that lies are a statement with no found a tion. 
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of the Universe , May it be Your wi ll that with me You shall 

create Your Universe, so that Your children will be destined 

to bless Your name with me , as it is said, ''Welcome in the 

name of Adonai , " "Blessed is Adonal. every day," and it is 

said, " Blessed is Adonai • God of Israel". H~ said to her, 

Yes , I will do so; With you l will crea te My Universe, as it 

is said , " Beresh1t Bara Elohim.··•• And Aleph, whe n she saw 

that the Holy One Blessed Be Ha wanted to create the Univ~rse 

from Bet, stood to one side and was silent unt1.l the Holy One 

Blessed Be He called her and said , Aleph, why are you silent? 

Why oo you not speak like one oi your 'f r iends? Aleph 

responded and said before Him, Master of the Un i verse , if my 

friends, who add up to such a great amount are thus, I, who 

do not amount to much, how much more so should I remain 

docile. The Holy One Blessed Be He sa1.d to her, Do not worry, 

for you are head over all and King, for am one and you are 

one, and since you have humbled yourself, l will glorify you, 

for you will add up for a reward of a t housand." And fu r ther 

He said to her , Be comforted, for when I g1ve the Torah, 

•• in the beginning, God created •• ,. The beginning of the Book 
of Gene sis . 

nPlay on the word Eleph - '' a thousand." 
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will ;y•n with you." 

· b7 

.T~ s, the Holy One Blessed Be He opened 

with Anokhi in His giving the Tor-ah to . Israel. For Anokhi is 

an acrostic : Ana Nafshi Katvit Yahbit - "I pray my soul, a 

writing, a gift." And Anokhi in reverse Y ' heva Ketiva 

N ' -imim Amira - "A writing, a gift, a sweet proclamation .• "91 

..... .. 
Another e xplanation: Why did the Ho~y One Blessed B• He open 

His giving of the Tor.ah _Anok hi? Because Anokhi is in the 

Egyptian tongue, and in order to utiliz~ t~e ·1anguage whic~ 
• 

they used in Egypt, He opened with Anokhi . 

And the Holy One Blessed Be He wanted to create the 
• 

Universe all at once, and its _! ength, a travelling distance 

of 500 years. and its wid th a t ravellin g distance of 500 years. 
,. 

And the great sea surrounded the whp le Univers e like a type 

of arch on a great column . And all the Universe was 

surrounded by the fins of Lev iathan, standing in the lower 

waters, and they could be compared to a small fish in the sea, 

• and the lower waters stood on the back of the waters of 

I 
Bere_shi t, ■z and the water s of Beresh,i t on top of the waters 

"There are many differ ent versions relating the controversy 
of t he precedence of the letters. Ginzberg, (1988), I, pp.,-8 
gives a version based on 2 Alphabet of R. Akiv a 50-55, and cites 
other versions in Midrash Ha-Gadol I, 12~ 13; Midrash R. Akiva 23-
24; and the Zahar I , 2b-3a a n d 205b: Most versions end at this 
point. 

91Translated literally, it is not really clear what 1,:hese 
passages mean. For another e xplanatio~ of Anakhi (Ex .20:2),.see 
Sabbath · 105a; Pesikta Rabbati 21, 10~-lOba gives numerous 
explanations of Anokhi; also Beit Ha-Midrash VI, 42; and Seder 
Eliyahu Rabbah 1, 22. 

■zThe primeval waters. 

.I 
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of the Ocean° a 1 the waters of the Ocean on the back o f the 

waters who lament (bokhim). And why are they called b y the 

name of Bakhim? For at the time when the Holy One Blessed Be 

He divided t~e waters, He put half above and half below. They 

that He put below began to cry and say, Woe unto us that we 

do not merit to be close to our Creator! And they were 

insolent and wanted to go up on high until the Holy One 

Blessed Be He rebuke d them and squeezed them under the soles 

of His foot . Then they said betore the Hol y One Blessed Be 

He, It is open and known to you , that for Your honor we acted. 

The Holy One Blessed Be He said to them, Because you acted for 

My honor, know in truth that I will not give permission to the 

waters from above to say a song to Me until they receive from 

you permission, as it i s said, "The Lord on high is migh tier 

than the noise of many waters , than the mighty waves of the 

sea" { Psa 1 m 93 : 4 ) . •• 

3) Moreover, the Holy One Blessed Be He created the seven 

upper and lower heavens, and the lowest of all of them is 

~Greek for the Mediterranean - the "sea of the d&ad". 

••Ginsberg notes that the song of praise to God by the waters 
origi na ll y belonged to another cycle which s tates that the lower 
waters - the primeval element - praised God before any other thing 
that had been created, and that they willingly submitted to his 
command to withdraw in order to -render creation possi~le (1988, V, 
p.18, Note MS3), Hadar on Genesis 1:4 states that, as compensation 
to the lower waters, the salt seas, God commanded the use of the 
water libation in the Temple and the use o~ salt with all 
sacrifices . 
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called, Vilon,., and it is like [the type of] curtain that is 

stretched across the opening of the houses so that those 

inside see those outside , but those outside don ' t see those 

inside. And through V.i Jon, the Min1.stering Angels see the 

people who walk on the earth ; who walks in a good way and who 

in a bad way. (Whoever walks in a good way, they accompany 

him] , .. and whoever walks in a bad way , they leave him alone, 

• 
And he will (only] prosper in his wickedness until the day of 

his accounting. 

4) Above the Vilon is the Raki ' a,•1 and in the Raki " o there 

are stars a nd constellations, and twelve windows corresponding 

to the twelve hours , and 365 angels appo1.nted over the sun , 

who lead it gently from window to window, so that the universe 

will not be off by one hour , and in these w1.ndows , they lead 

the moon gently in the night, and as soon as it comes out , 

they begin singing a song . They do not become silent until 

the sun rises, and as the sun sets i n the west, they prostrate 

themselves and say . We have done all which we were commanded, 

as 1.t is said, ''You dispatch lightnings, and they go ! They say 

' 'Eisenstein's inclusion. 

"expanse/sky. 
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to you, her.& we are!" . (Job 38:35) ... How do we know that in 

the Rak.i · a is the sun and the moon and the stars and the 

constellations? As it is written, " And God se~ them in the 

firm~ment of Heaven to give light upon the earth" (Gen.1:17) . 

5) Above the Raki ' a is Shehaki-.n," and in Shehakim there are 

fixed mil ls tones that grind manna for the Zaddikim in the 

world to come , as it is written, "He commanded the clouds 

from above, and opened the doors of heaven; and rained down 

manna for them to eat " (Psalm 78:23-24). 

6) Above Shehakim is Zevul," and in Zevul t here is a built 

up alter. And Michael, the Guardian Angel of Israel, is the 

High Priest, and he regularly offers upon it an offering every 

day. And what are the offerings that he offers? Does he 

offer lambs? Rather, the Sages say, Michael, Guardian Angel 

of Israel, is the High Priest of Heaven, and from the day that 

the Temple, may it be built quickly in our days, was 

destroyed, and the Priesthood ceased, he offers the souls of 

the Zaddikim, until the Temple is rebuilt and then the Holy 

One Blessed Be He will lower the Temple that is in Zevul to 

"New JPS trans lation : " Can you dispatch the lightning on a 
mission and have it answer you, I am ready?" Read here as a 
declarative statement. 

"Cl ouds. 

ffPlace of offering or entertainment; term used for the Temple; 
place of the heavenly Jerusalem and Sanctuary . 
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the Jerusalem that is below. 

7) Above Zevul is Makhon, • 1 and in Makhon there are 
~ 

storehouses of snow and storehouses of hail and a loft of dew , 

and rooms of tempests and storms, and for all of them, doors 

of fire. Are they above? For are they not in the l~nd, as 
• 

it is said, "Praise the Lord from the earth, 0 monsters, and 

a 11 deeps: fire and hail, snow and vapors, stormy winds 

fulfilling His word " (Psalm 148:7-8)? Thus the Sages said, 

When David came to the world, he requested mercy upon them, 
~ 

and he caused them to descend to the earth, as it is written, 

" For You are not a God that has pleasure in wickedness , nor 

shall evil dwell with thee" (Psalm 5:5). 

8) Above Makhon is Maon, 92 and in Maon there are groups of 

angels who sing at night and are silent during the day, out 

of honor for Israel, and also there are in it storeho~(ses of 

blessing, as it is written, "Look down from thy holy 

habitation, from Heaven, and bless your people Israel .. ," 

( Deu t. 26: 15 ) . · 

"institute; si te. 

"dwelling; habitation; the Temple . 

- · - i 
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9) Above Maon is Aravot, •> and in Aravot there is justice 

a nd righteousness and dews of life, and blessing and the souls 

of Zaddikim, and the throne of glory , and the holy beasts, and 

Seraphim, and Ophanim, and Keruvim, •• and t-hey come to 

proclaim the honor ot the Ho ly One Blessed Be He, who made 

them from fire and from water, and water is above them, and 

peace among them, so that the --'ater does not extinguish t~e 

fire and the fire does not consume the water, and about this 

it is said, " Domin ion and fear are with Him, He makes peace 

in His high places" {Job 25:2). And the angels stand far from 

the Shekhinah thirty-six thousand Par-sangs " And do angels 

stand? For do we not find that they don · t hav e standing 

( Amidah) or sitting ( Yeshi v.ah) in heaven, on 1 y bowing? 

Rather, they stand bowing before the Holy One Blessed be He 

and they don· t see the place ·of His Shekhinah and they 

sanctity the name of the Holy One Blessed Be He who sits on 

a high and exalted throne, and a cloud and darkness surround 

it, as it is written, "Clouds and darkness are round about 

Him, righteousness and j udgement are the foundations of His 

throne" (Psalm 97:2) . 

.,Pleasantness; sweetness - poetic for heaven. 

"Different types of heavenly creatures or angels. 

"Persian measure of distance, close to a mile. 
7 
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10) Blessed is t he n~me o f the Holy One Blessed Be He who 

created seven -e x panses and seven lands and seven seas and who 

suspended them by the might of His arm, as it is writ ten, 

" ... and beneath the everlasting arms . . . " (Deut.33 : 27), And 

all of them the Holy One Blessed Be He did not create except 

for the sake of the Torah and beyond that, for the sake of .. 
Is r ael who would r eceive it. And He further created seventy 

nations and seventy princes over them. 

Israel as a unique nation in the land . 

He further created 

And when the angels 

. 
saw I srae 1 , they quarre 11 ed with one another, one saying, 

Israel will be in my juris diction, and another saying, Israel 

wil l be in my jurisdiction, and when the Holy One Blessed Be 

He s aw , thus He sai d to them, Draw lots for my people Israel, 

and we shall see on whom the lot shall fall, and whoever 

receives the lot, it shall be his. And so they drew lots and 

the lot of the Holy One Blessed Be He fell on Israel, and He 

placed them before Him, as it is written, " The ltnes are 

fallen to me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly 

heritage. " ( Psalm 16:6 ) . And the Holy One Blessed Be He chose 

them and called them treasure, as it is written, " •.. and you 

shall be my own treasure from among all peoples, for all the 

earth is mine." (E>< . 19:5). 

11) Come and see that you do not have anything of Torah that 

does not have in it mounds of mid rash. And the 1Ho 1 y One 

Blessed be He warn ed Israel about them, and said to them, see 
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these tips,•• if you. smooth -them, you will des t roy the 

universe. For e><ample, if you make from Het a Hey, and 

similarly from Hey a Het, you will destroy the universe, for 

example, "our soul waited for the Lord '' (Psalm 33:20)," and 

for e><ample, " Let all that breathes praise the Lord, 

Haleluya!" (Psal m 1~0:6)," and furtl',er, if you make from a 

Dal et a Resh, or from a Da)et a Resh, you wi 11 destroy the 

Universe . For e><ample, '' Hea r, 0 Israel , the Lord is our God, 

the Lord is one" (Deut.6:4 ) . 0 And for example, "you shall 

worship no other god" {Ex . 34:14) . 100 From this they learned 

that you do not have a tip in the Torah that does not have in 

it mounds of law, certainly in the letter itsel f, and in the 

word itsel f. And the Holy One Blessed Be He looked at all the 

people that He c reated and He did not find a man (from among 

those that] He looked upon who was as worthy to have the Torah 

given to him as Moses. And Why did Moses merit to be the 

Groom of Torah? On account of humility . And He saw that it 

was in him, as i t is wr itten , " And Moses hid his face for he, 

~The strokes of the letters. If even one stroke is altered 
in appearance , it could change the letter to another, thereby 
changing the meaning of a word. 

• 1The meaning .of the word hikketa would change from "waited " 
to "struck" . 

.. The meaning of the word teha)Jel would change from " praise" 
to "profane", 

0 Ehad (one) becomes aher (another) . 

'~"no other god" becomes "the one God,h 
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was afraid to look uRon God" (Ex.3:6) . The Sages said, On 

account of three things that he did, Moses merited three 

rewards: on account of "for he was afraid," he merited, "and 

they were afraid to come near him" (Ex .34:30); on account of 
, 

"and He hid his face," he merited, "a special aura in his 

face;" on ac;.coun t of " to look," he merited, "and he beholds 

the likeness of the Lord" (Num.12:B); and he further merited, 
• 

" and they looked after Moses until he was; gone into the Ten t " 

(E><.33:8). And what of the humility that is found in Moses? 

a s it i .. said, "Come now therefore, 
,a nz· 

and I will send you to 

Pharaoh ... " (E><.3:10). Said the Sages : the Hey of Lech ah is 

v ague. And why is it vague? For at , the time that the Holy 

One Blessed Be He said t o Moses , Go and redeem Israel, f rom 

the great humility that was in him , he said, Who am I that I 

should go to Pharaoh, and how wi ll I bring the children of 

Is r ael from Egypt? He said, There are in my family greater 

than I in wealth, and i n sil ver and gold. The Holy One 

Blessed Be He said to him, to Moses, You are great, ~ s i t i s 

said, "Moreover , the man Moses is very great" (E><.11:3). 

12) And furthermore, you I chose from all of Israel, and of 

you it is destined that they will prophesy like this, as it 

is said, "Then You spoke 'in a vision to your faithful ones, 

and You said, I have laid help upon one who is mighty, I hav e 

exalted one chosen out of the people. " (Psalm 89:20). Who is 

he chosen out of the pe-0ple? This is Moses. Nevertheless, 
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The Hol y One 

Blessed Be He said to him, Why do you stand to one side, for 

if they are not redeemed through you, they wi 11 not be 

redeemed by another. 

13) And furthermore, come and see Moses· humility, that when 

the Holy One Blessed Be He sa•d to him, Make a Tent of 

Meeting , he made it , and when it was made I because of the 

great humility that was in him, he went outside. The Hol y One 

Blessed Be He said to him, Why did you go outside? For it is 

fitting for you to serve me . 

Blessed Be He call him, and 

And from where. did the Holy One 

say to him thus? As it is 

writ ten, " And the Lord ca 11 ed to Moses, and spoke to him out 

of the Tent of Meeting, saying ... " (Lev.l:l). And also the 

Torah attested about him, that he was humble, as it is 

written, "Now the man Moses was very humble ... " (Num . 12:3). 

Thus Moses merited to be the one through whom the Law was 

given , and to have the Shekhinah rest upon him, as ' tsaiah 

said, "The Spirit of (the Lord ) God is upon me; because the 

Lord has anointed me to herald joy to the humble ••• " ( Isaiah 

61:1). It is not written, to herald joy to the pious, but 

rather, " to herald joy to the humble". From this, if can be 

inferred that humility is the greatest of all the Mitzvot in 

the world. 

The Holy One Blessed Be He looked at all the mountains, 

but He did not find a mountain that was suitable to have Torah 

... 

-
, ...._ 
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given upon it, and to. have the Shekhinah rest upon it, like 

Mount Sinai. 'And why did Mount Sinai merit all this? Because 

it humbled itself, for when it saw that Mount Hermon and Mount 

Sirion were quarreling with each other, one saying, Upon me -.. .... 
it will reside, and the other saring, No, it will reside upon 

me. Then, when Sir,ai saw they were quarreling with each 

other, and exalting themselves, it humbled itself, and 
• 

subsequently, the Holy One Blessed Be He saw its humbled 

state, and rested His She~hinah upon it, for God is high and 

lofty, "and He sees the lowly, but the haughty He knows from 

afar" (Psalm 138:6 ) . 101 " In the third month of the children 

of Israel's going out from the land of Egypt, at this time, 

on this day, they came to the desert of Sinai" ( E>< .19: l). 

[They came to Sinai] to receive the Torah, and on it the Hol y 

One Blessed Be He gave the Torah to Israel. And why was it 

not given to them at the time of their going out from Eg ypt? 

For, as the Holy One Blessed Be He said, will do favors for 

them at the outset, so they may recount my greatness, an!i.. 

afterwards they will rece i v e my Torah and my Mitzvot. I shall 

e xpl ain to you with a parable [the reason] why : the matter 

is like a king who desires to marry a woman. 

I will do favors for her, and afterwards 

The king says, 

will marry her. 

Similarly, the Holy One Blessed Be He saw the community of 

101Al ternative reading (New JPS translation) : "High though the 
Lord is, He sees the lowly; lofty, He perceives from afar ." 

\ 
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Israel naked, and He dressed them, 101 as it is written, "And I 

clothed you ... with fine linen ... " (Ez.16:1O). He saw them 

barefoot and shod t hem, as it is written, " .. and I shod you 

with tahosh skin ... " <Ez.16 :1O ) . And 'they ca~e to the sea, 

and He c aused them to pass. He saw that Amalek came upon them 

and He rescued.,_. them. And when Israel recognized the good 

things and the powers of the Hofy One Blessed Be He, everyone 

said, "All that the Lord has saidJ we will do, and obey'' 

(E>< .24: 7). 

14) Another 1dea. Why did the Holy One Bl essed Be He give 

the Torah in the third month and not give it to them at the 

time of their leaving Egypt? This is comparable to the son 

of a king who was ill and recovered from his illness. His 

mother said to him, Go to study. 

yet recuperated from his illness. 

The king said, He has not 

Give him two or three 

months and afterwards he will go to study. Thus r srae l, 

immediately, when they came out at Egypt, were worthy to 

receive the Torah, but they were crippled because they had 

made bricks and plaster. The Holy One Blessed Be He said, My 

children have not yet recuperated from the enslavement, so how 

will they receive the Torah? Therefore, He delayed them until 

the third month, and afterwards He gave them the three-part 

L01Knesset Yisrael is further referr.;ed to irt the Hebrew by the 
third person feminine personal pronou~ (her) . In the English, I 
found it preferable to refer to Israel by the third person plural 
(them). 

\ . 
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Torah by the hand of the thi rd Adam (Moses).'" You find tha t 

every incident involving Torah happens in threes Torah, 

Prophets, and Writings; in t he three letters Aleph, Bet and 

Gimel; on account of t he third Adam, Moses, that he and his 

" brother and sister were three, Moses and Aaron and Miriam , 

t hat they came from the third tribe, Reuven, Shimon, and Levi , 

and t hat the letters of Levi are.threefold; and he bequeathed 

to groups of threes, Priests, Levites , and Israelites, t he 

children of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, a nd J acob; 

on the day of threes, as it is said, " On the third d a y" 

(Gen.22:4 ) , and in a month of three s, as i.t is written , " In 

the third month of the chi ldren of Israel ·s going out from the 

land of Egypt . .. "(E)( .19 :1). On the day that the Holy One 

Bl essed Be He rejoiced in Israel, His people, a n d in Moses His 

servant , Moses was joyful in his heart , for he saw everything 

that was with him. The universe and that which dwelt in it 

were astonished as they saw Mose5 ben Amram, how he captured 

a k ing ' s daughter, and descended in grea t joy , as it is 

written , " You have ascended on high; you have taken captives" 

(Psalm 68: 19) . The king ' s daughter , this is Torah , and the 

precious stones, these are the twelve tri bes. 

•"Discussion s of God ' s preferen c e for threes, a n d the 
impo rtance of the number three in the life of Moses a re common . 
See Gi n z berg , (1988), II, p. 79-80 and P.i.sikta L'~av Ka hanna 12, 
105a-105b . Vet , this concept ,of Moses as the " Th ird Adam" seems 
unique to Midrash Aseret Ha-Dibberot . A possible alternative 
translation of the phras e is, " the man of t hrees, " i nd icat ing the 
importance o f the number in Moses ' life. 

1 
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15) The Sages said that the Torah was c reated t wo thousand 

year s bef o re the worl d was created, as it is wri tten 1 "And I 

was by him as a nurseling,io• and I was daily his delight, 

playing always before Him'' (Pr ov.8:30). We have already f ound 

that one day for the Holy One Blessed Be He is a thousand 
• 

years , as it is written, "For a thousand years in thy sight 

are but like yesterday when it is past. . . " (Psalm 90:4). And 

the Torah was complaining before the Holy One Bl essed Be He , 

and said, Why was created two thousand years before the 
_, 

wo rld was created? Why have I not been given to the chi ldren 

of Adam? The Ministering Angel s said to he r , We are detaining 

you , for the children of Adam are destined to sin against you, 

and therefore it is better that you be wi t h us . 101 At that 

ve r y hour , the Torah was playing before the Lord, as it is 

written, " p laying before Him" (Prov . 8:30), and the Holy One 

Blessed Be He was saying to the angels, The Torah ma~es fun 

of you . She says, why do you need the Tor ah? For did you go 

o u t from Egypt? Were you s 1 aves to Pharaoh? Oo you h a ve 

eating and drinking? Is there an unclean thing a mong you? 

So why do you r e quest •t he Torah? You have no need to receive 

104The New J.P.S. tra n s lation renders the word a s " conf i dant. " 

'
08Eisenstein · s note #3 : "This is not an e ><planation of the 

Torah's quest, because of what was created a thousand years befor e 
creation, for this · was before the angels were created. , 1 t is 
possible then that the answer of t he Hol y One Blessed Be He is 
missing here, and the obstructi on of the angels was a t the time of 
the giv ing of t he Torah." 
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the Torah. Rather, humankind, which becomes unclean , needs 

it to a tone, and to repair, and to purify its soul. 

Immediately, they were all silent until Moses c a me and 

convinced them with this answer, and gave the Torah to Israel 

1.n joy . 

And before He gave the 1.prah to His people Israel, the 

Holy One Blessed Be He went to every n ation to give them the 

Torah , in order not to give to them a prete~t in the future 

• to come to say, If it had happened that the Holy One Blessed 

Be He gave us the Torah, we would have ac cepted it. He went 

to the ch1.ldren of Esau and said , w1.ll you accept the Torah? 

They said to Him, What is written .in it? He said to them, '' Do 

not murder." They a 1 1 responded and said, The b I ess ing by 

which our father Esau was blessed, You want to uproot it from 

us, as 1t is wri tten, "by your sword you sha 11 l 1 ve" 

(Gen.27 : 40). We do not want to accept it. He went to the 

children of Lot (Amon and Moav). He said to them, Will you 

accept the Torah? They said, What is written in it? He said 

to them, "Do not conunit adultery." They said, From adultery 

we came. We do not want to accept it. And again He went to 

the children of Ishmael. He said to them , Will you accept the 

Torah? They said to Him, What is writ ten in l t? He said, "Do 

not steal " . They said to Him , And the blessing that our 

father Ishmael blessed, You want to abolish it frQm us, as it 

is written, '' his ha nd against everyone, and everyone ' s hand 

against his " lGen.16d2). We do not want to accept your 
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Torah. Quickly the Holy One Blessed Be He went around to all 

the peoples of the world, and they did not want to accept i t . 

Afterwar-ds, He came to Israel. He said to them, Will you 

accept the Torah? They said before Him, What is written in 

it? He said to them, Six hundr-ed and thirteen commandments. 

They said 1 "All that the Lord has said, we wi 11 do a nd we will 

obey . " ( Ex. 24 : 8) . Immediatel y, a hundred and twenty thousand 

angels descended with two crowns tied to each one , one 

a . 
representing "we will do" and one representing "we will obey, " 

and they r-eceived the Torah with reJoicing. And when the 

Torah was given to Israel, He said to them. Give me pledges 

that you w111 fulfill it. They said before H1m, Here is 

Abraham, he will be a pledge on our behalf. He said to them, 

He is unacceptab le, on account of Ishmael, for he is going to 

murder my son by thirst. They said to Him, Behold, Isaac . 

He said to them, He is unacceptable to me, for he loved Esau 

my enemy. They said to Him, Here is Jacob. He said to them, 

He is unacceptabl e to me, for he did not complete his oath in 

his coming fr-om Padan Aram . They said before him, Behold, our 

chi ldren. Immediately the Holy One Blessed Be He said, Give 

me them as a pledge and I will accept them. Immediately the 

Children of Israel brought their women with suckling babes, 

and their pregnant women , and the Holy One Blessed Be He made 

their bellies as glass, and they were talking with Him. He 

said to them, See , I want to give Torah to your ancestors , and 

you are a pledge for them that they w1ll uphold it. They said 
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to Him I Yes . ye said to them, "I am the Lord your God, who 

brought you out ..• " (Ex.20:2). They said to Him, Yes, "You 

sha ll not have other gods." (Ex.20:3) They said to Him, No. 

He said to them, "You shall not swear falsely by name of the 

Lord your God" (Ex.20:7). They said to Him, No. And so they 

were answering Him with Yes, Yes, and with No, .No. And where 

were t hey that pledged? Inside their mothers, and from the 

mouths of babes was the Torah established , as it is written , 

"Out of the mouth of babes .fnd sucklings have you found 

streng t h" (Psalm 8:3 ) . And there is no strength except for 

Tora h , as it is written, "The Lord will give strength to His 

people." (Psal m 29:11). And when the Holy One Blessed Be He 

saw Israel that they were devoted with all their hearts, and 

out of great love they were hurrying to receive the Torah, He 

praised them and blessed them, as it is wr itten, "Happy are 

you, 0 Israel, who is like you" (Deut .33:29). 

16 ) Fi rst Commandment: When itl" had come out from the mouth 

of the Holy One Blessed Be He, may His name be praised for 

ever, there were sparks going out from His mouth , a torch on 

His right side and a torch on His left, and His voice burst 

forth in to the air of Heaven, saying, My people, my people, 

0 House of Israel ! "lam the Lord your God, who bro~ght you 

out of the land of Egypt. " (Ex .20 : 2). And when Israel heard 

t"The first commandment. 

.. 
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the commahdmen t coming out of the mouth of the Ho 1 y Or;E 

Blessed Be He, they fell back twelve miles, and thei r sou l s 

departed, as it is written , "My hear t -.:.e;;t out when he spoke" 

(Shir.5:6). The Torah remarked to the Holy One Blessed Be He 

and said , Master of the Universe, t o whom did You give me~ 

the living or the dead? The Holy One Blessed Be He said to 

her, For the liv i ng . She said to Him, Behold, everyone is 

dead! He said to her, For your sake, I wil l resurrect them. 

What d i d the Holy One Blessed Be He do? He sent down dew on 

which He is going to hereafter resurrect the dead, as it is 

written, "A plentiful rain You sent, 0 God, Your languishing 

legacy You have s trengthened " ( Psalm 68 : 10). And fu rthe.,r , at 

the hour when the Holy One Blessed Be He began to s peak, the 

upper and lower worl d s quaked, and the Israelites were not 

able to stand on their feet. What d id the Holy One 'Blessed 

Be He do? He sent to each and every Israelite t wo angels, one 

who lay his hand upon h i s heart so that his soul would not 

depart, and one who lifted his head up so he would be able to 

see his Creator. And the Hol y One Blessed Be He gave them 

permission so that they would be able to look upon His 

sp lendor, a nd while they were viewing His splendor, the word 

was going and circulat ing a round ~~eir ears, and it was the 

commandment, saying, Will you accept upon yourself the Torah, 

which has in it 248 commandments which are worthy to be 

fulfi lled, corresponding to [the number of ) your organs? And 

they answered , Yes, Yes! And it emerged from the ear and 
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And again the word returned 

and circulated around the ear and said, Will you accept upon 

yourself t he Torah , . which has in it 365 prohibitions , 

corresponding to the days o f the year? And they a nswered, 

Yes, Yes! And t he word emerged from the ear and k issed them 

upon their mouths, as i t is written, Mlet Him k i ss me with 

the kisses o f His mouth " (Shir .1: 2) . I mmed iately the Holy One 

Blessed Be He opened for them the seven heavens , a nd the seven 
• 

lands, say ing, Behold, you are My witness , for there is none 

like Me in the heavens or on the earth ! Behold, I am one and 

I will reveal Myself to you in My glory and in My splend or. 

If there is a anyone who says to you , serve other gods, say 

to him, Is ther e a man who has seen his Creator face to face, 

His glory and His splendor and His might , and left Him a nd 

went over to idolatry? See , It is I, I who redeemed you f rom 

the house of bondage, and I am He who parted the sea before 

you and lead you to dry land , and your enemies I drowned in 

the depths. 

17) Second Commandment "Yo u sha 11 not have other g o d s 

beside Me . You shal l not make for yourself a carved i dol or 

any s ort o f image ... " ( Ex.20:3-4 ). The Holy One Blessed Be 

He said t o them, I gave to you ' my Torah to set forth for you -
law, do not anger Me and do not brea'k My cove nant with fal-se 

gods, and do not bow to the dead except to the one who brings 

death and resurrects, and the soul of all the living is in His 
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hand. And do no lear,:i from the pra'ctices of the nations, for 

the practi ces of the nations are vain I as it is said, "They 

are vanity, the work of delusion; in the time of their 

punishment they shall perish. The portion of Jacob is not 

like them, for he is the f ormer of all things . . • " (Jer.10: 

15-16). He saves from distress all who are confident in Him, 

for He saved Abraham our father from the fiery furnace when 

Nimrod the wicked passed him through the fire, because he had 
• 

confidence in the Holy One Blessed Be He, and did not want to 

bow to his idol . And He saved Haninah, Mishael, and Azariah 

from the fiery furnace when Nebuchadnezur threw them into the 

fire, because they had confidence in the Lord and did not bow 

to his idol. And at the hour that they went out from the 

fiery furnace, all the people gathered together, the nobles 

and officers, to see if the fire had overcome them or not. 

And they saw that the hair of their heads and their garments 

were not changed, and they saw that the fire had not overcome 

them, and they i~mediately praised the Hol y One Blessed Be He. 

And from here you can learn that because of fear of ...aeath, 

humans should not engage in i dolatry , for the pain of death 

occurs onl y at one t i me, and afterwards his soul rests in the 

Garden of Eden . 

, J 
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18) A story about a woman who had seven sons 1 ;o
7 and they were 

brought before an captain. He sa1d to the first son, Worship 

an idol. He said, I will not deny my God, for it has been 

written for us, " I am the Lord your God" (Ex.20:2). And he 

had him taken out and killed. He called to the second son and 

said to him, Worship an idol. He said, w1ll not deny my 

God, for it has been written tor us, "You shall not have other 
• 

gods " (Ex .20 : 3). And he had him taken out and kill ed. ., 

called to the th ird son and sa1d to h1m , Worship an i dol. He 

said to h1m , I will not deny my God, for it has been written 

for us, " do not bow to another god '' (Ex . 34:14). And he had 

him taken ou t and killed . He called to the fourth son and 

said to h1m, Worship an idol. He said to him, I will not den y 

my God, for it has been writ ten for us , "do not bow to t.hei r 

gods" (Ex.23:24). And he had him taken out and k il led. He 

called to the f1fth son and said to him , Worship an 1dol, He 

sa1d to h1m , I w1ll not deny my God , for 1t has been wr1tten 

for us , ''Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord 1s one .. , " 

( Deu t . 6 : 4 ) . And he had h1m caken ou t and killed. He c alled 

to the sixth son and said to him , Worship an i do l. He said 

t o him, I w1 11 not deny my God, for it has been wr 1 t ten for 

us , "Know therefor e this day, and consider it in your heart, 

that the Lord, He is God ... " (Deut.4:39 ) . And ·he had him 

taken out and killed . He called to the seventh son and said 

;"Retelling of the story found in 2 Maccabees 7 . 
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to him, Worship an idol. He s aid to him, Wai t, r will go ano 

consult my mothe r . He said to him, Go . He wen t to his 

mother. He said, Mother, what should I do about this matter? 

His mother said to him , Do you want that your brothers should 

dwell in the company of the Lord, and y ou dwel 1 apart irom 

them'? Do not pay atten tion to this matter, and do no t 

separate y o urse l f from your bro t hers. He went ba ck to the 

" 
evil captain and he said to him , What wil l you d o? He said 

to h im, will no t deny my God , for it has been written for 

us, "You have avouched the Lord th i s da y (to be your 

God] .•. and the Lord has avouched you this d ay [to be a people 

fo r His own possess ion" ( Deu t . 26: 1 7 -18 ) . Al read y we hav e 

s worn not to substitu t e Him with another, and He swore not to 

e~change us for another people. 

will toss my coin to the ground . 

The captain sa id to him , I 

Bend down and pic k it u p so 

that they will say that you did a s J desired. He said to the 

captain, Woe to you, woe to you , captain . I f i t should be 

done for your ~l ory, how much more so should it be tor the 

glory of the Holy One Blessed Be He. will not deny Him. 

He had him taken out and killed . Their mother said to them, 

beg of you, give him to me a nd wi ll kiss him. And she 

went and kissed h 1m, and the n she too went up to tne roof a nd 

fell off and died . A heavenly voice went out a nd said, '' a 

Joyful mother o f children '' (Psa l m 1 13 : 9 ) , and there is a 

portion in the world to come f o r them with t he righteous ones 

in the Garden of Ed en. Therefore, al 1 of Israe l wi l 1 be 
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cautious ~ n their fear of the Holy One Blessed Be He, in o r der 

that they merit to dwell with the righteous ones in the Garden 

of Eden. 

19 ) Zonin1 " said to Rabbi Akiva,t~ You and [ both know in our 

hearts that idolatry has nothing real in it, but what about 

the phenomenon of people who go to worship idol s: A cripple, 

• 
and he was healed , a bl1nd person, and he rega1ned his sight, 

a deaf person, and he was cured? He said to him, Idiot ! r 

will relate to you in a parable [the reason] why. The matter 

1s like a man who was in a ci t y and he would make loans to 

people for- pawn. And there was t h is one man and he made a 

loan to him without a pledge, and withou t a guarantor , and 

without witnesses. His wife said to him, Have we been granted 

atonement? He said to her , No. Because of this thal he d~d 

which is not proper-, we should loose our faith? So it is with 

this one who wenl to worship an idol a n d arrived at his time 

to be healed. Said the Holy One Blessed Be He, Because of 

this foolishness that he did t hat was not proper , he should 

..... 
not be cur ed from his sickness? ! uo 

to■charac ter unknown. 

l
0 'Akiva ben Jose ph, the most influential teacher- ·of his 

gener-ation. A Palestinian Tanna , bo r n about 50 C.E. , he began his 
studies late in life. One of the principal supporter of Bar 
Kochba, he was put to death by the Romans ar-ound 135 . 

110Eisenstein ' s note #4 
ve,..sion." 

'' See Avodah Zarah 45 for anothe,.. 
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20) T h ird Commandme n t : "Do not swear falsel y by the name of 

Lord your God; for the Lord will not clear one who s wears 

falsely by h1.s name" (Ex .20:7 ) . Do no t h a s ten to swear 

falsely , and do not let a n o a th be cus t oma r ily on your lips, 

for t here is great punishmen t in it. For the one who is 

a ccustomed to swearing oaths, a p l ague w1.ll never be lacking 

from his house, and all who s wea r an oath will not be cleared, 

as it is written, " And I will c.onf\9 near to you in j udgement, 

and will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, a nd 

against t.h~ adulterers, and those who swear falsely ( by my 

name ) 111 •• • •· lMal.3 :5 ) . Come a nd lea rn about Naaman , 112 when he 

brought an offering to Elisha, " and s t ood before him and said, 

Behold, now I kn ow that there is no God .1n all the e arth 

e><cept in Israel. Now, pray, take a blessing from your 

servant. But (Elisha } said, As the Lord live s , before whom 

stand, I will receive none. And he urged him t o take it, 

out he refused. " (II Kings 5:15-16 ). The n Gehazi, Elisha ' s 

assi.sta nt, because he coveted possessions, ' 13 swore falsely, 

a nd was driven o u t o f t he wor ld, as i t 1s writ ten, " And Gehazl. 

pursued after Naaman ... " (II Kings 5:21). And he said to him, 

My master has sent me to you [to ask) it you will send to him 

111 Imbedded in quotation, but not found in Biblical text. 

" 1 A Syrian general cure d of l e prosy by the prophet Elisha. 
See II Kings 5. 

"~In another v e rsion ( Nusah Verona ) the given phrase is, Hamor 
Nevi im - " by a prophet's donkey". 
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a talent o~ silver for two yout hs who came from Mount Efrayim, 

and two changes of garments. And Naaman said to him. Swear 

an oath and take two talents, as it is written, "Please, take 

two talents" (I I Kings 5:23). The word ho · el is not found 

e><cep t in reference to an oath, as it is writ ten, " .. and hear 

the voice of ad j uration" (Lev.5:1). And he swore an oath and 

took. What did he take? He took the zarao t1 1
• of Naarnan, 

which clung to him and to his seed forever. Therefore, the . 
Sages said that one should guard his l1ps from false oat~s, 

for everyone who accustoms himself to oath-making, there will 

be times when he will not wan t to make a n oath, but his tongue 

will get h1m used to making an oath, even when a person really 

is not permitted to swear an oa th. For when his tongue 1s 

accustomed to oath-making, he wi ll make an oath today and he 

will make an oath tomorrow, and an oath will habitually be o n 

his lips, and it will be light 1.n his eye~, and all who 

profane the name of the Hal y One Blessed Be He and swear 

falsely, or even t ru thf ully , it W\Lll result in the Holy One 

Blessed Be He revealing his wickedness and his punishment to 

all people. 

ne><t world. 

Woe to him in this world and woe to him in the 

2 1) A story about a man who did not want to make oaths al l 

his days, and was e><ceedingly rich . At the hour of his 

u•Generall y translated as "Leprosy". 
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departure from the world , he called to his son. He said to 

him, My son, 1 warn you never to swear a n oath at all, not in 

truth and not falsehood, for all the wealth that I had I was 

not able to gain except for the fact that guarded myset1 f 

against swearing oaths, and even a truthful oath I did not 

want to swear, and the Holy One Blessed Be He made me 

successful every day, in every transaction, and in all of the 

deeds of my hands . His son responded to him and said, Father , 

" 
I will up-hold all of your commands, I will not swear oaths 

at al l . And when his father departed f rom the world, and a 

he was laid to rest , swi ndlers came to the bereaved son and 

requested from him lots of money. They said to him, Your 

father owed us money, give it to us . He said to them, It 

never happened. They came before the judge for a judgement , 

and they required that he take an oath . The bereaved son 

thought to himself, and said , What should 1 do? If I swear 

an oath , behold , will profane the Heavenly Name and neglect 

the commands of my father. It would be better that I pay them 

and not s wear an oath. He paid them all the money that his 

father had left for him, and they even demanded ten dLnars of 

gold more from him that he did not pay to them , and nothing 

was left over for him. The swindlers came and said to him, 

Pay us the money that you owe us or swear to us that you have 

nothing left. He said, 1 wi 11 never s wear. They bound him 

and impr isor,ed him in the j a i 1-house. And hLs wife was a 

righteous anq beautiful woman and she felt ashamed to ask 
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peep 1 e for anyt ing. And she took in 1 inens to wash and 

supported her husband in the jail-house and her children and 

herself. One day s he went with her children to the river to 

do laundry , p nd a ship came there. And when the captain of 

the ship saw her, he coveted her in his heart. He said to 

her, Wash my clothes and I will give you a gold dinar . She 

said, Yes, I will do so, and she took the dinar and gave it 

to release her husband from the jail-house , and she washed 

the clothes. And when she went.to return them, the ship's 

captain seized her and had his way with her, and her children 

stood from afar and cried greatly. And they went to their 

father and redeemed him, an~ they said, Our mother has oeen 

captured, He raised his eyes to heaven and said, May the name 

of the King, the King of Kings, the Holy One Blessed Be He be 

blessed and praised, who has brought us to this, for I am left 

without any sustenance or livelihood. And he raised his eyes 

to Heaven and said, Master of tb?-universe, have mercy upon 

me and upon my little children, for they a re (like) orphans. 

And they went together until they came to the river that was 

close to the sea, and there was no passage there to cross- the 

river. What did this pious man do? He removed his clothes 

and wanted to swim the river. As ·soon as he reached the place 

in the river where the water flowed, the Holy One Blessed Be 

He prepared for him a great leat,u• and he sat upon it, he and 

l 11The word is •ufish" in another version (Nusah Verona), which 
makes more sense in context. This is probably a te;tuai error. 
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h is smallest son, unt~l they came to a country, and they gave 

him their cattle to watch."• And his children who remained 

on t he bank of the river were lamenting and crying until a 

ship came a n d took them captive. One day this pious man was 

sitting on the bank of a river that was fu l l of serpents and 

scorpions and he reminisced a bout when he was vastly rich and 

how he was now left alone . He raised his voice in tears and 

said, Master of the universe, • I am left without a wife and 

children, and without money and I do not have anyone who will 

have pity upon me. It is obvious therefore, t h a t it is better 

for me to die than to live. And he wanted to t hrow himself 

into the river. But when he saw the bodies of ~hose who were 

killed by the serpents and the scorpions, he was afraid, and 

he saw a figure who called out to him , So and so, do not be 

afraid! For this is the day! Much money been kept for you 

for some years, and now the time has arrived for you when t he 

Holy One Blessed Be He wil l promote you to greatness for 

guarding your lips f rom swearing oaths , a nd you did not 

profane the Heavenly Name, and you did not neg lect the 

commands of your fa ther . Take from there all the money. He 

took the money that was there, and he hired many workers, and 

he built for himself a huge palace and great cities, and he 

was made king. And , in the erd, the Holy One Blessed Be He 

made a miracle for him, and returned to him his wife and 

u•Ancther veq,ion el a borates here on the details of the story / 
( Nusah Verona). 



children , and He made them kings and rulers. And that man 

gave Tzedakah to the poor, and praise and t h a nks to the Holy 

One Blessed Be He who restored to him his reward completely. 

What brought about al 1 of this for him? Nothing e)(cept 

guarding his lips from swearing oaths , for even a truthful 

oath he did not want to swear. For thus the Holy One Blessed 

Be He said, It the angels,'" who sanctify His n ame with the 

l<edushah , ue a re af r aid and shaken by Him 1 you humans, when you 

are filled with favor from my gifts, how can you be so h aughty 

as to swear by My name? ! 

22) Four t h Comma ndme n t : "Remember the Sabbath day to keep 

i t holy ·1 CE x . 20: B) . As the Lord your God c ommanded you , "S i. >< 

days shall you labor, and do all your work . But the seventh 

day i s a Sabbath to the Lord your God, you shall no t do any 

work ... ~ (Ex .20 :9-10) . The Holy One Blessed Be He choose the 

seventh day and He sanc tif i ed it for His name, and He c alled 

it the most precious o f days , for on it He united heaven and 

earth, and He blessed i t, as it is written, "And God blessed 

the seventh day and sanctified it, for on it He rested from 

'"Two synonymous terms are used here , Mel dkh.Jm and Aral im . 

11•The celestial beings are s a id to praise God with t.he words 
o-f the Kedushah - " Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts , " but 
they may not begin their songs of praise until the ear thly beings 
have brought their homage to God . This is because human beings , 
though inferior b y natur e to angels , su rpass them by overcoming the 
evil inc l ina tion, whi ch has no power over angels. Therefore the 
piou s are considered greater than the angel s . See Ginzberg , 
(1988), I, p.17; Bereshit Rabbah 48:11 ; 65:21. 
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all His work ... "(Gen . 2:3 ) . And He bequeathed it to His people 

Israel, for He choose them from the rest of the peoples, and 

He gave it in their lot so that there would not be sorr o w in 

their camp, for God gave it to us for great joy , for even 

prisoners of Gehinnom are to rest on the Sabbath day. When 

Shabbat enters, the angel who is in charge of souls, Dumah is 

his name, announces and says, Go out from Gehinnom, and he 

releases them, and no one is punishecj on Shabbat. And when 

Is rael says Kedushah at the end of Shabbat, Duman announces 

and says , Go and return to death , great darkness and chaos, 

y ou who do not say the Kedu shah service, but not Israelites 

who say the Kedushah service . And therefore all of Israel is 

obligated to the Kedushah service at the end of Shabbat. 119 and 

to observe Shabbat, for anyone who keeps the Sabbath will have 

a share in the world to c ome, a n d anyone who profanes the 

Sabbath, it is as if they bear false witness against their 

Master. Happy is the one who keeps the Sabbath and happy· is 

the one who honors it, as it is written , "If ·you honor it, not 

doing your own ways, nor purs uing your own business , nor 

speaking of mattersd (I saiah 58:13). 

23) A story about a pious man who had a cow and he would plow 

with her each and every day . And when the Sabbath day 

... There is a supposition that Israel is to recite the Kedushah 
only on the Sabba th. See Ginzberg, Geonica, II, (New York: Hermon 
P ress, 1968), p.48. 
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' arrived, he wou.1'd set her to rest. After some time, the 

righteous man lost his wealth, and he did not have anything, 

and he sold her to a gentile. The gentile would plough with 

her six days, and when the Sabbath day arrived, he would take 

her out to plough with her. When she was taken outside, she 
. 

would lay down under the yoke and not want to do work on the 

Sabbath day. And he beat her with c rushing blows, but it did 

not help him at all. When the gentile saw her like this, he 
• 

went to the righteous man and said to him, Come and take your 

cow. Sik days I worked her, but on the seventh day I took her 

outside to plow and she lay down under the yoke and did not 

want to do any work at all. And I beat her, but it did not 

help at a 11 . When he said this to him, the righteous man 

understood why she would not work, for she had learned to rest 

on the Sabbath day. The righteous man said to him, Go, and 

I will stand her up and I will make it so that you will be 

able ' t o plow. When he arrived to her, he said to her in her 

ear, Oh cow, cow, when you were in my possessi on, I would keep 

the Sabbath. 

this man. 

But now my sins have forced me to selt ~ou to 

I beg of you that you do the bidding of your 

master. 

work. 

When he said this to her, she stood and asked to 

The gentile said lo him, Tell me, perhaps you cast a 

spell on her? I will not l eave you alone until you tell me 

what you did to her or what you said in her .ear. The 

righteous man said, Such and such I said to her. 

gentile heard this, he was astonished and shocked. 

When the 

And he 
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learned a Kal V ' Homer, 120 and said , If she, who does not hav e 

knowledge or understanding, recognizes her Creator, then I, 

who the Hol y One B~essed Be He created in His image and has 

given me knowledge and understanding, how much more so should 

I recognize my Creator? lmmediately he converted- and he was 

heaven fearing, and he merited to study Torah and t,e was '-:i 

called Rabbi Hanina ben Torta. 12
' 

• 

24) The King said to Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah, 1
" why is it 

that the smell of Sabbath cooking carries more than that of 

[the cooking of] the rest of the days of the week, whose smell 

does not carry at al~? He said to him, There 1 s a particular 

spice we put into it (and Shabbat is its name ). He said, give 

me some of it to eat. He said to him, It can only help those 

who observe the Sabbath, but al 1 who do not observe the 

Sabbath, it cannot he lp . 

120+1 hermeneutic device which reasons that if one thing is of 
little value (Kal) is important, then another of greater value 
(Homer) should be even more important. 

1:uA Palestinian Amara of the third century who was a disciple 
of Johanan. 

uzProm.inent · Tanna in the period immediately after the 
destruction of the Temple (c.50-130 C. E . ) . Needle maker or tailor 
by trade, he was a disciple of Johanah ben Zakkai. Establis ,hed a 
school at Pekiin. 

..... 
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25) Tineius Ruf us•u the wicked said to Rabb i Ak i va • Why is 

this [Sabbath] day different from all other days? He said to 

him, Wh y are you different froffl other men? He said to him, 

Because the master 17
• has f ound pleasure 1.n me. He said to 

him, And s o it is wi th the Sabbath, because the Lord has found 

pleasure in it. He s aid to him, What is the e v idence? He 

said to him, Let t he River Sambbaty on 119 prove, for it has no 

rest until the Sabbath._ comes. And he further sa~ to him , 

Let your fat her s grave p rove, for it burns all the wee k , but 

on the Sabba t h it rests. He went to his fath~r · s grave and 

he f o und that all the week it was giv ing oft smoke, but on the 

Sabbath, no smo ke went up. t h He s aid to him , You made I i ght 

of my father, cursin g him and degrading him. He sa i d to h i m, 

l answered your words. Therefore, a person is obligated to 

observe the Sabbath and to honor it wi th good cooking and 

beautiful clothes, fo r thus the Sages said, Eighteen garments 

a person is obligated to wear on the Sabbath-

'"A Roman general who was governor of Judea. See Sa n hedrin 
65a; Bereshit Rabbah 11:5; Pesikta Rabbati 23:119b for elaborations 
on his discussion~ with Akiva. 

12•r he emperor . 

1235aid t o ceas e from flowing on the seventh da y . 

126The image reflects the idea that all who are in Gehin nom are 
released for the Sabbath. See above No.22. Another ver sion 
(Bereshit Rabbah 11 :5 ) has a necromancer rasing his father from the 
dead during the days of the week, but on the Sabbath he remained 
in his grave. 
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2 6 ) Fifth Comma ndiaent : " Honor your father and mother , so 

that your days may be lengthened on the land which the Lord 

your God gives you" (Ex.20! 12). The fathers from which you 

went out, honor them as you would Me, said the Holy One 

Blessed Be He, The womb from which you were born, honor . it. 

The breast from which you sucked, support it, and so on. 

(Fear them) who were with Me when I created you, as i t is 

written, '' You shall fear every man, his father and h i s 
• 

mot.her ... " (Lev. 19: 3 ) . An d 1- t is written "Honor you r father 

and mother '' . How is a person obl1gated to honor them? With 

food a n d drink and clothing and in coming and going. And how 

is a person obligated to tear them? He should not sit in 

their place, nor speak before them nor contradict the i r words. 

Every o n e who honors hls mothe r and father, the Holy One 

Blessed Be He wi ll consider it as if he has honored Him, and 

everyon e who s c orns his father and mother, the Holy One 

Blessed Be He will consider it as if he has scorned Him. And 

further , the Sages say, Ho nor him in his life, hono r h im in 

his death. Rabbi Hiyya bar Abbau' said, There is the type _who 

feeds h 1s father pheasant and i t drives him [the son ) out from 

the world, and there is the type who mills grain for him, and 

it brings him to live in the world to come. 

' 27A Palestinian Ama r a of the third century who studied under 
Johanan , Hanina and Joshu a ben Levi. He was ver-y poor and, in 
order to make a living; he often travelled throughout the country 
lecturing, inspecting academies, and raising money. He was known 
to be severe in his inter pretation of the Law, and of a gloomy 
disposition. 
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27) A s tory about a Jew who e very day h i s son would bring to 

him a pair (of p i geons], and he would feed him and he would 

give him to drink. And one da y he said t o him , My son, from 

where do you get all this, that every day you feed me two 

pigeons? His son responded to him, Wicked, narrow- lT\.inded dog! 

Eat what I have brought you , and what does it ma tter to you 

where I get it from?! And there i s the type who mills for 

him grain , and it brings him to t h~ world to come. 

28) A story about a man, tha t , one time, the Monarchy decreed 

that every person who sat idle and did not work, they would 

chop off his hands and feet . Everyday his s o n,.mi lled grain, 

and he sat on a bed . One day , servants of t he king entered. 

The son said, Father, you mill the grain, and I will lie on 

the bed. The servants of the king found him (the son] sitting 

on the . bed I and they brought him before the king, and they 

chopped off his hands and feet. And this brought him to the 

worl d to come, for he saved his f a ther . 

Also consider what a gentile in Ashkelon did. Dama ben 

Netina was his name . One t ime someone asked him for 

merchandise a nd h e woul d have earned from it a profit of two 

hundred thousand dina rim. But the ke y was under his father · s .... 
> 

head and he would not disturb him. Another time some wisemen 

asked him for stones for the Efod, for siM hundred thousand 

dinar im. But the key was under his father · s head I and he 

would not d isturb him. Another year, the Holy One Blessed Be 
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~e granted him hi fufl reward, for it happened that he had 

a red heifer'" in his herd, ·and wisemen of Israel came to him. 

He said to them, I know that if I ask cf you all the money in 

the world, you would give it to me. But I do not ask cf you 

anything but the money I have lost en account of honoring my 

father. They gave it to him. One time he was dressed in a 

sirkin ,'tt and he .sat among the greats of Rome. And his mother 

came and tore i t off of him and s pit in his fac~, but he did 
• 

not respond to her. 

father and mother. 

Thus a person is obligated to honor his 

29) There are three partners in (the creation of] a child : 
,-- . 

the Holy One Blessed Be He, his father and his mother . From 

his father , ~rains, bones, veins, nails, and the white that 

is in the eyes are created. From his mother, flesh and skin, 

the black that is in the eyes, and blood. And the Holy One 

Blessed Be He gives to him breath, soul, knowledge, wisdom, 

and understanding . And when he departs from the world, the 

Holy One Blessed Be He takes His portion, and the portlb,Q__of 

his father and mother is left before them. And if the Holy 

One Blessed Be He sees that he has honored his father and 

mother, his days and years are lengthened for him. (But] 

everyone who scorns his father and mother, he shall be hanged 

12•see Num. 19. 

'"A type of Roman tunic . 
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on a tree and stoned with stones, for thus we find with 

Avshalom ben Maakhah,u0 tha·t, because he scorned David, he was 

hanged on the tree, and he was cast into a pit , and tney 

erected a mound of stones upon it . 131 And ever-yone who honors 

his father and mother, the Holy One Blessed Be He wil l grant 

him his reward, in this world a nd the world to c ome . 

30} A story of a pious old man , ~eventy yea rs old, who d1d 
• 

not have a son , but had much money. Every s i ngle day he would 

go to the Syn agogue , and when the y oung men would leave the 

house of the Rabbi, he would embrace the~ and kiss them and 

he would say to them, Recite for me your v e rses. And every 

one of them r ecited to him one o f his verses, and he would cry 

and say , Happy are those who merit sons who engage in (the 

study of] Torah , and he would say, Woe to me that a stranger 

shall i nherit a l l my riches. What did this pious man do? He 

stood and d.istributed his riches to sc holars . He said, 

Perhaps will ha ve a sha re in the wor ld to come with you . 

Immediately , the Holy One Blessed Be He took pity on him an d 

He gave him a s on in his seventieth year. When the son was 

five years old, he would put him on his shou lders and take him 

'~Third son of David by Maakhah who led a revolt against his 
father . He was killed while escaping when his head became caught 
in the branches of a terebinth, and he was left hanging while the 
mule on which he was r i ding ran away from under him . See 2 Sam. 
18 :9-18. 

,:uAn old proof of bitter hostility. Se-e Joshua 7:26. 
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to the study house . f:le said to his teacher, Which book will 

my son begin to study? He said to him, The book of Leviticus. 

He said to h im, My son will not begin except in the Book of 

Genesis, for it exalts the Hol y One Blessed Be He. 

lmmediat~ly he opened the Book of Genesis. One day the son 

said to his f ather , How long will you put me on your 

shoulders? Allow me to walk. I know the way , and I wi ll go 

by myself. He said to him , Go. When he wen t, an emissar y of 

the king encountered him . When he s a w him, that he was very 

handsome, he took him and led him to his house. And when his 

father came home at evening time, he saw t hat his son had not 

returned. He went to his teacher. He said to him, My son 

whom I sent to you, where is he? He said to him, I don ' t 

know, for he diqn' t come to study today. When his father 

heard this, he screamed and cried and went to the crossroads 

and asked I Oid you see my son? He had such and such a 

distinguishing mark. They said to him, We have not seen him. 

And h is father and mother screamed and cried and they rolled 

in the dust until their tears ascended to - heaven . At that 

very moment , the Holy One Blessed Be H~ took pity on him and 

He brought a sickness upon the king. And he said to his 

ser-vants, Bring me a book of healing, and they did s o . And 

the Hol y One Blessed Be He turned it into the Book of Genesis . 

His servan ~s opened it, but they were not able to read it. 

His serv a n ts said to him, It appears to us that this is a book 

of the Jews. They searched for , but did not f ind, Jews. The 

.. 
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emissary said to t j ~ing , When I went to the village of the 

Jews, I stole from there a -child. Perhaps he knows how to 

read it. The k!~g said, Go, bring him to me. He went and he 

brought him before him. The king said to the child, My son, 

if you know how to read this book, it will be fortunate for 
~ 

you, and it will be fortunate for us. When the child saw the 

book, he screameq and cried , and his whole body fell to the 

ground. The king said , it seems to me that you are afraid of 
• 

me. He said to him, I am no-t afraid of you, rather I am the 

only one of my mother, and the Holy One Blessed Be He gave me 

to my father in his seventieth year, and he taught me this 

book. He said to him, I know how to read it well . He recited 

for him from Bereshit, and he read until VayekhuJJu. He said 

to him, Do you know how to explain it? He said to him , Yes. 

Immediately, the Holy One Blessed Be He gave him knowledge, 

wisdom, and understanding, and he explained the whole thing 

to him. When t he king heard about the might of the Holy One 

Blessed Be He, he immediately rose from his bed and he sat in 

his place until he explained to him the whole thing. The -~ing 

said to him, Healing has come to me because of you. Ask of 

me what you desire, and I will give it -to you . The child said 

to him, l do not ask of you anything except for you to return 

me to my father and mother. Immediately the king ordered [the 

emissary] to take him to his treasure house and to .give him 

silver and gold and pearls, and he returned to his father and 

mother. When his father and mother saw him, they gave praise 
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and thanks to the o~y One Blessed Be He, and at that very 

hour they rejoiced in greac happiness. From here the Sages 

said, If he, WQO did not study anything except the Book of 

Genesis, had a reward like this, for the one who teaches his 

son Torah or Mishnah, so much more so . And if he did not 

honor hi~ father except at one time a nd the Holy One Blessed 

Be He gave him this honor , for the one who honors his father 

and mother day and night, so much more so that the Holy One 
• 

Blessed Be He wi ll grant him a good reward in this world and 

the world to come. 

31) Sixth Commandment : "You shall not murder" (Ex.20 :13). 

Do not associate with murderers, distance yourself from their 

associates, so that your sons do not learn about murder, And, 

as punishment for murder, destruction came to the earth. A 

soul which you cannot restore, why should it be lost without 

the Law of the Torah? A light that you are not able to 

revive, why should it go out? For the abili ty of God, (to 

c ause death and life) , a little of it is in huma ns . But -you 

do not know how much, for it is written, "Just as you do not 

know what is the way of the wind, like bones in the womb of 

a pregnant woman, so you do not know the actions of God who 

makes a 11" ( Ecc, 11: 5). u 2 For the mur_derer who destroys the 

u 1New J.P.S. translation : "Just as you do not know how th~ 
lifebreath passes into the limbs within the womb of the pregnant 
wom~n, so you cannot fore&ae tha action5 of God, who c~usas all 
things to happen , " 
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soul, from the eye of one who is flesh and blood he can hide 1 

but he cannot hide from the eye of the Holy One Blessed Be He. 

For His eyes are on all the ways of humankind, and He sees 

all h1.s deeds , be them good or evil . There is no dar ~ness or 

. 
shadows before him, and the doers of wicked deeds will not be 

able to hide t here. For how is the murderer able to hide from 

k1l l1ng a man? For he is a creation of the Holy One Blessed 

Be He , that He nourished, built, and bore him in his mother ' s 
• 

womb , as it is written, "Ha ve You riot poured me out like mi lk, 

and, curdled me like cheese?" (Job 10:10). 

Rabbi Eliezer'" said, Just as there are doors a no latches 

for a house, so there are doors and latches for a woman, as 

1.l is written, "Because He dld not shut up the doors of my 

mother ' s womb ... " (Job 3:10). Rabbi Joshua's• said, Just as 

there are keys to a house, so there are keys to a woman , • as 

it 1s wn.tten, "And the Lord opened her womb ... " (Gen.29:31), 

and Just as there are hinges for a door , thu s there are 

h1nges13' for a woman, as it 1s written, " ... And sne bowed and 

gave birth, for her pa1.ns came upon her·• Cl Sam.4:19). And 

at the hour when the child is to be born, the angel in ~harge 

of pregnancy comes and takes the child and br1.ngs h1m before 

133A fifth century Palestinian Amara. 

•;l•Probably Joshua ben Hananiah , a prominent Tanna in the 
period after the destrucl1on of the Temple (c.50-130 C.E.). 

1 "A pun on the s imilar1.ty of the words for "pain" and "hinge". 
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the Holy One Blessed Be, and he says, Master of the Universe, 

what do you command regarding this child? Will he be wise or 

will he be stupid, rich or poor, blind or sighted, mute or 

speaking, larg e or dwa rfed? But " righteous or wick ed" he does 

not say, for e very thing is in the hand of heaven, except for 

fear of heaven . And how is the child laid in his mother · s 

womb and so on? Folded and laid o ut like a notebook. And a 

light is kindled on his head , and he looks and sees from one 
• 

end of the world until the other, as it is written, ''when His 

candle shone upon my head. " (Job 29:3) . And when his time 

arrives to go out (from the womb ), his closed organs are 

opened and so on. And the Holy One Blessed Be He says to him , 

My son, know that I formed you and 

future will settle accoun ts with you . 

made you and in the 

Be righ teous a nd do 

not be wicked , lest a person say, Who gives testimony about 

me? The stones of a pe r son ' s house and the furnishings of his 

house test ify about him , as it is written, "For the stone will 

cry out of the wall , and the beam out of the timber shall 

answer .1.t " (Hab.2:11). Rabbi Shila',. says, The Ministering 

Angels who accompany a person t hrough h is lite, they testify 

about him, as it is written, "For He shall give his angels 

char ge over you, to keep you in all your ways" (Psalm 91:11). 

And the re are some who say that a person· s o rgans testify 

about him , as it is written, "You are my witnesses says the 

1 ,.A third century Amara who was principal of the academy 1n 
Nehardea. 
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Lord " (Is .43: 10) , a fl.d I am God. Therefore I humankind is 

cautioned against murder, for it•n is a divine act and His 

construe tion • and how can a human rise u p and destroy it? 

For, in the future to come, the murder victim wil 1 stand 

before t he Holy One Blessed Be He and plead before Him , Master 

of the Universe, You formed me, You ra ised ~e , and You 

sheltered me in a womb. And You took me out from t here 

without a fault . And You were my suppor t i n Your great mercy . 

And this one stood and murdered • me, and he des tr-eyed a 

creation whl.ch You formed . Master of the Universe, a v enge me 

for this evil person who did not have mercy upon me. At that 

very momen t , the Holy One Blessed Be He became angry at him 

and threw him to Gehinnom, and he burned him ther e. And the 

murder victim saw that he was avenged, and he saw and 

rejoJ.ced, as it is written, ''The righteous shall reJoice when 

he sees the vengeance, he shall wash his feet in the biood of 

the wicked·' ( Psalm 58:11 ) . May salvation quickly be hastene d , 

and r edemption shall draw near. 

32) Seventh Commandme nt "You shall not commit adultery " 

lEx . 20 : 13). A person shall not anger t"lis Creator, and he 

sha ll not exhaust himself wi t h evil deeds , a nd he shall not 

think about another woman, a nd he shall not look a t women . 

For it he tries to purif y h imself, he will be assisted by 

' ~'human li fe. 
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H~aven, and the Hoy O0 e Blessed Be He Hims e lf will join with 

him to make him ho ly, and He wil l not allow the e vil 

inc lination to rule over him. 

3'3) A story about Rabbi Matthiah ben Heresh,'-u who was 

sitting and e x pounding Torah. And his face r esembled the sun, 

and the features of his face resembled those of the 

Min i s t ering Angels in awe o f Heaven . For he had never cast 
• 

his gaze upon the wife of a colleague. One t ime, as he was 

sitt ing and expounding and occupied wit h Torah in the s tudy 

house, Satan passed before him and saw 
r 

him, and he was 

suspicious of him. He said , Is it possib l e for a man like 

this that he ~ould not sin? What did Satan do? He ascended 

to Heaven and stood before the Holy One Blessed Be He, and 

said, Master of the Universe, give me permission and I will 

test him. He said to him, Go. He went and he f ound him, as 

he was sitting , occupied with Torah. What did he do? He 

appeared as a woman, the likes of which there had never been 

'HA seco nd c entury Tanna who' lived in Rome an d transplanted 
the knowledge of Jewish Law from Asia to Europe. He was bo r n in 
Palestine and was probabl y a•pupil of Ishmael ben Elisha • 

. . / 



111 

since the days of the Na ' amah, sister- of Tuval-Qayin , 1 n by 

whom the Minis te r- ing Angles wer-e led i nto er-r-or-, as it is 

wr-ittsn, "And the sons of God saw how beautiful the daughters 

of men wer-e , - and took wiv es fr-om a mong those that pl eased 

them" (Gen . 6 : 2, . She came a nd s he stood befor-e him. When he 

saw her, he turned to t h e left. She stood on his left side , 

a nd he turned h 1s faced to the r-ight s lde. When he saw that 

she was always moving to hi s side 1 he s a id, I am afraid tha t 

perhaps the evil inclination will over come me and I will sin. 

Wha t did this righteous man do? He said to his students who 

sat before him , Go and b ring me fire and nails. They brough t 

them to him, and he put the nails into the tire until they 

wer-e red-hot, and he put them on his eyes. When Sa tan saw 

this, he was shocked , and h~ fell on his face and he t remb l ed. 

And he ascended on high, before the Holy One Blessed Be He and 

h e said before Him , Master of the Univer-se, here 1s what 

happened . ... The Holy One Blessed Be He sai d to him, D~dn ' t 

te ll you that you have no power over him? At that very 

hour, the Holy One Blessed Be He c alled to Raphael and said 

to him , Go and hea l the e yes of Rabbi Matthiah ben Heresh ! 

u•see Gen . 4:17-22. Of the line of Cain, Na ' amah · was 
considered to be so lovel y , that she led t he angels astray with her 
beauty. She is of t en identified with Lilith, and, from her- union 
with S hamdon, gave birth to the devil Asmodeusilttogether with 
Li l i th, s trangles little children ._ Shew~~ "d to be "as 
shameless as al l the other descendants of C and prone to 
bestial indulgences" (Ginzber-g). Not to be confused with Na ' a mah, 
the wife of Noah. See Ginzberg, ( 1988 ) 1 1, pp.15O-1 51; v, pp.147-
148, 171- 172; Nahmanides on Genesis 4. 
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Raphael came and stood before him. He said to him, The Holy 

One Blessed Be He sent me to you to heal your eyes. He said 

to him, Leave me-a lone. What was, was.uo He returned before 

the Holy One Blessed Be He and said before Him, Master of the 

Universe, This is what he said to me .•.. He said to , him, Go, 

say to him that the Evil Inclination will never rule over him. 

Immediately he went and healed him. From here the Sages said, 

Whosoever does not cast his e yes upon.the wife of another man, 

the Evil I nclinati on wi ll not rule him . Let a man be careful 

that he shall not cast h is e yes upon another woman, e xcept for 

his own wi fe , for anyone who touches her , she will bFing him 

to impoverishment, and moreover , she will kill ~im, as it is 

written, " The last loaf of bread will go for a harlot; a 

married woman will snare a person of honor" (Prov.6 : 26). And 

woe to him in this world and woe to him in the world to come. 

34) A story about a man who came upon••• a engaged young woman 

on Vom Ki ppur, and they took him out and killed him. After 
.... 

his death, a son was born to him by hjs wife , and the children 

of Israel prevented his circumcision. One time Rabbi Akiv a 

was going along the way, and he found a person who was most 

ugly and he was carrying such a great load of wood, that there 

'
40Eisenstein ' s note #8 : "For he feared that perhaps he would 

sin again." Another ver•sion (Nusah Verona) has Mat thiah saying 1 

"I'm afraid lest the Evil Urge will conquer me." 

•••Euphemism for sexua 1 intercourse. 
~ 
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was no person in the world, and no ass and no horse, who was 

able to carry as much as him. Rabbi Akiva said to him, Swear 

to me, saying if you are a human, or a demon, or a whatever 

kind ot creature you are. He said to him, Rabb1! I was a 

human, but I have already departed from. this world. And each 

and every day I carry a load like this, and I bring it to 

Geh1nnom , and they burn me with it three times a day, and thi~ 
• 

is my labor every single day. Rabbl Ak1va sa1d to him, What 

did you do that they are punishing you like this? The man 

said to him, I came upon a engaged young woman on Yom Kippur. 

He sa1d to him, My son, have you heard if there is relief for 

you in that world? He said to hi m, Thus I heard from behind 

the cur tains, that at the time that my son goes up to the 

Torah scroll and says, ''Praised be the Lord , the Blessed One , " 

they wi 11 take me out from Gehinnom and enter me into the 

Garden of Eden. Rabbi Ak1va said to him, Have you l eft a wife 

or son? He said to him, One son was born to me after my 

death, but the Jews re fused to circumcise him. He said 'to 

him, What is your name? He said to him, ~y name is Arnonya. 

And what is the name of your wife? He said to him, Siskiyah. 

And what is the name of your city? He said to him, Lodkiya. 

Immediately, Rabbi Ak1va wrote his name, and the name of his 

wife and the n ame of his town , and Rabbi Akiva went until he 

c ame to that ver y town. When he came to the town, the people 

of the town wen t out to greet him. He sa1d, Do an y of you 

know the man so and so, and his wife? They said , May the name 
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of the wicked rot'. He said to them, On what account? They 

said to him, This is what he did . . . . He said to them, 

Nevertheless, bring his son to me. They brought him and he 

commanded (the m] to circumcise him. And he set him to study, 

and so he did. And they taught him the blessings that are 

needed. to for the Torah scroll . On the Sabbath day he 

commanded (them) to call him to the Torah scroll, and he said , 
• 

"Praised be t he Lo rd, the Bl essed One, for ever and e ver ". 

Im~diatel y his father was taken fro m Geh.innom and entered 

into the Garden of Eden . That very night he came in a dream 

to Rabbi Akiva and said to him, You shall be comforted, for 

I am comforted . 

35) And another story about Rabbi Me i r 10 that once he went 

up to Jerusalem .... 10 

36) A sto r y about a man who had sons, and they died. He 

stood in prayer and said before him, Master of the Universe , 

if you favor me to see a son who reads Torah, and accompany 

him to the marriage canopy, I will invite to his wedding all 

the students and the paupers and the orphans who are in the 

city. And the Holy One Blessed Be He granted his request, ano 

142A Tanna of the second centur-y, he w·aS- the student of Akiv a 
a n d the wife of Br-ur-iah. 

' °'The complete story is not included here. 
version , see Adolph Je ll inek , Seit Ha-Mid r ash, 
Bamber-ger & Wahrmann, 1938), pp.81-83. 

For the complete 
I, (Jer-usalem 



his plea came before Him, and there was born to him a son. 

And he called him Matanyah, for he is a "Gift of God. " And 

he taught him much Torah , and he was married. A 1 1 the 

students and the paupers and the orphans in the c ity were 

invited to his wedding, and he filled six houses with 

students. The Holy One Blessed Be He sent the Angel of Death. 

He made himself like a p a uper , and he said to the bridegroom, 
• 

Do me a favor and give me a place among the students. The 

bridegroom responded , Those that I wanted to invite, I already 

invited. And he asked him three times , but he did not wa nt 

to invite him. He forced his way into his wedding. The groom 

encountered him, a nd he appeared to him as a man dressed in 

garments covered with dung. The bridegroom responded to him 

and said to hi(Tl 1 Not only did you force your way into my 

wedding, but you came in garments covered with dung'. He went 

away ashamed , and afterwards the bridegroom j o yously entered 

under his weddLng canopy with the bride . And while he was 

celebra ting I the pauper forced his way in the door. The 

bridegroom stood and saw him, and he began to be angry. And 

he said , How long will you persist, for I have already chased 

you from the feast, and now you come here?! Go away from 

here' At that very hour the Angel of Death went and came t~ 

stand by the bridegroom , before his bed, l ike a pil lar of fire 

from the Earth until Heaven . The bridegroom responded to him 

a n d said to him, Who are you? He said to him, I am the Angel 

of Dea th and have come to take your soul. The b r'"id e 
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responded and said, Master of the Universe, will You make you r 

Torah a fraud? For You wrote in Your Torah, " When a man takes 

a 11 ew wife, he sha 1 1 not go to war, neither sha 11 he be 

charged with any business; but he sha ll be free at home .one 

year, and shall cheer his wife whom he has taken" (Deu t. 

24:5), For n ow i t is not a month and not a week and not even 

one day. Master of the Universe, make me ~regn a nt by him, so 

I wi 11 not g o out a s a harlot. At that very hour the Holy One 

Blessed Be He heard her prayer, and He rebuked the Angel of 

Death, and she saved her husband f r om death. And what were 

her deeds that merited this for her? Her mother used to draw 

water every day and she would s upply the children of the 

school and she was old women. And her daughter (the bride) 

would take a stick and put 1t in the hand of her mother and 

it would support her. And the daughter would carry the water 

and say to her mother , Mother ! Do not leave the drawing ! If 

you are not able to do 1t, I w1ll do it, and it will be called 

in your name. And so she did all her days. And beca use of 

this Mitzvah, she saved her husband from death. 

this it 1s said 1 " Who can find a woman of worth? 

And about 

For her 

price if far abov e rubies" (Prov.31 :10). She will not fear 

for her household because of snow, for all of her household 

wears fine garments. There is no snow except for the Angel 

of Death who is half fire and half snow. 

Rabb1 Ma t anyah. 

This is a story of 
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37 ) A story a bout a man who a sked fo r a son from the Holy One 

Blessed Be He. He said before him , Master oi the Universe, 

give me a SOf"t and 1 will teach him Tor ah as my heart desires. 

The Holy One Bl essed Be He heard his prayer and gave him a 

son, and he named him Shaul , ior "From God I asked for him". 

And he grew and became about twenty five years old, and he 

taught him Torah and he became very .wise, and afterwards his 

father died . Some days later, his mother said to him, take 

money and go to trade. He went and saw these people 

k1dnapp1ng, and these robbing, an~ these stealing and these 

swearing false oatl,s, and he returned to his house empty-

handPt..J. His mother said to him, Why did you not trade? Her 

son said to her, The merc handise did not look proper to me, 

and among themselves, the merchants spoke only deceit. He saw 

people who were carrying a person to the grave. He said to 

his mother, I will go and l will render righteousness unto the 

dead with this group. She said to him, Go. He went, and upon 

his return, he saw a man in a field plowing with his own 

neck , 1 • • and he put the second yoke on the plough, and he was 

calling and plowing. The young man came and he saw ~t and he 

said to him, Peace unto you my lord. And he said to h.im, 

Peace unto you, and he was Elijah, may he be remembered for 

good. And the young man said to him , What is this work at 

which you toil? He said to him, My son, I am plowing so that 

, .. Pulling the plow himself , with no animal. 
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all these, me and my wife, my sons and daughters, and the poor 

and the needy, a nd the beasts of the field, the birds of the 

sky, and the c r eatures of the land, will eat. The young man 

said to him, This is the work I desi r e . Elijah, '!_lay he be 

remembered for a blessing, said to him, What you ask for, 

shall grant to you. He said to him, My lord, the Holy One 

Blessed Be He gave me Torah , and now• request a wife who will 

be beautiful and Heaven fearing . He said to him , My son, upon 

your life, the only one who is called a worthy woman is one 

who is named Hannah, and she is in the East, and one who is 

named Hannah in the West, who is reserved for you. From this 

very place until there, it is three days walk. Elijah , may 

he be remembered for a blessing , took him, and he led him 

there in a short time, and he set him on the way . And Elijah, 

may he be remembered for a blessing, went to her, and he said 

to ner, What do you say? Will you marry this man~ She said 

to him, If the word has come from God , cannot say anything 

about it at all. Immediately, Elijah, may he be remembered 

for a blessing, brought the young man and adorned him and he 

matched them. An d he was going out and the young man came on 

the seventh day to be married. Elijah came and found him as 

he was sitti"l;)~ and playing with the bride. Elijah said to 
f 

him , You rested and forgot your life! Seven years you ' will 

be sold as a slave after the seven days of the feast. Elijah 

went out and left them, and the young man began to worry . The 

b ri d e began to say, What is wrong with you? Am I not fit for 
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you, or am I not worthy of you? Or, if you are lacking in 

money or a nything, behold, everytbing have is yours . Or 

per haps you are pinning for your parents. Let us go to them. 

Immediate l y they saddled their asses, and they prepared c alves 

~o c arry their money , and they took slaves and maidservants, 

and they wen t on the1r way . As they were going , they came 

across a great r iver. The w1fe s aid, Let us s1t and eat, and 

they sat to eat. The young man steed a nd went to the river 

to wash his feet. Elijah, may he be remembered for a 

blessing, came a n d took him on his wings a n d t o ok him to a f a r 

away place and sold him as a slave . The wife tarried an hour , 

but he did not come back. She understood the situation. She 

gave a confession t o the Holy One Blessed Be He . She said to 

her servants , Hear me, l am go ing to sow this field, for i t 

ma~es bountiful wheat, a nd build for me a city and houses and 

we shall sow the field and we sha ll work the wheat, for I know 

tha~ there will be a great f amine in the worl d and here, i n 

the future, all peop le will come to trade. Thus they did, 

and everyone came to her place. After fi v e y e ars , the young 

man came with his master a nd he was car r ying his s ack, and 

they came by her house . And she asked e very person who came 

to buy wheat t heir n a mes. An d when she saw him, she 

recognized him and sa1d to his master , Give me the young man 

and he will eat bread in my hou~e. She took him and asked 

h im, Who are y ou and what is your name? He said to her, My 

n ame is Shaul. She said to him, I am your wi,e and you are 
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my husband. Immedia tel y she embraced him and kissed him and 

she began to cry and she gave praise and thanks to the Holy 

One Blessed Be He who made for her miracles. S he said to him , 

My lord , what has happened to you, tell me? He to ld her all 

that had happened. He said, Sti 11 , I do not have but five 

years. She stood and fed him and gave h1.m to drink , and she 

covered him and she hugged him and '=,he said to h1.m, Go in 

peace, The young man went w1.th his master and she did not 

lament or cry , but she lifted her eyes to heaven and gave 

praise to the Holy One Blessed Be He. And the young ma n wen t 

with his master and worked for him another two years , and 

afterwards Elijah came a nd set him on his wings and returned 

him to his wife. Immediately the young man took his wife, and 

his slaves and maidservants, he went to his mo ther , and he 

found her still alive. They came and they s aw that she 10 was 

a virtuous woman, who was not unfaithful to her Crea tor or her 

husba nd during these years. About her it is written , "A woman 

who fears God, she is to be praised" . 

Shaul. 

This is a story about 

38) Eighth Commandmen t "You s h~ ll not steal" (Ex.20:13). 

Always be car eful a nd ha b itual in fea r of the Ho ly One Blessed 

Be He and you should not t ransgre ss His words, so that you 

sha ll merit to see and t o be in the company of the Righteous. 

10Hannah, his wife. 
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And you sha 11 not be .in the company of the wicked, and you 

shall not be disg 'Faced in their shame, and you shall not 

extend a hand in th~~very, for there is not a person who can 

accumulate riches from thievery, for anyone who steals~ shall 

repay double. If he has nothing, sell him for his theft, as 

it is written, "If he has nothing, he shall be sol d for his 

theft." (Ex.22:2). 

39) A story that happened in the days of King Solomon about 

three men who were going along on Erev Shabbat, and the day 

descended upon them [while they were on their way]. They said 

to one another, Come, let us hide our money in one place, and 

they went and hide the money. When mid-night arrived, one of 

them got up and took the money and hide it in another place. 

After the ~abbath, they desired to continue on their way, and 

they went to the same spot, but they did not find the money. 

One said the other stole it, and another said the other stole 

it. They went for a judgement before King Solomon. 
........ 

They 

presented t he matter to him, and they asked him to render a 

decision. When he heard the cases, he said [to himself), If 

I do not give them the judgement now, they will say, Where ~s 

the wisdom of Solomon? What did he do? He sat and probed 

with his wisdom and insight in order to give them an answer, 

and to catch them from their words. As soon as they returned 

to him, he began to' speak to them. He said to them, I have 

' heard about you that you are masters of Torah and masters of 
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wisdom and laws. 

king sent to me. 

) 
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I ~sk of you one question, which a Roman 

He asked me to examine a matter , which 

happened to him in his kingdom with a boy and a girl who were 

dwelling in one courtyard and they desired one another. The 

boy said to the girl, Come, and we shall make an agreement 

between us b y oath~ that any on e who wants to become e ngaged 

to you, you will not heed him eKcept •ith my permission. And 

she s wore to him so. Af ter some time, the girl became 

engaged . Just as the groom came t o her, she said to him, I 

c annot heed you until I go to so and so and ask him 

permission, for 1 have already sworn to him. What did she do? 

She went and said, Take much silver and gold and free me for 

my husband. He said, S i nce you stand b y you r oath, behold I 

free you for your husband, and I will not take from you a 

thing. And to the young man who came with her, he said to 

him, Be happy i n your lot in peace, and they went on their 

way . As they were return ing on the wa y , highwaymen a ppr oached 
..... 

them. And there was among them an old man, and he took for 

himself the young woman and all the sil ver and the gold which 

was with them, and the jewelry that was upon them. And he 

wan ted to come unto the young woman. She said to the old 

highwayman, I beg of you, wait for me a little unti l I tell 

you about a thing that happened to me , and she told him all 

that had happened . The young woman said, If that young man , 

who is in his prime, he suppressed his desires, and he d id not 
I 

want to touch1 me, then you, who are old, and it would seem 

,....._ 

-----_;;;;;_-=------------~---=----~-~ -~ -~~~~-1 
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right that you SQpuld ~e God-fearing ever y hour, how much more 

so should you not touch me? Here, have all the silver and 

gold that is with me, but free me in peace and I will go with 

my husband. When the old man heard this, he raised his eyes 

to heaven, and he iearn ed for himself a Kol V 'Homer. If I am 

walking on the edge of my grave each.and every day, should I 

do this? ! What did he do? He sent her and s he went to her 

husband and he returned to her all the jewelry and all the 

sil ver and the gold t hat he took from them, and he did not 

want to touch or enj o y anything ~hat they had. Now the Roman , 
king sent [this p r o b lem) to me to declare which of them is to 

be commended of all of them. They gav e lo him the judgement. 

The first opened and s aid, I commend the young woman who stood 

by her oath. The second one opened and said , I commend her 

husband who suppressed his desire, and did not want to touch 

her. The third opened and said, I commend the old highwayman 

who stole money and returned to them all the money that he 

took, and did not want to touch her. And further, if he 

returned the woman, why did he return the money? Immediately 

King Solomon opened and said , If, in this instance, when he 

was only present in hearsay, and he was taken with money that 

he has never real 1 y seen, how much more so this money? 

Immediatel y, King So lomon ordered hi\v,and they bound him and 

they whipped him, and he confessed to him, and he showed him 

the place where he hide the money. And they saw that the 

wisdom of God was in him. Because of this a person should not 

..... 
l 



) 124 
,.. 

extent his hand in th~every, for all his hidden things will 

be revealed and known . 

• 40) A story about a man who was a merchant and he was going 

to a far off place to buy merchandise, and he had five hundred 

gold pieces in one purse. The merchant said to himself, What 

s hould I do? If I carry it with me, perhaps people wil l see 
• 

it and steal it from me. Rather , I will hide it until the day 

of the transaction arrives. What did he do? He went to a 

secret place , and he looked here and there, and he saw that 

nobod y was there, and he made a ditch in the earth to hide it . 

And He did not know that in a wall by that very place there 

was a hole, and there was a person who saw that he hide the 

punse in that very place . And afterwards, the merchant went 

away , and immediately came the very man who saw that he hide 

the money, and he went and he sto le the money. A few days 

later the merchant came back to get the money that was needed 

to buy the merchandise that he desired, but he did not find 

it . The merchant began to grieve and he said to himself, What 

will I do? Who shall I ask and who shall I s eek out? For 

behold, when 1 buried the purse , there was nobody around. He 

raised his eyes a nd he searched here and there, and he saw t he 

hole an~ he thought to himself, Perhaps the owner cl the house 

there saw me when I hide the mon~y a nd he took it. Since he 

did not know h im , he went and asked (someone) who he was, and 

he showed him to him . And he came to his place and he said, 
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Behold, I heard them say about you that you give counsel and 

are wise. I request of you that you give me the advise that 

I shall ask of you. He said to him, Speak. He said, My lord, 

came to here to trade and I brought with me two purses! the 

first with five hundred gold pieces and the second with eight 

hundred. And when I c ame, I did not know a single man in this 

city with whom to entrust it. What I <iid was, I went to a 

secret place and 

and the second 

b..Jried there the purse of fi ve hundred, 

still have guarded in my possession. And 

therefore I have come to ask you if [you think) I should hide 

it in a different place or s hould I put the next one in the 

same place that I hide the first, or should I entrust it with 

a trustworthy per~on in this c1.ty? He said to him, If you ask 

me, do not entrust it to any man with whom you are not 

acquainted. Possibly they will lie to you . Rather, put it 

in the same place that holds the other money you have. 

Immediately, the owner of the house who stole the purse 

thought that if the merchant went to the same place to deposit 

the second purse, and he d id not find the fi rst one, he would 

refrain from depositing again. Rather, 1 wi 11 return ther-e 

the purse to its place, and then I will take the two o f them. 

The merchant went and found it and said, Blessed is the One 

who returns lost things to their owners. Thus a person 

should not extend his hand 1.n thievery, for that whic h he 

desires he will not find, and that which is in his hand will 

be taken back from him. 
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Come and see to what the sin of thievery leads: pleasant 

things were made ugly, joyous people were made sad, lofty 

t hings were made 1 ow I those c lathed were made naked. For 

behold, Adam and Eve had ten wedding canopies made *or t hem 

in the Garden of Eden completely of pr-ecious stones and 

pear-ls ~~ •• But because they extended their- hands in stealing 

from the fru it of the Tree which know~ go~d and e vil , the Ho ly 

One Blessed Be He became a n gry at them and brought to the 

wor-ld forty curses , ten upon Adam, te~ upon Eve , ten upon the 

Ser-pent, and ten upon the eartt-,. 10 And also Rachel our-

mother, although she sto le the household gods in order to 

pr-event her father from idolatry , 1
• • nonetheless, this sin 

caused .her not be buried in the cave of the Righteous. ,~, 

About this Jacob said, " Anyone with whom you find y our g ods, 

let him not live" (Gen,31:32 ). T husly, a person should not 

extend h1s hand 1n thievery , nor in r-obber-y, but r-ather- [he 

shall prosper-) by h1s labor- and the sweat of his hands. If 

he does so, he shall h appy in this world, and he shal l be 

happy in the world to come , as it 1s written , "If you eat the 

labor- of your hands; y ou shall be happy and it shall be good 

t
0 5ee Ginzberg, (19B8 ) , I , p . 68. 

1°For a desc ription of t he forty curses, see Ginzberg, ( 1988 ) , 
I, pp.77-80. 

1415ee Genesis 3 1 . 

t
0 Another e)(planation given for Rachel · snot being buried next 

to Jacob is that s h e traded his company to Leah for the two dudaim. 
See Ginzberg , ( 1q88 ) 1 I, pp.366-367. 
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for you" (Psalm 128:2). 

41) Ni nth Commandment "Do not bear false witness against 

your neighbor" (E><.20:13). Said King Solomon in his wisdom , 

A person should do everything t hat he can to work hard and to 

strive for Mizvoth and good deeds; it is not suf fi cient for 

one to attempt to be repentant tor that which comes out from 
• 

his mouth in wickedness. Thus1y a person is obligated to 

guard his mouth from evil speech, for the tongue is burnt 

f irst of all t h e organs, and i t comes first to judgement. " 0 

Come and see just how bad is the sin of e vil speech. As Da v id 

said t o Ooeg t h e Edomite, 19
' It [the tongue] is li ke a sharp 

sword : "You r t o ngue devises mischiefs like a sharp razor .•. " 

(Psalm 52: 4) . And it i s written , ''A man who bears false 

witn ess against his neighbor is like a maul, and a sword, and 

a sharp arrow" (Prov.25:18). Just as the evil [blade) of a 

sharp sword devours from two sides 1 likewise evil speech 

destroys from all sides, the one who says it, the one who 

130This is an allusion to the fact that when one ingests 
something hat, the tongue is the first internal part of the body 
t o feel its heat , and thereby be burnt , 

u •ooeg is referred to as an Edomite and an Aramean , although 
he was of t he tribe of Judah . These designations refer not to his 
nationality, but rather to his charac1:er. He was bloodthirsty by 
nature, ( Adami - "the b 1 oody one") and he of ten s 1 andered ( £domi -
"he Who c auses the blush of shame'' ) . Ultimately, Doeg · s tongue 
was devoured by worms ( probabl y lepr osy), and he was sentence to 
eterna 1 punishment in Gehinnom, never to be resurrected . Being 
eaten alive by worms was viewed as the puni s hment f or blas p hemers 
and slanderers . See Gin z berg, ( 1 988) 1 IV, pp.74-76 (plus note ~ ) ; 
VJ, p.98, note 552. 
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ree"eives it, and the ~ne who it is spoken about. And just as 

a person is not able to bring back an arrow which goes out 

from under his hand, likewise, one is not able to revoke it. 112 

Whoever bears false witness against his neighbor in a court, 

even if he fee·ls remorse a hundred times, he is not .. able to 

turn from his evil and to help him. 

42) A story about two men in Ashke~on who were eating and 

drinking and studying Torah together . One of them died and 

the son of Bai yah the tax-collector died on the very same day. 

When they were taking them tc:r the cemetery, they heard a noise 

and they fled. Upon their return, the biers becafe switched, 

and they paid great honor to the coffin of the son of Baiyah 

the tax-collector , (and did not direct honor to the coffin of 

the other). 

his coffin. 

His fr i end the scholar said to them, It is not 

And he was very sorry, and he said , Perhaps, 

Heaven forfend, there is no merit for the enemies of Israel.'» 

He"" appeared to him in a dream (and said), My son , do not 

despise your Master . 
....... 

This one performed one culpable act, and 

this one performed one mer itorious act. Did the scholar 

perform a culpable act? Heaven forfend! He did not perform 

a terribly culpable act, except that one time he put on the 

'
12Evi 1 speech. 

'"Euphemism for the Jewish people. 

1~the deceased man. 
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phylactery of the head before that of the arm. And what was 

the meritorious act_ in the world which the son of Baiyah the 

tax-collector performed? One time he was walking in the 

market and he had in his possession loaves of bread, one under 
,, 

each of his arms. And he dropped a loaf and a poor person 

came and took it and ~e did not say anything to him. By that 

right he merits to be honored. And there are those who say 
• 

he made a feast for the people of the city on the eve of the 

Sabbath, and they did not come, so he gave it to the poor. 

Afterwards they showed him tt,e · tomb uf his friend in the 

Garden of €:den, by the Rivers of Persimmon , and they also 
,. 

showed him the son of the tax-collector going down the bank 

of the river to draw water, but he was not able. 

They also showed him Miriam, the daughter of Maglai.'0 

Rabbi Eliezer bar Rabbi Vossi'" says, The hinge pins of the 

gates of Gehinnom are dr iven into her ears. He said to them, 

Why do you do to her thus? They saig to him, Because she 

fasted and announced it to her neighbors. And there are tho~ 

who say, Because . she gave two and said three. 

them, How long will you cause her this pa in? 

He said t o 

They said to · 

him, Until Ben Shetah'17 comes and takes them from her ears and 

u•unkn.own. 

"•A second generation Tanna who was one of Akiva ' s younger 
disciples. 

1170ne of the members of the Great Bet Din and one of the five 
Zugot (c.70 B. C.E.). A leading Pharisee, he was known to be very 
strict in his administration of the Law. His main activities were 
directed towards the improvement of judicial procedures, an ~ the 
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puts them in his e~~- He said to them, Why? They said, 

Because he vowed to the Hol.y One Blessed Be He that if he 

became the Prince,' .. he would hang the witches.a .. He became 

the Prince, but he did not destroy them. They said to him, 

Go, tell him what happened. He said to them, He is a great 

Prince, and he busies himself with his deeds, and he will not 

believe me. They said to him, He is very modest and he shalL 

believe your words, and if he does not believe, make for him 

• 
this sign: take out your eyes and put them on your hands, and 

so he did. What did he do? He went to his place and told him 

al 1 about the incident and asked to make for him all the 

signs, but he would not allow him. He said, It is know about 
, 

you that you are greatly righteous, and although I said it in 

my mouth, I did not believe it in my heart1
tt. What did Rabbi 

Shimon ben Shetah do? He went on a cloudy day and took with 

him eighty very handsome students and gave them eighty clean 

garments ' and gave them eighty pots and stood them under a cave 

and he said to them, When I whiptle and hiss, put on your 

establishment of a school system for children. Al though he 
possessed great influence and political power, personally, he was 
very poor, and he supported himself and his family with a small 
linen business. 

1NHead of the Sanhedrin . 

n•see M.Sanhedrin 4:5; J.T.Hagiga II, 2, p.77d; J . T.SaAhedrin 
VI , 9, p. 23c • 

H
0Alternative reading (J".T. Hagiga 2:2) "I did not say 

publicly (that I would uproot witchcraft), but I only thought about 
it (so I know that your knowledge comes from Heaven]." 

·- -
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gar~ents and e nter w(th me from the cave. He went to the 

witches and he cried, Hear my voice O God, Have mercy upon me 

and answer me, ''Horror, Horror." 0
' And they opened for him. 

He said to them, I am one of you. u: And before he entered 

there, he put on clean c lothes. They said to him, Where have 

you walked? He said to them , Between the drops of rain . They 

said, Do you request that we do a ny thing? He said to them, 

Whatever you desire. The first said something I and she 
• 

produced bread at silver, and another said something, and she 

produced bread of gold, and another said something, and she 

produced food of copper. They said to him , What will you do? 

He said to them, I will whistle and I will bring you eighty 

you ng men, dressed i n handsome and clean garments. They said 

to him , If you desire, do so. He whistled to them, and they 

put on clean c lothes and went towards him. When they entered, 

Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah said to them, Each of you pick up one 

and lift her up off the ground, because a witch is not able 

to do anything i f her feet are no t standing on the ground. 

And so they d id. The one who made the bread, he said to her, 

Make bread, but she could not. He said to him, Go, hang her, 

un til they hung them all, as it has been learned, "Rabbi 

Shimon ben Shetah hung eighty women from the witches of 

utEisenstein ' s note #12 
who want to enter. " 

tttEisenstein's note #13 

"This is the sign for the witches 

" Also a witch." 



\ 

.. 

132 

Ashkelon. ,.,u Becau e . he did this, the witches ' s relatives 

came and they conspired that day and that hour and they 

testified agains~the son of Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah, that he 

had sinned a sin which was punishable by stoning . And Rabbi 

Shimon, his father, sentenced him to stoning, even though it 

was known that he never sinned, since t hey had coordinated 

their testimony, and they took him outside for stoning . Rabbi 

Shimon ben Shetah · s son said to them• If l have sinned this 

sin, the witnesse~ will be clean, and all Israel is pure, and 

death will atone for me. And if not, all my sins will be 

forgiven me, and the respons.ibility will rest on the neck of 

the witnesses, and all of Israel will be clean. The witnesses 

said, How is it that innocent blood has been shed? They said 

to him, We testified false testimony, because his father 

k i 1 led our relatives. Rabbi Shimon said, It is al ready 

written in Torah, ''If he does not tell, he shall bear his 

iniquity" (Lev.5:1), Once a witness has given testimony , he 

cannot recant it. And they killed him, and the responsibility 

was borne by the witnesses. And therefore, let a person guaj)'-d 

himself against evil speech, and so shall he g uard his sou l 

from distress. 

,uM. Sanhedrin 6:b. 
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Tenth Commandment : 16
• 

43) "You shall not covet your neighbor·s house •• . " 

(E>< .20: 14 ). Let the Law of God be serious in your heart, "For 

it is better merchandise than merchandise of sil ver " (Prov. 

3:14). How is it so? Two merchants came to trade. · In the 

hand of one was a robe and in the hand of the other was a 

pearl. One said to his friend, If you desire , you take the 

• pearl and I will take the robe. He said to him, We shall find 

that what is i n the hand of one is not is not the same (in 

value) as what is in the hand of the other. But words of 

Torah are not like this. If they were two learned men, one 

would study Seder Moed and one would study Seder Noshim. And 

one said to the other, you teach and instruct me about wha t 

you have [learned), and I will teach and instr.uct you what I 

have [learned ), and thus they did. We shall find in the hand 

of every one who knows both of t hem, two orders are found , 

"For it is better merchandise than merchandise of silver" 

(Prov. 3: 14) • And if a man goes alon.g the way and carr..ies 
.......... 

money with him, he fears lest a highwayman take it J and he 

shal 1 take what is in his hand, but no one is able to take 

Torah f rom the heart of a man . 

... Eisenstein · s note #14 : "The tenth commandment Lo Tdchmod is 
omitted from i -t because there is no mid rash about it ." This last 
section is translated from Galit Hazan-Rook, Ed., Midrosh Asefet 
H.J-Dibberot, Nusdh Verond, (Jerusalem: Hebrew University, 197 ). 

• 
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4 4) A story about merchants who were going by ship and there 

was there with them a s a ge. They said to him, Where 1s y our 

merchandise? He said to them, It is set and hidden in my 

trunk on the ship. They examined all of the ship but they did 

not iind an y thing. They began to mock him when they arrived 
. 

at the port. · The merchants came and took all that was on the 

ship , and they did not leave anything there. And the man 

entered the study house and p r eached to them, and they 

bestowed great honor upon him, and t.J"ley took him to eat and 

drink with them. The men of the ship came to him and said to 

him, We beg of you, speak on our behalf with the men of the 

city so that they will have pity upon us and do not allow us 

to die of hunger. And so he did. And on account of his 

intervention, all people of the ship showed to him great 

honor. From this we learn, "For it is better merchandise than 

merchand.1.se of silver" (Prov .3:14). And a man should not say 

that so and so 1s wise and I am not wise like him, for I do 

not eng age in Torah like him, for the Torah brin gs a man near 

wisdom. And a man should not say that so and so is strong and 

am no t strong , for no one is strong except the one who 

suppresses his own inclination [in order) to do the will of 

his Creator, as it is written, "Bless the Lord, you angels of 

H.1.s, you mighty ones who perforlJI His words • .. " (Psalm 103:20 ). 
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