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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE - JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 
New York School 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by Fred Bougess Guttman 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

This thesis examines the relationship between Gnosticism 
and the creation traditions embodied in the first eight chapters 
of Genesis Rabbah. However, in broader terms, it is an attempt 
to understand the relationship between Gnosticism and Rabbinic 
Judaism. 

To this end, the author began by closely defining Gnosticism 
in addition to describing the nature of Genesis Rabbah and its 
redaction. He then proceeded with an in-depth analysis of the 
traditions in the first eight chapters of Genesis Rab»ah and a 
comparison of them with parallel traditions in PT Ragigah 2:1. 
Finally, he delineated the major themes in the two sources and 
analyzed them using redaction critical methods . 

This thesis, the text of which is nearly 300 pages, is divid
ed into seven long chapters, with an Introduction, which surveys 
the scholarship on the relationship between Gnosticism and Judaism, 
a Conclus ion, two Appendices and Notes. Chapter One outlines the 
origins of Gnosticism, draws a distinction between Gnosis and 
Gnosticism and enumerates the major aspects of a typical gnostic 
myth. In Chapter Two, the author summarizes the modern scholarly 
debate over Jewish Gnosticism and concludes that certain passages 
in Rabbinic Literature represent 'Jewish Gnosis,' a.s do the 
Hekhalot tractates, but are not Jewish Gnostici811\. Chapter Three 
contains an analysis of Genesis Rabbah from the point of view nf 
Source Criticism and Form Criticism, and suggests a redaction 
critical approach as a possible alternative. Chapter Fours in
volves the close analysis of all the cOlllllOn traditions between 
Genesis Rabbah, chapters 1-8, and PT Hagigah 2:1. In each case, 
the author presents a translation of the pa.rallel passages a t the 
outset. Chapter Five presents a redaction critique of the material 
in PT Hagiagah 2:1 which shows a tremendous concern over the threat 
of unbridled esoteric speculation to the Jewish colllllunity. In 
Chapter Six, Hr. Guttman outlines the thematic conc~s of the 
redactor of the first portion of Genesis Rabbah, which focus upon 
speculation concerning the nature of man and the cosmos. The final 
chapter (Seven) presents an overall redaction critique of the 
material from Genesis Rabbah. 

Mr. Guttman has succeded in showing that chapter 1-8 of Genesis 
Rabbah contain both anti-gnostic polemics and a sort of esoteric 
speculation which he aptly labels as 'Jewish Gnosis.' Since Genesis 
Rabbah lacks the notions of Dualism and a divine t .ragedy which 
leads to the creation of the world, which are the chief characteris-
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tics of Gnosticism, it is improper to label the knowledge of the 
creation of the world in Genesis Rabbah as Jewish Gnosticism. 
The author also has suggested that the first portion of Genesis 
Rabbah originally constituted a separate and earlier literary 
unit than the rest of this midrashic corpus. This suggestion 
seems to merit great consideration and is highly innovative . 

Though this thesis only deals with the first eight chapters 
of Genesis Rabbah, the author is to be highly commended for his 
painstaking research, his truly insightful text analysis and his 
thought-provoking conclusions. This thesis is an example of t ext 
analysis of the finest quality and of effective cross-cultural 
study. 

April 1979 
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The "'U r ~ose of t his st u'1v is to exaITTine t he n~ture 

nY the r ela tionshin , if i n f act one exist s , ~etween the 

' roarl and va r ierf historic a l nhenomenon known a s r,nosticisn , 

a n1 the c r eation t r ad ition s of r.enesis Ra bbah . This studv 

is limited to the first einh t chante r s of r,enesis Rabbah . 

The intention of th e studv is to examine th e creation 

tr~1itions foun d •vithin the se cha,., t e r s with an eve to 

t estin1 the a sse rtion that within these trad itions the r e 

~ r e ~nti-nno stic l')Olemics a nd a sort of Je~ish qnosi s . 

I shall a l so a ttemot to unde r sta nd th e d iffer e nce bet~een 

te··: ish nnosis a no .le1·Jish "l nos tici s m. 

One "li-iht a sk , " Is not such a studv o">sc ure? "Jha t 

in t e r est could there noss i n lv he i n such a ton ic? I n 

ad~ ition to t he 1esc r i be d nu r oose and intention of thi s 

thesis , I '1 ill attem~t to rtemo nst r ate it s s inni f ic a nce 

i n terms of t he h istor v of relinion . It i s ho.,e rl th a t 

t h i s the s i s ··iill he r el e vant to s turlent s o f Pabbinic 

Lite r atu rP, e5neci~llv students of ~idr ash , a nd to nol1-

tic ~l a nd r e lin i ous his torians ~ho a r e intere s ted in t he 

Hel l c n istic-~onan •·1or ld in "lh ich Christianity a nd Ra b') inic 

tuda i sr:i a r ose . 

In discussinr the r elationshin h':?t"1ee n '1 nosticism , 

lu~a is~ , ~ n ~ ~h ristianit v , it should be l')Ointed out that 

no S"'ll?Cific relirious sect went hV the name of " r.nos tic " 

or "1c1.s ~no"m hv others as " ri nos tic ". f.1 nos ticism is 

r a ther a theolonic a l a nrf nhilosonhic wa v of lookinn a t 

t he "/Orlt1 in 1·1hich we and those before us live . This •·:av 

of lookinn a t the ~or l1 was as5 imil~ted hV s everal 

r elinio us ., r o11"1s a n'1 t,ecamc manife s t in their thinkino . 

~nosticism as a nhi loso~hv-theolo~v crosses " eon r a nhica l 

an~ re lirious ho r dP. r s . •s ~ result , one mav sneak of 

' "'1·•ish ~nosticism , C'h ri s tia n r nos ticism , A.nd "la,,an 

~no st ici!".m . 1 

I nte r est in this ~hP.nomenon cal lee r nost icis m is 
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c omoa r atively r ecent. The earliest mention of sects which 

mav he l a beled ' gnost ic ' i s to be fou nd in the •·1ritinns of 

the Chur ch Fa ther s of th e second a nd thi r d centur ies, C. E. 

Th ese ~r itings in6 l ude the works of Justin Martyr, 

Ter t ull ian, Oriqin, Cl ement , a nd I r e na eus . J ustin Martyr 

was born i n Samaria in 110 C. E. His most f amous work 

is his Dial ogue with Tryphon which r ecor ds polemics 

f r om the t i me of t he Ba r Kokhba r evol t . These polemi cs 

seem t o hav e heen wr i tte n down by J us t i n f r om 150 to 

161 C. E. 2 He d i ed as a marty r i n 165 C. E. dur i no t he reiqn 

of Mar c us Aurelius . Tertull i a n (140- 220 c . E.) gener ally 

cons i dered to be the founder of Latin Chr istian ity , l i ved 

in Nor th Afr ica a nd Rome. Of nar tic ular r elevanc e to us 

a r e his " Presc ript ion Aqai ns t Heret i cs" a nd t he "Five 

~ooks Aoainst Ma rc i on." Or i g in ( 185- 254 C. E. ) liv ed in 

Jer usalem, Caesarea , a nd Alexand r i a . He was a oro l i fic 

wr i ter . Of pa r ticular i nteres t t o us is his polemical 

trea tise entitled "Contra Cel s um. " Cl ement of Alexandria 

(la te s econd cent Jr y ) is i moortant i n t his area since 

among his writin~s a re f ound t he "Excer pt s of Theodotus ." 

Th eodo t us was a member of th e Va l e nt i nia n s c hoo l of 

Gnostic i sm whic h f l ourished in Northern Af r i c a . I r ena e us 

(120-202 C. E.) writes about the heresies i n the entire 

Roma n world i n h i~ work • Against Heres ies ."3 

The wri t ings of t he aoove Church Fathers a r e mos t 

exolic it i n thei r i d ent i fication of qnostic s ec t s a nd doc

tr- ines. Th ey i ndic a t e t ha t t here was a hi (Jh d egr ee of 

commun icat ion i n t h e Roma n world . Th ey s how t hat it was 

oos sibl e t o hav e a lar~e knowl edqe of the events a nd 

religious s ects of tha t wor l d. Fur t he r mor e , th ey r eflect 

t he se r- ious concerns of t h e Church Fa th er s over nnosticising 

tend encies i n Chr istian sects . espec i al l y as they anpear ed 

i n the sect led by Va l e ntinus. Final l y , i t i s im~ortant 

to r emember that t hese "Jritinqs a r e polemical. Havinn a 

or o- Roma n chur ch b i as for t he most na r t , th ey see~ to 



r e fute , defus e , anrl d eni 'l r a t e 1nos tic a r~ ume nts a nd 

'"'Ositions . 

ix 

lJnlike tho s e of th e Church Fa ther s , the \'/ ritinos of 

the R ~hh i s we r e not Qr ecise in thei r i ~ entification of 

~nostic s ect s a nn doct r i ne s . As a res ult , o ne can onlv 

h v0o th es ize ~h at the ta r ~et of a na rticu l a r r a bb inic 

nol emic i s a onos tic sect o r a 'lnost i c t enr:le nc v •·1 ithin 

•u1ai sn its elf . Such a h ynoth eses is ~ased unon t he 

na tu r e of th e here sv evinenceo hv the nolemic s . The 

nrirnc c a nd i da te fo r r abb inic anti-~nostic ~ol emics a r e the 

trad it ions of t he Ra bh is which ex nr ess c once r n over a nrl 

~tteMnt to limit e s oteric s r, ec ula tion . The evidence for 

t h i s 1sse rt i o n will ~ e manifest shortl v. At this ~oint , 

howe ve r , we mav a s k the " Uestion of how to a ccou nt fo r the 

1 iffc r e nc e ~etwee n the i rl ent ification of ~nostic s ect s 

~n~ ~e liefs bY thP Chu r ch Father s , cont r a s t e d with th~ 

no n- i 1entific a tio n ~v the Raob i 3 . Unlike the Chur ch 

F~ th e r s , th e Ra bb is never comoose s necial tract a te s 

a~~in st cer t ain heretica l s ects , nor do th e v ~ uot e their 

on~onent s . There f o r e , ~e ~ay s ur mi ze th~t th e rat ion~ le 

hehin1 ra~b inic non-id entific ation could ~c t ha t the R ah~ is 

-l i 1 not ·:·ant to ri iv e -: reater le ,., itinacv to he r etic a l s ect s p 

a n1 fe lt that t o i dentif y a nrl characte r ize thei r o nnonent s 

"oul r1 "'-e t a nta mount to s., r e ad inn f a lse ioctr in e . 4 

I nstea~ of i dentifvi n heretical s ect s a nd doct r i ne s 

s~ ecif i- a ll v , the Rabb i s s eem to ha ve l umne d tonethe r a ll 

he r esi es unde r t he tern " n inin ." The usa~ e of this te r m 

i n ~enesis qa~hah ~ill ~c d iscusse d in deta il in chaote r VI 

of this the ~ is . ~ t thi s noint , let it he made clea r that 

t he t erm " rninim" r:iav no t r enr e s ent a sinnle '1 r ouo . At 

1iff~ rcnt times a nd nlac c s , th e t e r n mi nim could an~ ly 

to a .,o., n , ~ Je"1ish o r Ch r i s tia n l'J nostic, a ">anan or 

.Je 1·1 i .., h Ch ri ~t i--.n ! a na ri a n , o r a Jew "Jllo "> o s sess ed he r e

t ic a l beliefs . Fo r the most nar t , nolemics us i no the 

~e rn " miniri" a r e unc l e a r as to .. ,horn or to what here s ,v 
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To these secondar y re~or ts or non- reoorts of the 

x 

Church Fa thers and Rabb i s , we may add accounts of nnost ic 

or myster y relin ion sects by oanan wr iters . Foremo s t 

amonn th ese accounts is tha t of Pl otinu s , a neo nlatonic 

~h ilosonher of the thirrl c e ntury c.e. His account is foun d 

in ..,olemical t reat i se entitled " Aoainst those ·:1ho sav that 

the ~ reator of the ''/orld i s Evil a nd th a t the \·Jorld is Aa:1 . " 11 

The r e a re onl y a few o rima r v sour ces or sour ces a ttributed 

to nnostic sect s t hemselve s which \''e re known o rior t o t he 

t "1ent ieth c entur v. One is the oanan " He r mes Trismen istus " 

or " =>o r-ia nc1 r es " as it is often C"llled . Another s ourc e i s 

cert-air.i onost ic •vr it in'ls in the Ar"ocryoha , suc h as the "Ac ts 

of Thomai;" and the " Ortes of Solornon . 11 7 

For the most oart, however, th e study of r,nosticism 11 0 

unt i l the 1930 ' s a nd 1940 ' s was based uoon s econdarv not 

., r imar v ···r itin'l s . This was d ue to the f act that i t "las in 

t he s econdar v "• r i tinns , esoec ial 1 v th ose of the Ch urch 

Fathers , t hat a "leal th of infor mation •:1as to he foun d . As 

a r esu l t , kn owledne of ~nosticism orior to the 1930 ' s a nd 

1940 ' s con s isted of a n hyno s t at ization of Gnostic sects 

and their ~hilosnhv a nd theolonv. 

Archaeolonic a l d iscoveries durinq th e th irti ~s a nn 

fo r ties ~ere to n r ovide s cholar s wi th an e nti r ely new set 

of da t a fo r th e s tui v of 1 .; nos tic ism . The 1930 ' s sa1·1 t he 

n i s cov e r v in E,vnt of the 1:anic haean naov ri. Th ese oa ovr i 

date to the fou r th centur v C~ and a r e nanan in natu r e . 8 

It ~~s . ho~ever, late r di3coveries wh ich we re datable to 

1.:1 e.;o.rl·· -e r iod a nd \'Jh ic h r elated to eith e r '1 udaism . 

Chri ~t ian itv , or both , ~hich o~ened the floodaates of 

nnostic st urJies . 

The fi r s t ~ i scovery was that of th e Oead Sea Sc r olls 

at ~umr~n in 1947 . Short ly af t e r their ~iscoverv , s cho l a r s 

be~an as~ inn whether or not there exist ~ nostic element s 

•·1 i thin the sc r olls, and •:1hcther or not the sc rol ls r ef l ect 
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a nnostic-Jewi s h sect . Common to both 0 umr a n a nd nnos tici sm 

is the i dea tha t knowledoe , snecificallv esoteric knowled oe , 

lea1s to r edemntion . For examo le, t he ~umran initiate i n a 

1saln in "' r aise of ~od a~ks that he 

may he lifted out of the d us t 
to th e heinht of eternal thin ~s 
and ri se from a soirit oerve r se 
to a holv unde r standinr 
a nd s t a nd in one com,..,an v before Thee 
with the host everlastin n a nd the spiri~s of 

kno 1•J led11 e 
a nd t he choir invis i b le 
to be for ever r enewe d 9 
~ith a ll thin ns th a t are . 

The 0 umr a n ini t i a te \·1ishe s to ascend to f';od and to sta nd 

···ith His host , t he invisible choir a nd " s o ir it s of 

kno1·!ledr-e. 11 Th is cies i r e is a l so ex..,ressed by the follo·:: in ~ 

in '"h ich he •:: i she s to be like the 

men wh o hea r d the nlo r ious voice 
a nd s~w the hol y annels; Men whose 
ear s ar~0o ,.., ened a n1 ~ho hea r dee ,.., 
t h inns . 

'1e s .... ite th is siMila rity '1et";ee n the ~ur:i ran sect a nd " nosticis.., , 

·1en?.her.i ' lans oor, th rounh a comoarative a nal vs i s of th~ idea 

of knowl e<l ~ e in n un r an a nd in ~nosticism, has c onc lude~ th a t 

thn i ~ ea of k no~ led 1 e in 0u~ran i s not ~nosis in its 

s trictes t se nsa . 11 I n arl ~ ition , n . Flusse r has noted the 

lack of theolo~ ical d ualism in the 1 umr a n s ect . In his vie~ , 

th 11 , J e~·:ish notion of d ivine unit y i G never c om,.., romised in 

' u'"lr ~n . He sunna r iz~s his v i e w "'he n h~ s t a tes : 

•es "" ite a cert<if' S'"'i r itual k in s hin 
'Je t \''e en the 1·1r itin,s of th e sect a nd the 
··1or l rJ of ~nos tic ism , the f ormer a re not 
records of :i. 11 "11ostic ud'l. ism", ">11t r ? ther 
r eflect c e rta in nene r a l at titudes of n inrl 
shar ed a t tha t time b y other s inc lurf in 'l Jc•·1s , 
which could he the ~oint of rle~artur e for 
t~ul v ~nostic s~eculation s . 1 2 
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Fu r the r discussion in the a r ea of the rela tion sh i o or lac k 

thereof be t we en numr an a nd ~nosticism i s beyond the scone 

of this wo r k . 

Th e s econd archaeolon ical rl iscovery which onened th~ 

floorl~ates of nnos tic stud ies was the discovery of thirteen 

~anyrus Coot ie ma nuscrint s in 194 5 in Envn t . These manu

sc r ints containen amonn them fiftv- th r ee tractates . 
Sc hola r s seem united in the view that these manusc r ints 

•·1e r e tra ns l ations of 'l re ek orin inals . Most, but not al l , of 

the nanusc r i n ts a r e clear l y rnostic . The manusc ri~ts seem 

to h;.,ve heen hur ied b V 400 CE., a nd thus are believed to 

recor~ verv earlv t r ad itions. Pecause the ma nuscrints ~e re 

fou nrl i n Eoynt in t he vicinity of a nlace named Nan 

llamml\.d i , the mar.:..:sc r ints as a \·Jhole a r e usua llv r efe rrer! to 

as the " Na,., Hammadi Li b rary~ "13 

The new a rchaeol oaical evidence , ~he n counled with 

th e other scholarly advances , in the fie d of carlv 

Chr ist i a ni t v a nri Jurlaism , have caused a rene··1ed interest 

in the study of ~nosticism . It is clear that a re lations h in 

rl i d e~ i s t hetween nnostic Ch ris tian sects a nrl Orthodox 

Gh rist i a n sects. Thi s r elationshio seems to have been 

e xo r esseri by nolem ic s hy both sides . Unde r stand in o the 

natur~ of thi s r elat ionshi~ i s now hel oino scholars of early 

~hri st ianity to unde r stand better how a nd in what d i r ection 

or thodox ~h ri stianity d evelo~ed . One is temnted to ask 

wh ether or not the same mi-ht also be true in te r ms of 

Judaism . ·1inht not a s i mila r relationshi .., have exis ted 

het"le~n .,nos tic Jewish o r Christian sect s on one sin e , a nd 

Ju1~isr on the othe r . If so, understandino this relationshi.., 
~i~ht heln to ex" lain to ~ dea r ee , how and in what d irection 
or thodo x o r ra~o inic .J udaism develooed . Conse~ uentlv , manv 

schol a r s have fe lt that the study of th e relationshin 

~e tween qnosticism a nd Judais~ i s historicall v vali1 . 

Le t us now continue wi th an examination of their oositions 

anrl unrlerstan~inn in thi s a rea . 
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Prior to the a r chaeolonical d iscover ies of th e t wentieth 

centu r y , the r e "Jere t'.'Jo s c holar s \'/ho sur.oested a re la tion s h il".I 

between Gnosticism and Juda i sm . The first of the se 1·1as 

He inr ich Gr aetz . Tn 134 6 , Gr aetz became the fi r st s c hola r 

to d iscuss this r clat ionshin i n his book Gnosticismus a nd 

Judenthum (Gnosticism and Judaism) . Graetz ' s study centered 

on the t r ad itions of Elisha ben Abu yah a nd the t r ad ition 

of the fou r who e ntered Pa r des .
14 

Elisha ben Ab uyah , or 

~ ( a nother), as the r abbis d isdainfu lly r efe rred to him , 

'"'as , in the vie~·; of 'i r aetz , a n an tinomian •mastic. r.r a etz 

fe lt that the Pa r d es trad ition illustrated the o rooer 

Je'.1 i sh nersnec tive , contrasten ~·1ith three he r etical 

, ossi bilities . I t is not clear whethe r o r not Gr ae tz 

v ie•·:ed these "'Ossi':lil it i es as a r isin:i f rom with in J udaism 

or f r om the outsirlQ . q r aetz felt ~hat the se he r esies a rose 

~ecause of the f act that du rin~ the Had r ianic oe r sec ution s 

i n the fir s t hal f of t he second century , observance of 

Je ·1 ish l a' ·! ··1as ri i ff icult . The r efo r e , a ntinomian sects had 

~ natu ra l anneal to nasses of Jews fo r bv io inin n s uch a 

sect , life unde r qoman rule would b e eas ier . 15 

The s econd scholar to su~~est ~ rela tionshi, between 

,ll• iia i sm a nrl ~nosticisrn •:•as '·1oritz Fr ied l a nd e r . Fift v- t wo 

vears a fte r ~raetz ' s wor k , Friedlander , ublished De r 

Vorc hristlic he Jud ische Gnos tic isnus ( Pr e - Chris tian Je\"ish 

-nos ticisn) . I n this work , he mainta i ned tha,; t he ori oin of 

~nostic i sm ma v he traced t o a ntinomi a n cir cles within 

\lexanri r ian JP.•·1 r v. In his viei·: , the r a">b inic rles i nnation 

o"' ' minim ' "Jas a 'l esin na tion of ·inostics . Fried lander 

•• 11.r; th ~ fi r ">t to j .i.stinriuish between t r ue a no false onos is, 

t he l:t ter ~ein~ char a ct erized b v a lac k of res~ect for 

the honor a nd unity of Sod . False nnosi s came to ~alestine 

~s early as the s~cond half of the fir st c en tur y . The 

si~nificance of Frie rl land e r ' s ~or~ is that he was t he f irst 

to s un"est tha t 'ino s tici sm wa s R Qr e- Christian ? henomeno n 
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\'Jhich o r ioinates f r on ··lithin ,Judaism . As a result , 

Ch r i s t i a n nnosticism i s to b e seen as a later r evision of 

d . h,.. t" . 1 11 ~ n ol er Je\·IJ.s 1nos ic ism. 

It •·1as anothe r fifty .vear s o r so be fo r e scholar s 

r ene"!9d the stucl y o f the nossi !) l e r e l at i on sh i n bet1:1een 

r.no5ticism a nd Jurla ism. Th e stimulus fo r this ne•·1 interest 

was the arc haeolo ~ ical d i s coveries mentione d above , es')ecia ll v 

t~at of the Na~ Ya~madi Li b r a r y . 17 The fi r s t of these 

scho l a r s \'1as Sil 1 es 0u isl'")el 1 . " u iso e 11 ·vas in s trume ntal in 

~qci~herin n the Na,, Hammarl i Li b r a r y whe n i t was fi r s t 

~iscove r e1, and in r aisin" money fro~ the J u n o founda tion 

fo r the ~ urchase of the ~a1yr i . Tr ulv nnos tic systems 

s nc~ to have a conce ~ t of a su ~e r natu ra l beinn ~ho c r eates 

the ... o r l d n nr' •"ho is subo r d inate to or i n nor a nt of the 

"':11 -. r C":'le "or' . Th i s · .... e inn is usual l y r ef e r re ef to a~ the 

" rl c:niur "'e". Th~ n o th e r o:" the r' emiu r r. e in ,, no s t i c s vstems 

i::- often irno·.:n i?.~ So ')h ia . The ·:.'o r d So'1hia in ~r eek mean s 

~uis,ell feel s that both th e concen t of the d emi-

11 r ~e e.ni th'lt of th e So-hia a ri se out of a Jc l'J ish milieu . 

· ·,,. :;:>·.• t he demiurqe as )einn :::i J e·:; i sh a n5"'e r to t he o r o h len 

o~ b i ') l ical a n t h r o Qomor o hism . The r efore th e Su'1 r eme ~od i s 

not ~n~hrooo~or l'") hic for it is one of his annels , the d emiu r n e , 

•110 "hvs icelly creater: the ··.'orl t1 . Th e conce l'") t of the 

~o ..... liia , ?.cco r ~lin n to " uisn ell , i s derived f r on , lewish 

• ·,·lr.tion of t he b i b lical conce-, t o f ·:: i s d om. Th us n uisnell 

.,r""11es th~t ~nosticisrn i s a n ear ly e •·1ish he r F>S" •·1h ich 

ori-ina te s on t he frin ne s of Juda i sm . 10 

"' . '" . 1·acCr aq , like f"1,; is11el l , feels t'1at the n nostic 

So"h ia m 1th ::i. r osc o ut of th e .Je · i ~h c once ..., t of •.-1 i s d on . 'le 

ri oQ,s, ho·vev ~ r, that in 11 nost i c mv t h , tl1 e ·:lisd om of th e "'ot1 

of LSr ael re~resen~s nothino but a cruel form of s elf -

~ecention . "nosticisrn r e ~ re se nt s not onlv a revo l t arain ~t 

.Ju1ai sr.i , h ut a lso a r e volt withi n Juda ism. This , a ccord in "" 

to ·c.cCr ae , i s ev i r: e nc ed b. • the nnostic familia r i tv 1·1 i t h 
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. le•"ish thou..,ht . "1acCrae fel t that suc h f amil1a r it.v coul c1 

onl y ">Oint to J ews as o r i g i nator s of Gnost icism. •1acCr ae 

s t a tes : 

The familfa. r i t .v .. ,h ic h r nostic sour ce s s ho\·J 
to"1ar d de t ai ls of Jewish t ho unht is ha r dlv 10 one that we could exnect non-Jen s t o ha ve . -

In sunmar y , ·iacCr ae s ees the co r e of '>nosticisn as a n 

inte r na l r evolt aoa i nst .Judaism. To th i s core certain 

fo r e i nn eleme nts such as Iran i a n a nti- cosmic i sm •·1e r e ad"1ed . 20 

~e r shom Scholem a lso rl iscusscs the rel~tionshin of 

'"'n ostic i sm a nr: J e "!iSh m.vsticism . Sc holem deals extens i vel .V 

~ith this s ubject i n n i s book , JRwish r nosticisn , Me r kabah 

· 1115tic isn , a nd Talmud i c Trad i tion . Scholerri naintains t hat 

the c r ucia l issue is whe t he r o r not t he r e exi s ted with i n 

lu~aism a r clinious novenent analo~ous to t he 'lnosticisn 

fou nd ~ithin ~&r l y Ch r istia nity . 2 1 Sc holem feels tha t the 

r emnant ~ ~f s uch a n a na lonous reli~ious movement ~av be 

foun rl with in ~ a r ly J ewi sh s ~ec ulition~ on the acc oun t of 

the char iot i n chan t e r one of the book of Ezekiel . These 

sryec u lations became known as " mo. ' aseh me r kabah " ( lite r a ll 11 

" the account of the cha r iots" ) , o r me r kabah mys t i c i sn . 

c-cholen s t a t es : 

~ot withstand in ~ ~11 the dee "> rl iffer e nces 
i n theolonical a~n roRch , t he n r owth o f 
;•er kahah myst i ci sm amonn t he r abb is 
con s titute s a n inne r co ncomit1nt to ~nos i ~ , 
~nrl it mav he termed Je~ish a nd r ahb i nic 
'lnostic ism . ;n 

These S?ecu lat ion s we rR hinh l 1 esote r ic a nd we r e the 

nossession of a se lect ~rou~ of ~eo..,le . Scholem f eels 

tha t the · ~ ea of esot e r ic knowledne no~sessed ~Y t he 

" e!ect e ri " ".'as eithe r oo r ro1:1e"' froM r-nosticisn b / J uda i s::l 

o r ori .., ina. t erl "1ithin Judaisn it ,.,t? lf onl v to be bo r ro"•ed 

l~ter ~ v rnostic sec ts . 
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The three R~holars mentioned above all oostulate a 

~ efinite r elationshi'> ~et~een Gnos ticism and Judaism . 

Lfo":ever anot her s c holar, Hans .Jonas, ta~es a '>os ition ,.,,hich 

o,ooses Ouisnell . ~acCrae . a nd Scholem. Jona s ' s schola r shin 

in the field of mode rn ~nostic s tud ies i s well founded . Hi s 

~oo~ . The ~nostic qeli,ion , i s r e na r ded a s the fi r st full 

s c ale study of the tonic . .Jonas ma intains that Gnos tic i sm 

d i d not ori , inate wi thin Juda ism , but r a ther i s a oroduc t 

of reli1 ious svncretism . I n othe r words , nnostici s~ did no t 

ori- i na te f r om ··1i thin a n.v one reli 'l iou s or ohiloso ry hical 

he r itaoe . Attem.,ts t o assinn its or i n in to one na r ticular 
?':I 

s our ce nau be su~1ortahl e , ~ut a r e not enti r ely satisfactor v. -w 

In a~~ ition , J onas fe e ls that t he a nti-Jewish natur e of 

·"'nost ic •:•r i tin,,s in rl ica tes that thei r source •·Jas outside 

of J url "'.i SM , not from •·1 ithin . , lonas even noes as f a r as to 

1~~e1 ~nosticisn as ' me taohvs ical a nti- Senitisn.' 24 

A similar nos ition is ta~en hy E. Yamauchi . Yanauchi 

stu1ie1 t~~ nronose d evid ence fo r the existenc e of , r c 

rh rist i a n ~nost ici sm a nd c~amined the prob le~s of limitin ~ 

~n ~ de finin n s uc h a 1henonenon . Yamauchi feel s th~t n r e 

~h rist ian n nosticisn , if such a ohenomenon e~ists , coul ~ 

hc..ve e::iste r! in eithe r a nanan or a Jewish fo r m. Pa'lan 

i r e -Ch rist i~n r nosticis m ~ould emnhasize the actua l 

salvation of the individ ua l , a nd not ne r ely the k no~led,, e 

of t he secre t s of salv a~ ion an~ of th e natu re of the wor l d . 

In contras t , Je~ish ~ r e-Christi~n Gnosticinm would consis t 
25 of enoteric kno•:1 l ed-e of e schatolon.v . · Yama uchi then 

oxeninPs the ., r o · osition tha t nr e - Chri stian ~ nosticism 

or i - i1etc ·' '"it'-:in Juda i sm . s u.-?ort for thi s c ontention is 

fou nd in the fac t 1-ha t nnost ic a uthors mare am"'lle llSe of 

ve r se s f r cm t he ! lebr e1·1 .... i b le . Yama uchi ma in t ains , ho•!lever , 

tha t the usa.ne of the l·: ei:> rew E' ih l e • ·1a~ liniterf to the fi r s t 

:-e"• cha"l ter s of t he '1 00 1~ of ~enesis , the chao t c r s dealin fl 

".•i th th e crea tio n of thC" 1·:orl rl . In his vi ~1·1 , the rod of 

Isr~el ' $ 1istor ·• •as of no int e r est to the .,nostic s . 
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~u r the rmore, it is difficult to define the nossib le 

relationshiQ ~etwee n n re-Ch risti~n Jewish es oteric snecu

lations and l•ter a nosticism. In other wo r ds , ~nosticis~ 
. I . 2r "las not a n early Je•:11s1 .1e re s.Y . 

A d ifferent a~n roac h to the sturly of the re lationshi .... 

of Gno st icism and Judaism was that of Ale xande r Altman . 

Altman felt that the issue was not ho~ much Juda is~ influenced 

"nosticism , but how nuch ~nosticism influence d Judaism. 

Altman sees a lar r. e ~ en ree of influence of , nostic thou r ht 

with in rab~ inic literature . This influence aooear s in the 

fo r m of certain thematic concern s •:1h ich Juda i sm " bor r owed " 

from "nostic i s~ . These themes include the concents of 

l i "h t an"i ..,re- ex is t e nt chaos . Their aor:oea r a nce ··1i th in 

~a~ 1') inic Li te r at11re may be traced to as early as the 

tannaitic ..,c rioc . ( First a nd second centurie s CE.) . 29 

~t ill a nother a?~ roach to this orob lem is that of 

'Hr ne r A. Pearson . Hi s is a linnuis tic and textual 

ar-, roach . It is based ? r imarily unon a compari son of the 

lan~uare an~ form s of n nos tic wr itinos with those in 

Rabb inic Liter a ture . ?ear s on makes t~o points . First , 

certain nnos tic writer s seem to have had an extensive 

kno'.'1le Jn e of Ar amaic . This is evidenced by the a?Pearancc 

of Ar arnaic •·1ord '"I lays in 'l nostic te xt s. Second , Pear son 

notic ed the similarity of Tarnumic and certain nidrash ic 

forms •·1i tf'\ lite r a r y forr:'l ::. in 'rnostic ~· .. r itin1s . These t wo 

'"I Oint s led 0 e?..r son to cone lur!e that " n nos t ic isn is a " re-

r'hr i stian Je•·1 i sh "'h enoMenon ·::h ich <' evelo"'ed on Je"lish soil , "2~ 
-~rtic 11:!.a r l•1 that of .\l e~an ·l ri ".l.n .J e \·1 r .v . 

Tr~ ~o~t r~cent rnn roach to th~ stu~ v of the re lation
'3h i " of lu "'~. i sr.i ~nj r. nost ici sm i s that of Alan Seria l. Seqa l 

se~ s c:. t v·)~ of "1102 tici~ri a r isi11,, out of a ::i urelv .Je~·1i-;h 

':'lilicu , .Jc~·:i :;h "' nost ic s ie ''nter1 ~·.'ith the Rabl-iis conce r nin"' 

the usa"C in t he 11 c •i r e·:1 ~ i">le of n lural 1;o r r1 s to lf?!" i.,natc 

" oM an~ conc~ rn in " th e r:'leanin ri a nrl na t ur e of an"e lic and 
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theo....,hanic texts . The most inte nse oart of this de~ate 

conce rned the ~nostic a ssertion tha t a p r ima r y a nqel of ~od 

·:!"'..S involv e"' in t he crec.t ion of the \':or l d . Eve ntua l!•, in 

re ~al ' s view , this de~a te led to the Rabb i s e xclu~ inn 

Je~ish ~nostic c f r om the 3yna ocue . The nnostic r e sronse 

to this e xclusion was to maintain tha t the ~od of t he 

svna,..,o- ue •·!as not the Su"' reme God . Eiti1er in t he ....,os t 

70 CE o r "'Ost 135 rE ne r iod , thi s de bate too~ on add e~ 

s i~nificance in t hat it •;1as also a str u '"ci le by t '"Jo or more 

..., r o u,~ f or t h e rinht to s,., e Rk to the "'omans as r en r esentative s 

of t he enti r e .Je'"! ish "'eonle . 
20 

Thus fa r •·•e have examinerl the a"' l"l roache s of esta':> l i s herl 

sc holAr s in ~ ~alin~ with the r ela tion s hiry ~ etween ~nostici sm 

"'.n(' 111ctaisn . The a '">n r oa ch t aken '>.V thi s a uthor '"' il 1 ·~ e a 

uni 1l1e one . I t is uni c:i ue i n th;i.t no one else has e i:am ine rJ 

t 11e t r a::! i tio"lG in ~ <Jarticu lar r abo inic ··:o r k, a n1 CO"'l"la r e"' 

the·.1 ··;i th ,., nostic t r ai itions a nd theme s . '"l efo r e 'l r ocecd in n 

··i t h tho:? eKa1in:?.t ion of the n i d r ashic tra::i itons , let us 

e=anin9 the h i s torical nhenonenon know n a s ~nosticisn . 

'/ ne e •.:e h.::.i. ve finis heri thi::; ex....,osition , •:.ie 1·1 ill ~ rec ee'1 to 

th e e xam ina tion of t he creation t r pd itions in the fir s t 

c i ~ht chc ~ter s of ~enesis Rabbah . This con...,a r a tive 

~~an in~tion •1ill hel ~ us to define the r ela tions hi" ~etween 

" ncsticisr.1 r'.nri lurfa.is::i a nd ~·: ill helo us to unde r stanrf the 

"' rinci~le c o ncg r ns of th ~ r e~acto r of these chanter s in 
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CHAPTER I 

/"! JOSIS Al\JD 'l=-JOSTICISr.1: DEF I NITION AND DESCR I PTimJ 



\ . Th~ Ori~i ns of ~nosticisn it~in th a orl1 of 'cll~n is'"1 

t'i.:>.. t ~nost ici sm a r os-a out of ·~ellen isr;; . \'iol "h "on 

· ~ ".rnrtc't e ven "en t "1.S Far as to call ~no st ic is ri "Th e 1.C ute 

In the ia3~ • s , w~ns 

' ·•·i;-_s ""1aie •·:h"1t ··:is fo r hi~ ti'"1C ;, r adic a l '"!SSe rtion. 

•o~~s ~sserte · t~1t ~nost ici sr S"CMP~ to •assess a ~ri~ac v 

t, i"l 1 i~~tc ~n orient~l , rathe r th?n a Melleni s tic milieu . 

tor~s founi th3t rnos ticism 1as s vncr9tistic in that it 

so~,., ,, .; to h .,vP '"lo r1' 0"1ed 'iate r i1.l f ron n va ri etv of o rient ;>.! 

cult•r r~ s . "'ut it s ori ri in could not '"' " a ttri hute ri to ::i. nv 

Thus lonac; conclurled t hnt ,.,nosticis., 

~s ~ cv..,crPti~.., of ~~~vlonian , ~r unt i~n , I r Rnian en1 

~t?r"""'5 .l~"·i-;ii c t•lt ure , 'lnri net l.Jc 1lenisn. 

t1o·•nv"r , •oncis '"' i -i ". tteri"' t to "ll?ce t'1e ri se of 

' no:;ticisri •ith in a 4~lleni s tic histo ric a l fr ane•1o r k . ' ':? 

iividerl n ree~ culture into two oeriods . The first oe rio rl 

extended from the rise of c lass ical Gr eece to the beoinnin~ 

of the common era . Du rino this oe riod , n r eek culture was 

dominant . and oriental cul tu r e "/.:tS secondar .v . The second 

~e riod extended from the beni nninn of the common era to the 

end of the q yzantiuM emoire . Ou rino this neriod , oriental 

c11lture en joyed a r esurqence, a nd eventually became 

1ominant . 3 Each oe rioo had two s taoes . The wa ter shed of 

the first stane was Alexander the n reat. Befo re Alexande r 

the nrea t , n reek culture was in its nat ional and classical 

st~~e . After ~lexander the ~reat , Greek culture sn rea d 

throu-,hn 11 t the :01· ld as a secular and cosmooolitan culture. 

The fir s t stane of the second oeriod i s marked b.V the 

increased influence of oaoan reliniou s culture uoon 

~ellenism . The s econd staoe of this oeriod beni ns with 

the risP. of Ch ristianit y ( "1hich Jon::is sees as a ohenomenon 

wi th oriental root s) as the relinion of the s t a te and the 

ll81!llW 
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nasses (The fourth century)~ 
In the second oe r iod , oriental and Hellenistic cultu re 

tended to meld toqethe r. A manifestation of this meldino 

nroce ss would be Hellen istic Judaism , esoecially as found 

in Alexandria . Othe r re liqious movements which a rose in 

this neriod would include the ea s tern mystery cults, 

Ch ri s tianit y , a nd Gnostic s ects . 5 

Svncretism i s a ma j or characteri s tic of the second 

ne r iod . No ne of these movement s can be conside r ed as 

hav ino bee n self- oe nerative , for they seem to s hare common 

a nrl interrelated asoects . The influence of Greek thouoht 

enab led many o rienta l ideas to be ex ore ssed for the first 

time in a hinhly conent and rational fashion . 6 Howev er 

one asnect of o r iental re l ioiou s nhilosoohv coul rl not be 

exn r essed in Greek te r ms . Thi s asoect wa s that of 

es~teric knowl edoe . ~ost of the time , the myths, imaoe s , 

a nd svmbols f r om the oriental oast were inadequate tool s 

of exnr ession . ~re ek rationality and looic also prov ed 

inade~uate. The r efo re , the orien t al relioious movement s 

rlurin" the s econd neriod had t c r eate thei r own lanouarie 

to exoress e soteric k nowl edqe. 

~ The Distinction betwe en Gnos i s and Gnosticism 

Certainly the exoression of esoteric knowledoe i s one 

of the fun1a~ental asoects of Gnosticism . The word 

" rinosis " is a r.t r eek •:•ord which means 11 knowledne. 11 If we 

s~eak in hroad terms of the need to exo ress e s oteric know

l edoe wh ich was or esent the oriental movements of oeriod 

t•·10 , then we can sa.v that all of these movement s oossessed 

a c e rtain concen t of ' onos is. 1 This '1nosic; "•ould have been 

reserve1 for an elite wh o claimed to oossess it. Posse ssion 

of this tyoe of onos is would ul timately lead to salvatio n . 

The Chu rch Fathe rs viewed Gnosticism as a Ch ris tian 

he r esy . Thei r co nc erns cen t Pred unon those onostic sect s , 



such as the Va l entinians , which sprouted from Ch rist ianit y . 

Anostic writ inos show that not a ll a rouos th a t we r e qnostic 

we re also Christian . Jus t what constitutes Gnosticism is 

not clear even today . In 1966 in Messina Italy , a o rouo 

of scholar s met for the puroose of defining Gnos ticism . 

Ma ny importa nt academic ca pers o re s ented at that conference 

we re nubl ished in 1967 as The Origins of Gnos tici sm , edited 

bv Uqo Bi a nchi . This book beoi ns with the colloa uium ' s 

" Final Document " which reore s ent s the conclusions a a reed 

uoon by th e oartici oants . In this "Fina l Document", 

r-nostici sm is def ined as 

a ce rtai n oro uo of systems in the sec ond 
century AD ••• a concrete fact determinea 
by historical a nd tyoolo~ica l method s . 

In other words , even worl d-re nowned scholars foun d that 

it ~as d iffic ult to define in specific terms what constitutes 

~nos tic ism . Let us , however , attemo t to disting uish 

bet ween th e terms " Gn os i s " a nd "Gnosticism". Let us 

return the or i q inal Gree k meanin g of the viord " gnosis, " 

namely , nnosis as e s oteric knowled ge . In contrast, 

~nosticism •·!i th a caoital G s hall refer t o certain orouos 

or s ects in which one finds certain characteris t i c myths . 

Gnostic s ects contain a nosis, but the existence of 

nnosis does not i oso facto ind icate Gnostici s m. Accord in~ 

to T. 0
• van 8aaren , one of the schola rs at the colloa uium 

at ~essina , we should be wa r y of a na rticu l ar t ype of 

nhenomenoloaical a no r oach to Gnost ici sm . In sneakino of 

this ano roach , Va n Baaren write s ; 

This aoo r oach has te nded to isolate the 
element of ' knowledoe that b rin qs 
salvation' as the essentia l char acteristic 
{of Gnosticism) , a nd to soeak of 
~no stici sm everywh e re we encoun ter thi s 
eleme nt.1 0 

I n othe r words , such a n aoo roach would labe l as ' Gnos tic ' 

a ny sect which had a conce o ~ of anosis as knowledqe 

wh ich brin es salva tion . Thus Rabb inic Judaism , if shown 
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to have its own concept of Rnosis or esoteric knowledge 

which brings salvation, could be considered a Gnostic 

5 

sect . It is obvious to this writer that it is a mistake to 

define Gnosticism solely in terms of gnosis. Such a 

definition would be so broad as to render it meanina less , 

for such anosis or knowledc:ie is often an essential 

charac teristic of many reliaions throughout the wo rld . In 

s hort , while a nosis is a concept, Gnosticism is a histor ic 

f f' 1 . . 11 orm o re 1q1on . 

Gnosis as knowledge which brinqs salvation is one of 

s evera l elements which are to be found within Gnostic 

s ects . Other elements within Gnost ic sects may have been 

s hared by other relioious movements . Therefore we may 

c onc l ude that Gnosticism is not dete r mined by its 

i nd ividual elements , but rather by the way these elements 

f it tooethe r. The "fittinc:i toqethe r" of these elements in 

a soec i fic wa y leadsto the integrated ohenomenon called 

'ino s ticis m. 

The onosis in Gnosticism is not mereiy knowled oe 

whi ch brin ps salva tion.but also includes , in the words of 

t he " Fina l Document" at Mess ina , the " :;.dea of divine 

con s ubs t a ntialit y of the soirit that is in need of beinq 

al'lakened a nd reinte!) r a ted. 1112 \\lhat this means is that 

nnost ic onos i s understa nds that a oart of the Suoreme 

~einq has been accidently cas~ down into the physical 

·vor ld . Th is oart of divinity is to be foun d with in the 

s oul or sp irit of ma n . A pe r son who possesses onosis in 

a Gnostic s ec t is a ware of the div i ne ori a in of this part 

of hi s soul, a waken s it h v hi s awar e ne s s , and s eeks to 

reint e or ate t his oart of d iv i nity with the Supreme Being . 

The oer s on who has s uch an a war e ne ss may be termed a 

' Gnost ic.• Gnosis in a Gnostic s en s e the r e f ore is not 

on ly a mea ns to salva tion , hut a lso a means to a waken i no 

the d ivine in man and reunitinq it with the divine in 

Sod . 



c. Char acte r istics and Aspects of the Typical Gnos tic 
Myth 

,-, 

Possession of onosis is qained throu gh an under

stan din o of anost ic myths concernin g the creation of t he 

world . Gnostic s ects , therefore, almost always have well

develooed myths in this area . Often these myths posse ss 

a hi.qh level of tragedy a nd drama. Individual di'"t:ties 

within the myth s a re personal and concrete agent s who in 

s ome wa y or another account for the creation of the world . 13 

The myt h i tse 1 f s eeks to account for the. ohys ical world which 

i s s een a s lackinq d ivinity . In other words , the o resent 

state of the cosmos i s evil , corruot, and non-d ivine. After 

es t abl i s hino t h i s ooint, the myth the n oroceeds to exolain 

how t h inns qo t to be the wa y the v are . In such a mann er , 

t he my th impar ts to the nnostic a s pec ific vision of 

reali t v. Through tk i s vis ion of r eality the qnostic 

nossesse s gno s i s , a nd with t his anosis , salvation may be 

at t a ined . 14 This tyne of qnosis , bein q hiqhly mytholoa ical , 

oosse sses ma ny divine hypostas es a nd othe r semi- divine 

heinns . One sh ould not, however, d ismiss these myths a s 

beinn mus inos of primitive oeoole . On the contrary , 

onost i c my t h uses i t s na rra tive a nd i ts symbo ls as means 

by wh ic h a s oohisticated a nd well-develooed metaphysical 

and ontoloo ica1 theory is communicated . 15 

The t yp ical qnostic myth , the r t fore , possesses a 

de f i ni te s tructur e , which i s marked by two stage s ; a ore

cosmic or c osmononic stao~ and a cosmic s t age. The p re

cosmic stane usua l l y beo in s with a de scri otion of the 

Suo r eme God i n a s t at9 of ~urity . For s ome r eas on , 

however, this nurity becomes corru nt ed . This c orruption 

is desc r ibed i n deta il in the my t h . As a result of t h i s 

co nruotion , th e unit v and inte~rity o f t he Suo reme Being 

is c omoromised . This loss of d i vine unity a nd i nteo rity 

l eads t o t he eme r qenc e of l ower qods , a noels , or oowers 

who crea t e and ru le t he ohysical wor ld . The cos mic sta~e 



of t he t yp ical qnostic myth or ese nts a picture of the 

cosmos as being polar ized and removed f r om the Supreme 

Bein q . 
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The myth conti nues by describinq the creation of man. 

This desc r iption is usually qu ite lenqthy . Thouqh c r eated 

by the lower nowe rs , ma n possesses a spark of the d ivine 

of the Suo reme Beino . Through qnosis , ma n may ove r come 

the remoteness of the c osmos f r om the Sup r eme Beinq and 

may reinteorate his divine soar k with the divine i n the 

Sul) r eme Beino. 16 This then is the basic structure of 

the qnostic myth. 

Ce rtain asoects of t his myth deserve qreater attention . 

The hiahest or Suor eme God is totally t r a nsmu ndane a nd 

al ien to this world . To use the pa r lance of Rudolf Otto , 

he is " the wh olly other." His existe nce is unk nown to the 

majo rity of c r eatures in the ohysical wo r l d , for he neit her 

crea ted nor qoverns that world. Nevertheless , certain 

d ivine soarks hav e fallen in t o t he ohy~ical world and 

these soarks are held caotive in man. Gnostic myths often 

r efe r to the Suoreme God as Life , Spirit , Father , the Good 

a nd Lioht , but never is he referred to as Ruler, Creator , 

L 
. 17 or awcn.ver . 

The lower cowe rs who do r ule the earth consistently try 

to orevent th e divine soark s in man from r eunitin g with 

the Suorcme God. 18 These lower oowers are call ed archons , 

a nd thei r r eali sm is usually labeled as the nle roma. Often 

the o leroma i s descri bed as s ev e n to ten soheres which 

su rround t he Supr eme God . The lowest of these soheres is 

tlte ear th . Each of the sohere s between the earth and the 

Supreme ri od is ruled by a n archon . The se archons often hav e 

Hebrew names , s uch as Sabaoth , Elohim, El Shadd~ and 

Ad onai . Each of the archon s auards his sohere and s eeks 

to har the wa y to the souls wh o seek to ascend to Suoreme 

r-od after their d eaths . The l eade r of the archons is 

th d . 19 e emiurqe . 



The demiu r qe to~ether with the archons created the 

nhysical world . He is often desc ribed as beino an evil, 

imoerfect , and blind crea tor . He is neve r p resented by 

~nostic myths as a oositive fi gur e . He is often eouated 

with th e qod of the Hebrew Bi bl e . Sometimes he is deoicted 

as beinQ evil and ar rogant , while at other times he is 

deo icted s omewhat less harshly as bei nq merely iqnorant . 20 

The laws and institutions or the demiurqe are not 

necessarily j ust . On the contrary, their main function is 

to mai ntai n the tvranny of the demiurqe in his qov ernance 
2 1 of th e co smos . Given s uch a view it is easy for us to 

unde r sta nd why qnost ics we r e contemotuous ofthe cosmos . 

Elohim as a d emiuroe i s reflected in Hiopolytus ' 

account of the Book of Baruch . 22 Yet the conceot of 

~ lohim there is t ha t of a nrinciole anqel of creation . 

Elohim ascends wi~h his a nRels to the abode of t he Su~ reme 

~od sits next to him . In such a way , he realizes his 

subor d inate nature to the Sup r eme Beinq . Therefore, the 

concent of th e demiu r qe here is not that of an iqnorant 

and arroaant creator. It i s oossible that this lack of 

i ~norance a nd ar roriance ma rk s the demiurqe concept in 

the Sook of Ra r uch as a n earlier conceot than the 

t d . f 1 t ,.. t . . 23 
arro~a n em1ur qe o a er .,nos ic1sm . 

In late r Gnosticism, the demiu r Qe often makes 

s tatements which sh ow his i Rnorance of the Suo reme God 

a nd his arrooance in c l aimino to be the most lofty of all 

he inris . Nils Dahl has examined wha t he calls this "va in 

claim'' in the wr iti nos of the Nao HammAdi Lib r a r y . The 

val n c laim accordin~ to Dahl is often ex nressed usinq 

lanouaoe similar to that founn in Isa iah 4 5 : 6 , 45:18 , or 

A5 : 9 . The Nao Hammadi tract en titled the Hyoos t asis of 

Archons ex,,resses the vain claim as "It is I who am God . 

There is none anart from me . 11 24 Throunh his a nalysis of 

the material which s urrounded th e vain claims , Dahl was 

able to con s trict a mythic, or in s ome ways , exeoetic form 

q 

rt 



for the vain claim in gnostic myth . The first element of 

this form tells us how the dem iur ge came to be or some 

other information about him . The second element consists 

of the in troduction to the vain claim. The third eleme nt 

is the vain claim itself . The fourth element consists of 
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a comment on the vain claim , and the fifth element consists 

of a rebuke of the vain claim of the demiu r ge . The followinq 

is an examole of this form in gnostic writinqs , as taken 

from On the Orig in of the \"Jorld from th e Nag Har.1madi Library : 

(1 . Se tting)- (Si nce) that (day ), the 
heaven has bee n consolidated a l ong with 
its earth by means of the Sophia of 
Yaldabaoth, the one which is be neath 
them all . But after the heavens and their 
oowers and all their qovernment set them
selves awrinht , the First Fathe r exalted 
himself and was plo rified by (the) whole 
a rmy of angels . And all the {qod s) and 
their an qels gave him oraise a nd q lory . 
( 2 . Introduction)-And he rejoiced in his 
hea rt, a nd he boasted continuall y , sayin n 
to them , 
( 3 . Vain Claim ) -" I do not need anyth inq. 11 

He said , '' I am cod a nd no other one 
exists exceot me ." 
(4 . Comme nt)-But whe n he said these 
thin qs , he sinned a gainst all of the 
i mmortal (imoe r ishable) ones, and they 
orotected him . Moreove~ whe n Pistis saw 
the impiety of the chief ruler, s he was 
a n1JrV. 
( 5 . Re buke)-Wi chout bein 9 seen, she said 
" You err Samael ," i.e. " The blind qod." 25 

Pisti s here i s the mothe r of the demiur~e . She is 

often r e~red to as Soohia . The demiur ge is called the 

''F i r st Fn t he r " .:.nd "Samael , the i:> lind God ." On the Origin 

of th e World wa s p roba bl y composed &t the end of "the third 

century C.E. in Alexand ria . 2() Da l1l ' s work i n this area i s 

s i qnif icant because it ma rks the heq innin g of a n effort 

to a nalyze the Nao Hammad i mater ial accord ino to f orm 

rath er than accord in g to content .
27 
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Scho lars have d rawn s everal conclu sion s concernin g 

nnos tic theoloQY as it a ooears in gno s tic writinq . The 

f irst is tha t a n a rrogant vain claim by the d emiur ge is the 

ma r k of a later text t l1 an one Which pre s ents t he demiur ge 
. . t 28 s d h a s mere ly bein g i gnoran • econ , t e greater the 

de gree of soeculation, the later the text would seem to be . 29 

Th ir d , tne conceot of the demiurge i s crucial to Gnostic 

s ects . A sect which lacks a demiur qe conceo t ca n hardly be 

called Gno s tic . 3° Finally , a dual istic outlook towa r ds the 

world i s a crucial ca rt of the writin os of truly Gno s tic 

s ects . 3 1 It is to this d ualistic outlook which we now turn . 

Th e nature of onostic dualism i s varied , but it i s 

often exo r es s ed in terms of a rift between God a nd the 

wo r l d , the world a nd man, so i rit a nd matte r, the soul and 

body , l i qht a nd darkness, good ~nd evil , and life and 

death . J onas has f ound t wo major types of qnostic dualism , 

Iranian and Sy rian-Eq yptian . In Iranian dualism , the 

dualism is c a used by out sid e fo rce s which force themselves 

uoon the Suoreme Being . Thu s the tragedy of the divine 

ori qi na tes within the fo rc es of da r kness which come to 

en ~ulf the f orce s of light. In the Syrian- Egypt i a n tyoe , 

the Su~ reme BeinQ is oriqinally undiv i ded . The dual istic 

rift howe ver oriqina tes wi thin the Sup r eme Be inq himself . 

The c ommo n re sult of these t wo tyoes of dualism is that 

darknes s o r t he demiurge ru les the ohys ical wor ld . 32 

The s ou l of man is cauqht between the dualism of the 

wo r ld , the rift between cosmo s a nd so irit . Genesis 1: 26 

is often ~ uoted by Gnos tic wri t ers to show that man i s a n 

infer ior i mitation of the divine. 33 As a re sult, of its 

oeino an i mitation, ma n ' s soul oossesses a spar k of the 

Suo r eme Rein n . Th is soar k , as we have seen, desires to 

retu r n a nd i t i s th rouqh qnos is that the s oul is able to 

retu rn a nd to escaoe the dual i sm of the world .
34 

Gnostic writinq s have a n anti-cosmic attitude towards 

the worl d . The ohysical wor ld i s described as either 
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dar kness or a mixtur e of l i qht and dar kness. I n Mani

chaeism , onosis means havinq the ability to unmix , to 

senar ate the elements of liqh t f rom the element s of 

dark ness . 35 Often the worl d i s considered to be ordered , 

but the order of the world is always suited to the desions 

of the demiur qe , a nd never to the wi s hes of th e Sunr eme 

Beino . Fo r the gnostic, this world is considered to be only 

a temoorarY dwelling ol ace, a olace which is to be tran

scended as soon as oossible . 36 Thus the gnostic re j ects the 

created wo r ld , a nd his r e j ection of and attitude towards 

that world i s often one of violenc e and vituperation . 37 

The a nti-co sm ic a ttitude of CJ nostic wr iters i s bes t 

exemolified by the way these writer s t r eat the c r eation 

myths of the Heb rew Bi ble . The i dea of good and evil as 

fou nd in the He brew Bi b le is ofte n reve r sed by the qnostic 

.. , r i ters . The fol lowing oassape f rom "~ Tes timo ny of 

~" f rom the Nag Hamma d i Library illustrates suc h a 

reversal : 

It is writte n in the Law conc a rn ing this , 
when ~od C]aVe (a command) to Adam , " From 
every (t r ee) you may eat , (but) from the 
tree which is in the midst o~ Par adise 
do not eat , for on the day t ha t you eat 
f r om it you wil l surely die ." But the 
seroent was wise r t han all t he animals that 
were i n Par adise , a nd he ner suaded Eve , 
sayinci, "On the day when yo u eat from the 
t r ee wh ic l1 is in t hg midst of Par adise the 
eyes of you r mind wil l be ooened ." And 
Eve obeyed , a nd she st r etched forth her 
hand ; she took f rom the tree ; s he ate; 
she also cav e to her husband with he r . 
An~ immed iately they k new that they were 
naked , a nd thev took some fi o leaves (and) 
out o n n irdles . 

Bu t (God ) came at the time of (eve ning) 
walkino in the midst (of) Par adise . ~h en 
Adam saw him he hid himself . And he said , 
" Adam , \•/here a re you? " He a nswer ed (and) 
said , "( I) have come under the fio tree ." 
And at that very mome nt God (knew) that he 
had eat en from the tree of which he had 
commanded him , " Do not eat of it:• And he 
said to him , " :•lho i<> it wh o has instructed 



you?" And Adam answered, "The woman whom 
yo u have given me . " And the woman said , 
"The se r pent is the one who instructed me." 
And he cursed the se r pent , and he called 
him "de'1il . " And he said, " Behold , Adam 
has bec ome like one of us , knowing evil 
and qood. " Then he said , " Let us cast him 
out of Pa radise lest he take from the tree 
of life and eat and live for ever ." 

But of what sort is this God? First (he) 
envied Adam that he should eat from the tree 
of knowledge. And secondly he said, "Adam , 
where are you? " And God does not.have for e
knowledge, that is, since he did not know 
this from the beginning . (And) afterwards 
he Said , "Let us cast him (out) of th is 
olace , lest he eat of the tree of l~e and 
live for ever." Surely he has shown himself 
to be a malicious envier . And what kind of 
a God i s this? For great is the blindness 
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of those who read , and they did not know it. 
And he s~id , "I am the Jealous God; I will 
brinp the sins of the fathars upon the chi ldren 
until three (and) four ~enerations . " And he 
said , " I will make their heart thick, and I 
will cause their mind to become blind , 
that they migh t not know nor comorehend the 
thincis that are said ." Rut the~e thinqs 
he has said to those wh o believe in him (and) 
serve him! 

And (in one) place Moses writes, " (He) marl e 
the devil a serpent (for) (those) whom he has 
in his ~eneration . " In the other book which 
is called " Ex odus," it is written thus 
(cf . 7: 8 - 12): "He contended against (maqicians) 
when the olac e l:Jas full (of ser pents) 
accordinq to their ( wickedness; and the rod) 
which was in the hand of Moses became a 
se r pent , (and) it swallowed the serpents of 
the maoicians . " 

Aoa in it is written (Numbers 21 :9), " He 
made a seroent of bronze (and) hun g it upon 
a oole ( • • • ) which ( •• • ) for the Cone who 
will ~a z e ) upon (this) bronze (serpent) none 
(will destroy ) him , and the one who will 
( believe in) this bronze se r pent (will be 
saved)." 

This oassage , which seems to be devoid of Christian influe nc e 

ve r y oo s sibly reflects a Jewish gno s tic writer . Its 

re s tatement of the b i bl ical narrat ive seems to resemble 
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TarC'l Um. Furthermore, the exeaete of the oassaqe uses a 

snecific a l ly Jewish hermenutical Principle c alled a 

" qezerah shavah . " This o rincinle involves a comna ris on of 

verses in wh i ch the same w~rd aonea r s . Here , the 

" C'lez erah shavah " is based uoon Genesis 3 : 5 , Ex od us 7: 8- 12 , 

and Numbers 21: 9 all of which contai n the wo r d "serpent. " 

The qezerah shavah is used to show how the ser oent in the 

na r den of Eden is a n an ent of t he Suoreme God . The 

se r~ent desi res to q ive ~ nosi s to Eve. The God of the 

He brew 8 i ble is den icted as a n ionorant creator. Eve 

disobeys the creato r in order to receive nnosis . After 

eatinq a nd receivinq qnosis , Adam a nd Eve turn away f rom 

the Cr eator . I n such a way , t he i deas of good a nd evil 

a r e reversed and the narra tive of Adam, Eve and the 

se r oent oecomes a symbolic tale of r edemption and 

salvation . 

Gnosis is a o re-r equi s ite fo r salvation . In other 

texts , thi s ~nosis in addition to consistinq of knowledge 

of the creation of the cosmos a nd its cor· r uot natu r e , 

cons i s t s also of a knowle dqe of maq ic , s acrame nts , a nd 

s ec r et names which are to be used by the onostic in hi s 

ascent a fter dea th t o the Suo r eme nod . Th us existe nce in 

t he created wo rld is c ha r acter i zed by i onorance . 39 

In conclusion, we should st r ess tha t knowledoe as 

R nosi~ has a snecific nature a nd s tatus within the nnostic 

myth . I t has a oart icular essence a nd may accomnlish 

certa in soecified aoa ls . It i s the a ntithes is of innorance 

which is th e ess ence of exi s tence within the created world. 

n no s i s is able to tr~ n ·fo rm the human cond ition . It has 

both a n o b.i ective anrl theoretical conten t. Its ob.l ective 

content i s tha t it i moarts to the nnostic infor mation 

re na r d in, the univ ~r se a n1 his nlace within it . Its 

theore tical content is that this knowledqe has the ~o te ntial 

t o hrin ~ r edemntion a nd salvation to the s oui.
40 

y 



CHAPTER II 

THE ~ODERN DEBATE : IS THERE SUCH A PHENOMENON AS 

JE~ISH GNOSTICISM? 

14 
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Hav inn d efined t he terms gnos i s a nd Gnos ticism a nd 

ha vino d i scus s ed the na ture a nd asoects of a t yo i cal 

~ nostic myth, we a re now ready to deal with the fundame ntal 

question a s ked by schola rs: ' Wa s the r e a n hi s torica l 

ohenomenon which may be c l a s s i fied as J ewi s h Gnost icis m?' 

To ~eq i n to a nswer this quest ion, i t is i mperative t hat we 

recogni ze t hat there ar e three nos si ble hyooth e s i s which 

may acc ount for t he rela tio ns hio between Gnosticism a nd 

J uda i sm . 

The fir st is to s ee Gnostic ism and J udaism as bei no 

como l e tely se ~arate e ntitie s . Because both we r e wi despread 

oh enome non , Gnos t i cism and Judaism often enc ountered one 

a not he r . ~he n s uc h an e ncoun t er oc curred , the reac t ion by 

bo t h s i des was often vituperative . Th i s of cour s e hol ds 

mor e true f or r,nos t i cis m that i t doe s for Judaism. Judaism 

never actually i dent ifies th e qnos t i cs a s the ta r get of ~t s 

oolemic s . Gnosticism, on t he o t her hand , was ofte n 

viol ently a nt i-Jewi sh . The irre lation ma y th erefore be 

character ised as one of a ntaqon i sm. Due to the w id e s~ r ead 

nat ur e of ooth r, nost ici sm and Judai sm , it i s i mpossi b l e to 

de ny th e va l i d i t y of th i s hyoothes i s . 1 

Th e s econd hynot hes is i s t o view Gnos ticism as a r i s i no 

ou ~ o7 a reaction to J uda i sm . Such a o rocess would ha ve 

t ake n 11lace in a non- J ewish c ommunity . Th us f o r e xamole , 

ea rly oa~an , a s o~?osed to J ewish o r Chr i st ian gnostic s , 

mi qht ha ve develooed the ir Gnos t i cism a s a reac t ion t o th e 

J e wi s h commu n ity whic h t hey conf ron t ed i n many pl ac e s . 

Such a hyoot he s is wou l d s e e Judai sm a s the generat ive caus e 

f or Gnos t i ci sm . I t i s , hvwever , t oo na rrow t o make Gnosti cism 

into a mere ly r eact i ve oh e no~e non . As we saw in Chaoter I , 

Gnost i cism s eemed to oosse s s a Ii.oh de qree of it s o•~ n 

so ir i tuali t y . As a r e s ul t , it i s d i f fic ult fo r th i s wri t e r 

to ~e e Gnos ticism arisin~ i n s uch a manne r .
2 

A th ird oos sibility i s t o s ee ~nost icism as a pheno

menon or i~ i nated by Jews . Accord inn to Hans J onas , t wo 



criteria must be met before this hyoothesis may be c on

s i dered as beinq historic a lly accurate , The first of 

th ese cri t eria is that there mus t exist Gnostic ~ritinqs 

1o 

in Hebrew. These writ ings s hou ld he Gnost ic in t he sense 

that some sort of d ualism is pr ese nt . The second c r ite r ion 

is that the r e mus t he J ewish names a mo nq the recor ded 

teac he r s a nd au thors of r, no s tic doctrine. 

Re qard less of ~hic h of the three hy~othesis one 

chooses to acce\\t , i t is c lea r that t here '\'as some t yoe of 

r elat i onship between Judaism and Gnosticism. Gershom 

~ch olem , in h i s book Jewish Gno s ticism , Mer kabah Mysticism , 

a nd the Talmurl i c Tradition , demo ns trated a unique anoroach 

to the analys is of t his rela tion sh i p . Scholem fee ls that the 

Hek halot t r acts re nresent a special ~orm of J e wi s h Gnosticism . 

It ·1n ulri have to tie con s i dered as a special form i n that its 

":l"ths .. ,ould not fit snu'llY i nto the t.vpolocy of the 

tynical nnos tic myth described in Chanter I . The Hek halot 

tracts t accor d i nn to Scholem , we r e com~o sed not later th a n 
4 

the thi r d CPntu r y . The qr eat majority of the Hekhalot 

tracts ~eal wi~ t he rev elations concernina the heave nly 

cha r jot i n Ezekiel I . Consequently,these trac t s reflect 

v'"ia t "!lay r e called as ., . ~Prkabah " or chariot mystic ism . 

T'"i~ anecial n2 ture of t i~s tyoe of ~nosticism is th~t it 

:.snot dualistic , but remains mo notheistic . Lt is also 

reflective of Rabh in i c Juda i s n in that it goes to ~reat 

lenqths to s tress the valid ity of J ewish laws . Neve rthel~ss , 

Scholem labe l s t his t yne cf mystici sm as "Gnost i c " in that 

i t inclu~e s the conc~ct of an elect who nosse se a tyoe of 

esoteric ~novledn e whic h will ~ri n1 salvat ion . He feel s 

that this tyQe of ~nosticism could hav e serv ed as noint 

of de~artu re fo r the Ch r istian ~nos tic s . 3 Scholem ' s view 

that earl y i'e rkabal1 Mys t ici-srn re 11 r ~ sents Jev· ish n nos ticisrn 

i"> illustra t ed b.'/ t '1e follo,,1in a s tater.ient : 

No t wi t hs tand i nq all t l1e deeo d i ffe r e nces 
in the olo~ ic al &Qnroac h, the i r owth of 
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Merkabah mysticism amonq th e r abbis con s titutes 
an in ne r concomitant to Gnosi s , ~nd it may be 
t ermed " J e wish and r abbinic Gnos ticism . 5 

Davi rl Flusser a grees with qcholem that a sou rc e of 

Ch ristian Gnost icism l ies in the Rabb inic e so ter~c so ecu

lat ion s of Rabbinic J uda i sm , esoecially tho s e foun d i n t he 

He khalot tracts . Flusser takes exceo tion , however , to 

Scholem ' s , :ibe ling ear l y me r ka bah m.vs tic ism as "Jewish 

Cl nosticism.11 Ac~ord in r, to Fluesser , Scholem has b lurrerl 

the term " '1nosticism" by incorr ectly ario l ying i t to 

merkabah mystici sm . The Gno&tic s ects as desc r i bed by the 

Patristics possess i nenat i ve at t i tude t owar ds the n od 

of Isra el . As th is a t titude i s lac k i ng in Sch o l em' s 

Je11ish Gnosticism , Flusser f eels that Scholem has transformed 

~ clea r conceo t of ~hat con s titutes '1nosticism into a 

~ l u r r ~J one . Acc ord ing l y , a reliq ious g rou~ which lac\s a 

de fi nite d octri ~e of a n i ono r ant o r arrooant dPmi ur qe 

can not be t ermeJ a· ' gnostic ' n rou~ or s ec t . 7 

Scholar s seem united in pointin Q out t hat the concent 

of the rl emiu~ oe does not aooea r in Scholem' s des crirtion of 

rne r kabah m.vst ic ism. Uever t heless , scholars have "'ond er ed 

wh ether or no t s uch a conce ot could hav e oriq inted within 

Jewish circles . One scholar who a sks this ques tion i s 

lanes ·.:. Rob i ns on , t he editor of The tllaQ Yammad i Libr a ry 

in Enql i sh . Ro b inson noes even one s ten f urther a nd 

1011de rs ho"•! t he .J e ws coulrl have rl e sic na ted their ~od r the 

rod of the H e~rew Rib le , as a n i nnorant , blunderinr a nd 

<'rro'1;;i n t cre~to r . It woul ci seem that ')UCl 1 'I. v iew would be 

, contraJict ion i n tgrms . Yet , Robinson a ttem~ ts to nrove 

tt,;:at Je·:•c; coul('l have ori"l:.n;. ted or held a conce ot of a 

deniu r ne . First he s tat es that ~~ristian ~nosticism i s a 

.,iven i n that its e:< i stence is .... ell- founded . He the n 

m~intain s that Je :s and Cl1 ri stians wor s hio the same ~od, 

y~t ii th i s is so, the n ho~ coul d a ~emiur ne conceot be 

o~ r t of Ch ri st i~n ~nost ic ism ? Christ i an '1nostic isrn h ovev~r 

q 
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is a g iven . Therefore by anal0~y , Jewish Gnosticism ~ith 

a demiur ge concer t may exist . 8 robinson ' s a r 1ument is 

circ u lar . Though he asks the same questio n asked by 

Sc holem, ' whether or not the r e existed w5thin Jewish c i rc les 

a re linious movement analoqous to aha t is penerally ~nown 

in the Ch ristian church as n nu stic i sm ,• 9 a r<lu me nt i tself 

however is weak . While it is true t~at Jews and Ch ri stians 

worzhi?ned t he same Aod , a ny cur so r y examination of the 

Pa tr istic wr iters must lead one to conclude that orthodox 

~hristian s and ~nost ic Christ i ans ~id not wo rshi~ the same 

~n~ . nnostic Christians had l ittle U5e fo r the Gori of Israel , 

whereas orthodox Christianity reta ined the rod of Is rae l by 

see inl"l the Chu r ch as bein <l the " new I s r a e l ... 

The nossibility tha t the conc ent of the demiurae 

orininated within J udaism ~ an not be d i smissed as easily 

~~ it ~as in re lat ion to Ro~ inson ' s arnu~e nt . r 111es 

~uis~ell , one ~f tne ~reatest scholars 01 Gnos tic ism , has 

1na intained that the oriqin of the concept of the dem i ur ' e 

i e to be found within Judaisn . His a r qumen t is based on 

two ?o ints . The fi r s t is his discussion of the ore

ex!stent a nqe l of the Mao ha rians . In t he tenth century CE~ 

~ ~araite scholar known as Al Oi r q i san i wr o te an account of 

Je•lish sects and Chr :S:ianit .\' · In this account, he de scribes 

Jewish and Christian sects . Ch r onoloqically and accordin~ 

to their be liefs. ~is chronolu"ical orderi np of these 

sec ts is as follows : 

1 . Rabbanites ( Pharisees) 
'2 . Sarlducees 
1 . Ma~herianq 

10 4 . Ye shua - (Ch ri stianity) 

In ~is rl is~ussion of the be liefs of the Uaoharia ns , Al 

~irnisani writes : 

npvid ibn MRrwan al- Ma nammis says i n one of 
his books that the SaJrlucees asc ri be corn
orcnlity to ~nd and under stand all the 
q~ rintural desc r i~tions of Him w~ ich i"nly 
anth ro~ormornhism in their literal sense . 

_J 
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The l·lagharians a re said to he onnosed to t h is , 
i . e ., they d o not o r ofess a nthrooomorohism ; yet 
they also do not take th ese r escrirtions (of God) 
out of their literal meanin~ , but assert instead 
t ha t the s e descriotions r efer to one of the an,.,els , 
namely to the one which created the world . 11 

H. A . Wol fson found in another Mideva l source by Shah r astani 

l'l.n accou nt of the fltl{tla rians in \'Jhic h th ey are saict to believ~ 

that the law of t he Torah was revealed throu gh the o r e 

existant nr ima r y ~n nel and that this anael i ~ the real 

subj ect of biblical anth r ooormorphisms a ttribut~d to ~od . 12 

~olfson feel s that these accounts of the Magh a r ians a nd their 

be lief s are historically reliable . Ouispell a lso considers 

them to he reliable . He feels that the Manharians ~erely 

,_ttri buted creation to the "malach adona i ,• " t he angel of 

the Lord " of th e Heb rew 9 i ble . 13 Accordin~ to both \'lol fson 

:tnd nuisnell , the Maqharians eventually bec~me a ,.,nostic 

C>'l ris tLrn sect . l'eve rthclcss , the sect was ori!,'.linally a 

.1e•1ish here s y . The nre-ex is t ent anr el for the 'lre -~h r is t ian 

"~,,h- r ia ns was no t anta41011istic to ~or! , hut was r ather llis 

anthrorormo r nhic tool of creation and communication to mPn . 

: he n the s ect became a r,nos tic Christian sec t , the nre

exis t~ nt annel became the a ntaoon istic demiurGe . Thus, both 

"~ is·)e l l and "!ol.-son s ee th e concent of a demiu r ')e as 

ori;inat i "1 fl within.a naqan Jewi sh heresy , the \iagha r ians. 

T"o o'Jjections rnay be r aised to the ooStion of "Jolfson 

and n uisne ll . Fir st , how olaus i hl e is it to huild such a 

c ~~e for the ori~in of t he demiu r ce eonce nt uron a tenth 

century Karaite document~ Thi s rloc ument our~orts to r ec ord 

tlie r' e l iefs of a ~ect ;:\lr.1ost one thousa nd year s ea r lier . 

Seconci , the entire C 1. ' •"' i" ~uilt ll'">on secondary sources . No 

1r ir.lr.i. ~ y source s of t :1 e r ~a g he.r ians have been f1.>Und . Certainly 

th~n, we may e x~ress our res ervatior s as to t he methodolo~y 

of •'u i s"'ell and ;!olfson . 

The s econd oo~~t of 0u isoell ' s ar~ument that the conc e~t 

of the d emiur~e or i~inates within Judaism , is baserl uoon the 

-
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doc trine of the ~ emiurge as ex~ressed by Cerinthus . 

Cer inthus lived in the fi r st half of the sec ond cent ur y in 

Eohesus in ~sia minor . The Church Father s , consid erin ~ h im 

to be a Gnostic , often note~ his oooosition to ?~uline 

Ch ris tia nity . Accord in~ to Irenaeus , Cerinthus 

taught th a t the wo r ld was not made by the 
orimary God , but by a certain Power for 
seoaraterl f rom Him , ann a t a distance from 
that 0 rincinality who i s suoreme over the 
universe and i~norant of hiM who is above 
all . 14 

Ter tillian desc ribes Cerinthu s as maintainino 

t hat the wo rld was created by t hoqe a nge ls • •• 
affi rming also that the Law was given by 
angels ; renresenting the God of the Jews ~s 
not the Lord , but an a nge1 . 1 5 

As was the cas e "Jith t1agharians , 0u i snell f eels that the 

is~ue here is one of anth ro~omor ~ iisrn . In the system of 

Gerinthus , monotheism is retained . ~od rem~ ins as one , 

~n ; the n i~le is inter~reted to be a nearer of truth . 

This :'.s jone of cour se by attri'.:>uting anthro.,onorohisr.1s such 

<>.: creation and lavi g ivino to a subordinate anqel or anr.els . 
" . 11 f 1 th C . h J • I Ch . t. 16 Th 11 u1soe ee s at erint us was a . ew1s1 ris i an . us 

the 1octrine of the demiurne oripinates within a J ewi s h or 

"- :wl co- Ch ristian Col"lrnunity as a n attemnt to explai., 

'"> :. i. 1ic~1 anth ro'"lomo r Ph i Sr>'U . 

Onc e a~ain howev~r we may question the validity of 

nu isnell ' s asse r tion. The weakness of his position here is 

his ~elief t~at Cerinthus ~s a Je ~ i sh Ch r istian . Neither 

Irenaeus nor Tr.>r+u1 1 i :. ri S)ecif y that Ce rinthu s was a Jc ·i i -;h 

r.~ r; stian . ruis~ell merely st~te s this as an hyoothe€ i s . 

' nothc r Chu rch Father , ~ inno lyt us , writinp in the third 

cen t ur y s tate s : 

That Cer ir.thus , i n no ti i s e inde '.:ltccl t- o ~ "l e 
Scri~tu res , for~ed his oo inion (not out of 1 7 theM) , ~u t fro~ the tenets of the Eoyptia ns . 
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Elsewhe re , Hi~nolytus specif ically s tates that th e doctr ine 

of the demiurne wa s not der ived f rom J e~ish sou rce s , b ut f rom 

Eqynti~n : 

But a certain Ce rinthus , himself beinn dis
cinlined in the teachin gs of the Enyptians , 
asserted t hat the world we s not macl e by the 
nrimal Deity , ~ut by some virt ue which was a n 
offshoot from that Powe r wh ich . is a bove all 
thin os a nd ·vh ich (yet) is i gnorant of the nod 
that i s a hove al1 . 18 

Ther e i s no doub t th en that Cerinthu s was a ~nostic 

Ch rist ian , but his Gnosticism ~as derived not from a J ewi sh 

milieu as Qui s~ell ma intains , hut from a paaan-Egyntian 

mi lieu as indicated clea r ly by Hiopoly t us . 

Thus we may conclude that Quispell ' s assertion t hat 

the orinin of the demiur ge , based upon th e r.ta Qharians and 

Ce ri nthus , may be a ttr i b uted to a Je\•J i s h milieu , is hiel1ly 

·ucstione.b le . 

Another source of debate amonq sc h~lars is th e si~nifi

cc-.nce of anti- ,Jev1ish remarl<s '"J ithin f) no s tic ··1rit in ns . 

"nost ic wr itings a re f i l led with a nimosity towards the 

le"•ish "\e O"' l e a nd their scrint ure s . A. ccord inr.i to l"' u i sre ll , 

this an i mosity doe s not r ule out the possib i l i ty that the 

r.uth ors of the t e xts ··1ere ori~ inally Je:;s . On the contrary , 

it is nossihJp that t hese writers were Je~s wh o , influ enc ed 

... :, the cultur e of o th er <> , •·;er e exco mm unicate:! by th e Rab~ inic 

1 ~~ish esta~Jishment , an~ became v iolent in their 00nos i t ion 

to that esta~lishment . 19 

.•onas does not connlete ly r ul e out th e l? OSs i "> ility 

tl1at r u.:.sr>e!l ' s view i ~ correct . lonas states : 

~othi n q i s i~~oseible in h uma n 1?sycholo1y , 
even a nti-s emitiem amen ~ J e ws . 20 

·~vertl cless , J ona::. r~els that the vio".ent a nti- J e•.Ji!>hness 

in ~nost ic wr itin~s nake s it i mo robable that the s a writinrs 

·•ere l'! ritten ·.,y .l e\'!s . The in f eriority of the J e·11ish God 
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a nd " turnin~ upside down " of the J ewish creation myth a re 

l a be led by J onas as "metaohys ica l anti- s emi tism." Therefore 

J onas mainta i ns that it is doubtful that this ty.., e of a nti

semiti s m a nd hat r ed would have or iQ ina ted amo n1 peon le who 

had been Jews . Anti- Semitism in ~ nostic writings is , 

according t o J onas , a r esult of the fact that Gnost i cism 

orig inated i n a close geogr aph ical oro ximity to Ju~ai sm , 

of:en beino vio len t a nd ac rimoniou s . 

It is this a uth or ' s op i nion tha t we may leoitimately 

soeak of J e wish qnos i s , but not of J e wish r nosticism. It 

i s J ewish ~nosis wh i ch is r epresented by merkabah mystic i sm . 

This J ewis h ~ nosis , t o borrow Rudo lf Otto ' s te r m, consists 

of a desire to aol') rehend oa rt of the 0 mystic ism tremendum.'' 

It consis t s of the s ecret s of th e 1 i v ine ma j es t y , ascent 

narrat ive s , a nd desc r iotions of the heavenly chariots , 

thrones , a nd oalaces . It is an esoteric knowledge re se r ve t 

fo r .ttre elite a nd the elect . Its potential as kno•·:lerlqe is 

its caoab i lity of brin ging salvation redemption , anrl eternal 

life to h im who no s sesse s it . It orov id e s it s posse ssor 

vith an unde r stand in o of t he nature of the world as creete~ 

~l So, . This understand in~ helos the · ossessor to function 

in a nr orluct ive manner in the c reated wo r ld b y d oin~ nod ' s 

wil l the r ei n. This the n is wha t we mean wh en we speak of 

'e··Jish nnoc;is . 

Je "iSh '"'nos is , hO\'/eVC r , as descr ibed here , i s not ~Je1·1ish 

~no s ticism . If we wi sh to consider it a s J ewish Gnosti cism , 

~hen i t mu$t nossess many of the non-Christian ele~ent s of 

,..no:.ticism in l'.'e ner-a l. I n other :1or-rls , it must oossess a 

~ual istic n~tlook u ~o~ the universe . It must possecs a 

oen se of cosmolo~ical 00nosition be tween God and created 

11atter , vie:1 i '1'l the cosmos ·"> e ssim i stica.lly as >:>e i 11 c, 

inli,, r~ntly cor r lP ".: and evi: . It riust hav e an accoun '~ of 

iivine tranc~y 1hich in tur n accounts fo r ~he e=istence 

of evil wi thin creation . Fina lly , it must possess a 
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revolutionary s tance towa r ds the orthodox religious 

establishme nt a nd i ts l i ~eratu re . 21 Me r kahah myst icism 

as J e wish gnosis fails on all these coun ts . It lac ks all 

of the above , being i n its e sse nce monotheistic and oart of 

the establishment . It views the created ~orld as the 

~lossed creation of God , and views evil in that wo r ld (a5 

we s hal l see in Chapter VI of this the s i s) as the resu lt 

of man ' s foll y . 

t~oreover , the 1966 colloouium at Aessina fe lt that the 

maj or characteri s t i c of Gnost icism was the idea that the 

Suor eme God ' s oowe r is in s ome way dim inished a nd c orrunted , 

resultin" in the creation of the physical world by the 

rl emiu rqe . Th1E id ea wa s labeled by the scholars at the 

collo1uiu1 as • the :i evolution of the Ji vine . •• These s~',olar s 

f-=>'t that Judaism an"! the Christianity of the Ne··1 Test;rnen t 

~e re connletely lackin g in an y t r ace of this i ~ ea ~nd , as 

n re~u lt , they ~ tnted in the final doc ument : 

It is imoosgible to classifl Gnos ticism as 
':l elon""inn to the same historical ;incl 
relio ious tyoe of J ujaism or Ch ri stianity 
of the New T~stament . ?2 

~ased unon a ll of t h is discussion it is ~o~sihle f or us 

~o ci r a1· certain conclu sions concernin':l the relationshin of 

~no-t icism and Judaism . Judais~ in the second a nd thi r d 

cpnturie s was ~ uhi~uito~s ohcnome non . This was t~e result 

11ot o:ily of the S'1 read of the '-ie 11r e\·1 .., i hle , :) l•t nos oibly 

the res ult of the s nrearl of ~ roto-Mishnaic , s emi- cod ified 

m~te r ial . ron~e~uentl~, Judaism an~ Gnosticism fre nuently 

Pncou nt<:!r,,..i one 1.lv'-••er . The nr o- cosmos sn irit of J u'1aic;rn 

as e~,r ess~; ~ v the 1ene~is ac count of e nonoth eistic creator 

rriar:le .J uria is"l a natu r :>l ta r ,..,et for 1nostics . ro nostic s tended 

to s~e the 1·1orld ;;s, corru-it and evil nlace , a o lace full 

of ~uffer in1 a nd :c::rsecution . It ii:. ouite Possible that 

~heir worlt:l vie•·: no re a'1 e ~ uate l:,1 reflectti · roality than the 

i~e~lism of the ~~~his . Therefore , J udaism' s ma j or con t ri-



bution t o Gnost i c i sm was that o~ a thou ght o r o voke r and 

catalyst . 23 Final l y , it is historically accu rate t o view 

the Hekhalot tracts and certain nassages in Rabb inic 

Literatu r e as r e presentin 0 Je~ish snos is , bu t not Jenish 

~nost ic ism . 

Thu s far we have attempt e d to describe the nature of 

Gnostic r:iyth in 1eneral, and to d istinquish Jewish nncsi s 

f r om Jewish Gno s ticism . ~e are now ready 10 o roceed to an 

examination of Jel'lish <J nc:S.s , a nd the Rabbi a tte:n'.)ts to 

r est r i c t a nd · lim i t its ex r,osition . Fo r reasons wh ich v!ill 

s oon become obvious , we have c hos en Genesis Rabbah 

Chante r s I - VIII as the locus of ou r s tudy . It is to t hi s 

nidrashic text which ve now direct ou r at tention . 
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CHAPT~R I I I 

THr NATlJRE OF nENESI S RA8RAH AND I TS REDACTIO~ 



~ . Genesis Rabbah : The Locus of this Study 

As ' I P. have seen in the o reviou s two char; ters , an 

i nte a ral na r t of nnostic myth was t he wav in wh ich that 

myt h sounht to l'j esc ri be the creation of the "1orl rl . Gnostic 

myth views creati on as a d i v ine traoedy . It ntresses that 

an evil , iqnora~t , and a rroqant d emiurqe crea t ed the earth, 

a nd that the c r eated wo r ld is remote , removed , a nd al ie n to 

the Suf') reme Bein Cl . ··.•e have a lso s een ho'/1 1nos tic ·11 riter s 

-i~d e use of the her.innino cha~ ters of the book of Senesis . 

,'\s a mat ter of fact , q nos tic exa11es is of th 1 Yeb re•v Bi ble 

wa s usually l i mi ted t o these chanters , and r a rely P.xtended 

::e .vond them. 1 Tli"o? r·efore , i t is only loo ical that 1·1e 

concentra te on th e Rahb inic i1ternretation of t he f i rst 

c ha,ters of tt-ie i)OOk of r-enes i s . The " locus classicus" 

~f the early Rabb inic exeresis and eisenesi~ of t hese 

cfH\'lters is ';ene;i. s Rabbah , t he focus a nd f)ri ria r v r::\~~i. nic 

text in th~s study . 

~e ha ve c hosen to examine onl v the first ciiht c tan ters 

or r.enee i s ~abbah . ::? Co'lcernin'! esoteric Sl"leculat ion , I" •"! 

encoun t er i n these cha 'te r s t wo basic t v0es of statenen t s . 

7i1 e fi r st e.re those v1hich see~ to li"'l i t or c u r '.:ail snecu-

lat ion , ~h i le th ~ seconct are th ose which in a nd of them

s~ lve s seen t o h~ esoteric exnositions . For e~amn l e , manv 

o f the ex nositions in cha1 tar III of ~enesis Ra~bah deal ~ith 

th9 nature of li~ht ~ithin thP universe . Th~ se exposit i on 

n r e often hi~hly mys tica l in content . It is a diffic ul t 

tc_s~ to 'l t'..e mr t t o corioreh on::J ~he way in 1•1h i c h t:1ese t "10 

- ... p-i -· ·: cc.1.tr:i .i1..t.orv tv"'es of st ~ tem,,.nts \1ere •voven 

tO"IA t her , Thi s of c oJrqe r?ises the even mor 0 fun rla"'len~al 

'"' llestion of j ust h o·:1 :.i.nt1 by •vhat r ::it ionalc the varie•i 

traditi(')nS o c ~')IH:~is R.:>_b'li'ih '!Je r e C0"1'1ile~ ancl re !acted . 

To ,..,e" ir. to an3'""' r th i s ~ uPstion '.)f course is to »e ,,i n to 

~a int ~ c om0os i r e "f this ro 1Acto r himself . The r efore, 

let u~ evam in e Wh a t is known about thn r edactor o f Genesis 

a; 



F'a«>hah . 

Accord in r. to tradition , th e r edactor of th e rHd r ::i.sh 

was the author of the fir st o roqm in ch a~ter I , R. Hosh a ya . 

1 . Hoshaya vas a first neneration Palestinian arno r a ~ho 

livP.rl i n the latP. second , ea r ly thir~ cen t u r y . It i s 

imnoss i ble , however , to con s i~e r R. Ho shaya to be th P 

redactor of the Mi rl r ash , for Genesis Rabhah ~ent ions 

authori ti es who live rl at l eas t loo ye a r s la ter . 

As a MC\tte r of fact , the ea rliest title o f th e 'l i drl'l.sh 

~as ~l~o take n from th~ fir ~ t line of the ~ irst nroem. 

~ene o is Rahbah was known as Re r eshit de Rabhi Hoshaya Rah bah . 

\no ther e a r ly title was ~e reshit Rabba h , H~hr ew title hy wh ich 

"'erie!:"is Rah',a h is lrno•·m trday . There a re a.t l east three 

t~~ories which seek to e x~ lain ~hy t he Midrash was called 

" ~'l">ha~ .. " Th e fir s t · i s t ha t t he re rlactor o r late r author ities 

·1?~nto<I to <ii stin ('l u is~ t he '·i id r ash from the book of Ge neS.s . 3 

The second th eo r y s tates tha t the r edactor or later authoritie s 

·anterl to n i s tin nuish the ~id rash from other i rio r Mirlrashim 

on l ~e ~oo~ of ~enesis . 4 The thirrl theorv is to see thP first 

~h.:: . ., t ers o f the '•1irl r ash , c hanter s 1- lS or l - 29 as ·1 e5 n r 

ori~tn~lly a s e ~ ar~ te mi d r ashic com~ilation on t he book of 

""?n.g~ i s . It is heyond t he sco?e of t his ~a~er to d eter~ine 

• hich "f the a~ove theories ,ak e s the nos t sense . Al~eck 

·r~rqra ths fjr s t theor y , wh ile this a uth o r has a orefer ence 

f~r the t~i rd theory . The noj nt he re is that the ass i 1nment 

of ~ titl9 to the wo r k ~ay Rl s o t~ll us somethin o about the 

i '1t~ntion of t~e r e l~ctor of the mid r ash i t se lf, ~enend ing 

on "hich theorv 11e like t ie ·., P.st . 

Fro,., ··•here :1 I the re ·l".C'tor 0'1t ~ in hi s "1aterial ? Did 

l1P. i~ r elv rlra•·• ll"'l0'1 oral tr 1 litlons :~11own t o him or d i ·I 

he .t r ~\"' unon ·11 rj tten tr::i lition s 11n1<.,0·:n to us . If he 1re•v 

\J "'"IOrt 1·1r ..i i:tcr trc... litions , cli 1 li e •' r aw uno n 111r ii:ten trad ition 

rela tP~ to 'noth Pr h i blical tPx t or dii he have a wr ittPn 

inte r r•r'E'teri the 'oo l~ of r.enesi'3 . Fin3.lly to ~1h at extPnt rlir.l 
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he d raw upon trad itions found in othe r literary sources 

which a re kno wn to us today , and which are cons ide red to 

have been comoiled before Genes i s Rab bah . These a re the s o rt 

of auestions the ~nswers to wh ich may help us understand the 

i ntent of the redactor of Genesis Rabbah . Let us beq in with 

the last of t hese nuest ions. Let us examine the nossibilit v 

tha t the readactor of Ge nesis Rabbah drew some of his material 

f rom ex t a nt, a nd thu s ea rlier, literary sources. ~ 
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5 . Source Crit icism 

The usage of s i mnlistic Ar ana ic translations wi thin 

~enesis Rabbah noints t o an early ne rio rl of rerl action , and 

~e rh~os to a common ancient s ource use~ ~Y t he redactor 

of Gen~ s i s Rabbah anJ Ta r qum Onke l os . Albeck for examnle , 

feels that there i5 no doubt that th e sourc e of ~enesis 

~a'ibah \'/& S a c e r tain a ncient Ta r nur1 v1h ich t he ed it or '<ne·· 

•ron e ither oral or ~ritten t r a nsmiBsion . 7 Cons e11uen t ly , 

ue of ten find instances w~erein sim, le A ra~a ic translator ~ 

of ind ivid ual ~ords a re shared by Tar ~um Onkelos a nd Aen esis 

~ahb?.h . For examp le Genesis Rabba h 1 : 1 i nte r prets the Yehre~ 

'lord " omen " by the r> r ee k wo r d " oedaooq ue . 11 This same 

inter ~retation is to be found in the Aramaic Je rusalem 

T~r~um . Anoth e r e~~~n le i s the interpreta ion of ~enesi s 37 : 7 

;~ Ge ne s i s Rabbah 1 : 5 . This i nter ry r etation i s ~ascd U"O" 

the Aramaic trPnslation of t h is ve r se in t he J erusalem T~r cun . 

Tt should be st r essed tha t the se translation . narallel s a r e 

of ind ivirlual words , not of ent i re ve rse s . 

The earliest Ta r oum exta nt today in a comple t e lite r ary 

fo r M is Tar rium Onk e l os . This t a r num 111as redacted in 

~~bylonia in the third ce ntury.C . E. 3 It reflects in i ts 

'1alac !1 ic (le11a l) a nd a gqa-l ic (le nenrl ) nortions the influence 

of the A~ i ha ite sc hoo l of the second ce ntury C. E. i n Palestine . 9 

T1r~un Onke los contains many entire ve r se translat i o ns , 

e·: ,lana tions and s to r ie s wh i ch a re ,ar all e l ed i n Genesis 

~a~bah . Thes e numer ous naral l el s a re listed b y Alb ec k in his 

i ntrod uction to ~enesis Rabbah . 10 Howev er , there a re no 

1arall~ls in the f ir ~ t e i qht chaote r s . Tt this mere chance 

or i s t~e re an underlyina r eason for this 0h e nome non? 

·:oreover , if 1·Ie exa11ine the firs t ei,,'1teen c hante r s of 

~enesis Rabbah , ~e find that t he r e a r e no oar a l lels here 

ei t he r . 11 ·· 'hen ·1e e xP.mine th e l'.'a rallels in t~ e la t e r 

c h~nters of Gene s is Rabbah , we f ind a certain s i mila r ity 5f 
5tyle , for~ , and lannua~e , yet when we cont r ast t he inte r-

retations of ~enenis 1-2 i n ~en esi s Rabbah wi th th os e i n 
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Ta r qum Onkelos , we f ind a n i n tere stin~ ~henome non . Not 

only a r e t he r e no na r a llel inter p r e t a t i ons , but t he very 

style langua~e and form s eems t o ~ e r ad ic ally rlifferent 
i n eac h s ource . Ta r o um Onk elos i s bas ic a lly a vers e by 

verse i nter or e t a tion of Genesi s 1- 2 . Ge nes i s Ra bbah 1-1 8 

exh ibits much more o f a s ermon or homil e t ic s ty l e and f o rm . 

Of ten i n nene s i s Rabbah 1- 18 the in t er p r e tation of one 
. . 12 ve r se i n ex pa ns i ve . 

Thus we a re f ac ed with th e o roblem of e xola i n ing t he 

Hi f f e renc e , v i s a vi s the Ta r gum, b~tween ~enes is Rabbah 

chaa t e r s 1- 18 and t he rema inder of t he t e xt . The s olut ion 

to this p r oblem i s to v i ew ch ap ter s 1- lq as c o ns t i t uting 

or i ,inally a s e oar at e , earlier work . As noted above , t he 

inte r or et2tion o f the fi r s t two c harter s of Genes i s in 

re~esis Rab bah 1- 18 went f a r bey0nd mere tra ns l ation . It 

iriclu•iei a ~ r eat de~l oi' wha t we have c l a ss ified as beino 

J e"1 ish qnosis . Pi? r ha r:> s th e ma teri .-il i n these c han t e r s v!as 

ori0 i nally no t mea nt f o r publ ic c o ns umptio n , hut r ath er was 

mean t for s t udy with i n th e walls of th e acad e my . The fac t 

reMains t hat th e f i rs t ei~htee n chap ters of Genesis Rabbah 

did not bo rro~ f r om Ta r g um Onke l os . This c ou l d sugges t that 

these chapter s ~er e redacted at a n ear lie r date than t he 

later ch ~~ te r s . In ot her words , i t is oossi b l e t hat the 

reaso~ the r edact6r d i d no t us e Ta r gum Onke l os was due to 

t~e fact th2t a t the time of h is redac tion of these c harte r s , 

Taroum Onkelos was eithe r non- ex i s t ent o r too new a work in 

~~~ylonia to have r eached the ac ademies of Pale s tine . 

Und erstood in all of th i s is the theory tha t t he fir s t 

ei"h t eon ch10t9rs of Genes Ls Rahba l1 underwent two s t a a e s 

of rerlact i o n . Tl1e ear lies t starie was hy a redactor wh ose 

efforts consisted enti re l y of the fi r st eighteen chapters . 

The second sta92 was that of the r edac tor of th e enti r e wor k . 

Evid enc e of these t uo stages of redac tion wi ll be nrovid ed 

in chapte r VI I of thi9 ~o r k . 
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Let us now oroceed to examine other possi ble literary 

sources for Genesis Rabbah . 13 I n general , Gene s i s nabbah 

does not seem to have made extens ive use of the Mish nah 

as a source . Often when a passage from the Mishnah is c ited , 

it is not cited in toto or verbatim. Often it occurs in the 

mi ds t of a lar ge r i nterpretation . 14 There are only fou r 

referenc es to the Mi s hnah in cha pters 1- 8 of Genesis Rabbah , 15 

and usaqe of th e Mishnah is not overly important to our 

1isc uss i on at this ooint . Thfa ·ie .lecause none of t he fou r 

reference s s eem to expre s s a c onc ern ove r the threat of 

rnosticism or esote ric speculation , nor do th e y seem to 

offe r their own form of J e wi s h qnos i s . 

Ge ne s i s Rabbah chapters 1-8 do not seem to dr aw upo n the 

Tannatic :.li d r ashim to a ny grea t extent. Ther e a re tv10 

nar allel trad itions fo und inthe r.1echilta de R. Ishmael , 

ar.d one each in the S i fra and Sifrei to Deuteronomy . 1 15 

There a re no ~arallels in chapter s 1-8 from t he Sif rei to 

Numbers . In 1eneral material f rom Tannai t ic Midr ashim i s 

is not a sou rce for chap ters 1- 8 of Genesis Rabbah . Wher e 

~arallels do exist however, it i s difficu lt to ascertain 

~heth er the edi tor of Genesi s Rabbah d re~ upon the wor ks · 

the~selves or uoon s ome other common and earlier oral 

trad ~tion or l iterary s ource. None of these pa r a l lels exnress 

~conce rn ove r the th r eat of Gnostic; sm , nor do they 

renrese nt a fo r m of Jewish gnosis . 

•, 'e cannot deter mi ne with a ny de9ree of certaini ty 

"Jhethe r or no t the redactor of Genesis Rabbah used t he 

Toseoh ta as a source . This is due to the fact that in mos t 

of the olac es ~·1he re a oa r lle l does e xist , th e redactor seems 

to have taken a n entire t radition f rom the Pales tinian 

Talmud . This led Al beck t o conclud e that the redactor of 

Senesis Rab~ah ni~ no~ s ee or use our Tose~hta . 17 There a r e 

only two ~arallel s in chapters 1- 8 of Genes i s Rabbah . One 

of the s e , the qen Zoma t r adition of Genesis Rabbah 2 : 4 , is 
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found in Toseohta Ha gg i gah 2 : 5 . It is also f ound howev er 

Hag i gah I I:l, 77a of the Palestinian Talmud . The second 

oarallel is fo und at the end of Genes i s Rabbah 1 : 15 and in 

Tose phta Keri tot 4 : 6 . As we shall see in c hapter VI I of 

this work , this tradi t ion as fo und in Genesis Rabbah seems 

to be an ed itorial addition to the main text , its pur pose 

be ing to end c hapter 1 wi th a mo r al lesson . 
Perhaps the most i ntriguing and most plaus i ble literary 

s ou r ce f or many o f the t rad itions of Genesis Rabbah is the 

Palestinian Talmud . Th e mater ial which is commo n to both 

s our ces is usually i n the form of an e ntire t r ad ition. In 

all of Genesis Rabbah , the re are 225 t rad itions ~hich a r e 

also found in th e Palestinian Talmud , 22 of t hese trad itions 

apnea r in chanters 1-8 of Genesis Rabbah . Of t he s e 22 

t raditions , 7 a r e t aken directly fr om Ha1 i gah II : l of the 

?alestinian Talmud . 18 These statistics have led sc holar s to 

nost ulate a d efinitA r elationshio be t we en Ge nesis Rab bah a nd 

the Palestinian Talmurl . Fr ankel , fo r examole , felt that 

1enes i s Rabbah re r resented a n e~pansion of c e rta in traditions 

of the ~alestinian Talmud . 19 Albeck ar gued that Genes i s 

Ra~hah a nd the Palestinian Talmud each d rew uno n a common 

source. a s or t of ""Jroto-Yerushalmi " o r " '1 r oto- Palestinian 

Talmud. « We shall examine the r e lationshio of th ese two 

sou rce s in ~uch 1reate r de t a il in the nex t c hapter where in 

'"'e s halJ exar.iine the cmmon t r adi tions of Genes i s Rab bah 

chc / ters 1 -~ and Haoi~ah II : l of the Pal est i nian Talmud . 

Due to a simi lar i t y of lana uap e , s tyle , technic al 

ternirolo~y , and h i storical context , Ge nesis Rabbah seems 

to be re late~ to Leviticus Rabbah and the ~es ikta de Rav 

'<ahan:i . Levi ticus Rabbah and .,es i kta de Rav l<aha na have an 

~x t remcly close relationsh i o , even to the noint of the ir 

~e in~ 5 ident ical homilies in these two works . It is oossible 

th~t they ~ere comoosed ~Y the scme author o r the same 

school . ?O Both of the~ have ~omilies which oossess a 

S''PCir ·:c form . This form is characterized hy 3. r. um"le r of' 
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oroeLls or introductory d isc~urses , followed by a body of 

material , end ing wl th a messianjc oe roration . Ro th s ource s 

have o roems which seen to show orea ter dev elooment than 

t~ose of Ge nes i s Rabbah . For the most part ( 25 out of 31) 

the chaoter s in Leviticus Rabbah seen to follow the tri

enn i al cycle of To r ah readino of Palestine . These last two 

obse r vations have led scholars to c onc lude that Aenesi s 

Rabbah was redacted at an ear l ier date than either Leviticu s 

Rabba h or 0 esikta de Rav K~hane . The orimary i moo r tance of 

t~ese t~o texts for this~udy is that they (esoecially 

~es ikta de Rav Kahane) can often hel p us to clarify the form 

~ n ri meaninq of oarallel traditions whe r e they exist . 

One of the advan t ages of source criticism is t ha t it may 

hel n us to isolate and d iscove r certa in historical f acts 

a)out the text s tudied . ~e noticed , for e xample , th e 

~ira ilarity of lan ~uaqe , style , and tech nica l termi nolO" Y 

) etween Levit i c us ~ahbah , Pesikta de Rav Kahana and Genesis 

Ra~bah . Th e lana uane used by r,e ne s i s Rabbah also bear s 

::i c lose re sembl e nce to that us ed by the Pales tin ian Talmud . 

In both Ge nes i s nabbah and the Pa lestinian Talmud , the 

Yebrev: 11or tion s re&?mble ·.1i sh naic Hebrew wh ile the s tories 

an -1 oa r a hles of !ioth source s a r e often ·vr i tten in GalJ ilean 

~r~ma ic . ~r eek terms and e Y ~ re 1 1 ion s a re often foun 1 in 

··,oth 1·1orks . <1 Th e authorities c ited in Genesi s Rabbah a r e 

a ll 0 alestinian . The latest authorities a re f~om the early 
:?2 

~ourt~ centur y , ~'ithin Genes i s Pa~bah , there are many 

his torical allus i ons whic h point to t he r ealia of the . l a nd 

Q ~ Israe l . 21 Fu rthe r~ore, schola r s ha ve found evidence 

1'1ich sunoe sts tha t the iabylonian Ta l mu d borrowed tradi-

i tio ns from Genes i s Rab bah , ~ut no ev i~ence t hat Gene s is 

~ahbah borrowe d from th e ra~ylonian Talmu~ . 24 ~ost of 

t 'inse o bservaton s 1 r~w out of s ource c ri ticism . They lead 

1•s t o only on.-~ o'>v iou s concl us i on: Genesis ~abhah ··ias 

c o~~oserl in PaleG tin~. 
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Nevertheless , source critici sm cannot account for the 

redac tion of Genes i s Rabbah . Even with the aalestinian 

Talmud as a oossible exception, it i s clea r that Genesis 

Rabl?ah v1as not merely a " rewrite " of the Palestinian Talmud , 

f o r t here is too much mater i~l in Genes is Ra bbah which is 

totally lackin~ in the lat t e r s ourc e . Mo r eover, Genesis 

Rabbah c ossesses a wealth of mate rial wh i ch may not he 

Ptt ributed to ~ earlier source . Sou r ce criticism i s l im ited 

in its usef ul ness in the case of Genesis Rabhah because of 

its seemin~ original ity . 

Yet , s ource cri t icism ~oes show us that the re could be 

some supnort for s eeino Genesis Rabbah chapte rs 1-8 as oria i 

nt-.:l •1 bei nci a set"'arate a nd early mi d r ash on the first t•vo 

c~~ote r s of ~enesis . This hyoothesis is based on the lac k 

of Tar~um nar allels i n these c hanters , contrasteo wi th their 

nre s ence in the later chap t e r s . It remains to be seen 
1hPt:11r fo r n o r redaction criticism wi ll also suooo r t this 

hy~othes i s . cinally , concernino the oriqinal "aterial in 

the~e chanters , we can only hypothesize that the r edactor 

hRd in his nossess ion either a knowledge of oral t r aditions 

or ·,,. it ten s ou r ces which l•Jere not ':> reserv ed . 
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I n 1885 , J . Th e odor suggested that t he homiletic a nd 

exeqe tic materia l of Gene s i s Rabbah was base d uoon the 

t rienn i al cycle of Torah readinns . Th eodor was i mmediate ly 

confronte rl b y the o) vious or obl em that th ere a r e 101 c haoters 

in nenes i s Rabhah a nd only 48 " serfe rim" (divis ions ac cC\ r c"tina 

t o the t h r ee year cycle)~5 He therefore su~ne sted that the 

cha~te r s 1,1e re di.vicJed accor d inn to the " Petuc hot " a nd 

"Setumot" ( ooen a nci closed ) divisions found i n t he Tora h . 20 

~oth Al beck and He r r aa ree with Th eodor ' s s ur.is:i estion . 2 7 

,Joseoh Heineman n a') r ees tha t the rl iv is ion does have 

~ometh in~ to do with the triennial cyc l e . Of t he fi r s t 94 

che~ter s of Genes i s Ra bbah , only 4 1 chapter s a r e base d uoon 

t~e t r i enn i al c ycle . 28 The remainin~ chaot er d ivi s ions , he 

felt , occur d ue to t he ab undance of mate rial at oiven po i nts , 

not accor rl i n:i to t he " onen " a nd "cl os ed" verse s . He i nemann 

Feels t hat th e o r oem pr ovides the clue to the unde r stand ina 

of t he divisio ns o f Genesis Rabbah . 29 Ae f or e proceedin1 wi th 

his theorie s , let us briefly e xamine the na ture of the 

·roer.1s in (;e nesis Ra',bah . 

In n enesis Rabbah the r e a r e 24ff o roems . These o r oens 

relate two Vi"> r s e s from the He brew Bi ble . The r roem usually 

he~ins with a ve r se wh ic h i s taken f rom the Ha~ io~ rarha , 

+h e t~i rri of the thre e Jewish divi s ions of t he Heb rew ~ i b l e . 30 

This verse , whic" nay be l abe l ed as the ' pr oem verse ,' i s 

the n relaterl to ~ ve r se from ~enes is . The ~enesis ve r se 

~~Y ·~ la ~ ~1ed ~st~~ • · c~ ico1e verse . ' The 0ar t of t h e 

1roem ·1h ich :e111es to1~ther or connec t s th e "'l r oe m ve r s e t: o 

the ,er ico ~e verse is calle e the ' charuza~' Ther e are , 

o - cour se , ma~y ~ifferent ways i n wh ich this ' weavin~ ' mdy 

t~ke rl ace , rl iSCUSSion of Wh ic h be inq heyon~ th e SC OQe Of 

ou r intere s t . 31 At a ny r ate , the ' charuzah ' in a c ompl e t e 

~roem ~lways r eturns to the ne ric ope ve r s e . Occassionally , 

n 
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the nericooe verse is missinq. There ~re several possible 

e~~lanat ions for this nhenomenon . First , the nericooe verse 

could be missing due to the f<l.Jlty coryin g of the text . 

~econd , it could be missinq becaus~ it has been mistakenly 

connected to the followinQ proem which is based ua on th e 

same ,ericooe verse . 32 Third , there just may not be a 

sat isfac t ory explanation as to why it h~s been omi tted . 

7~ out of 246 proems a re a ttrihuted to a Rabb inic 

au thority . These attributions, to a par ticular Rabbinic 

a uthority are questionable . In many pr oems , it is clear 

t hat the ~ roem itself has been const r ucted by a p r eacher 

( if originally oral) o r by the redactor of Ge nesis Rabbah . 

In eithe r c ase , the author pos sesse s a statement attributed 

to a ~articular Rabbinic authority , bases the entire nroem 

on this statement, anrl attributes the entire oroem to him. 

1ften it is nossih l e to show that the authority to whom the 

nroem is a ttribute J c ~uld not poss ibly have been the author 

of t he entire oroern . 33 

Let us now d irect our attention to the nroblem of 

cie terminin n wh ether th~ author of the nroem was the attri~ uted 

~~thority , a later preacher , on the redactor of Genesis Ra bbah . 

To be n in to an swer t his prob lem , let us exa~ine the puroose 

o~ fu nc tion of the oroen as it rela tes to its authorshio . 

The maj ority of Jewish scholars in ~e nineteenth a nd 

t :entieth centuries have f e lt that t 1.e n roern serv e d as a n 

introduction to the full homily for m. This oos ition wa s 

ri r st e xnounde rl b y ~erman scholar s of the l ate nineteenth 

century . These includerl May~aum , ~acher , and Theorlor . 

l:\te r s cholars h::iv e aJ 5" '1e 1 a th is v ie\-1 , even to the ooint 

or taken its voracity fo r nranted . Al beck for example 

1~ intaine1 that even in the tannai tic period , a preacher 

rould beain hi s se r Mon with a &h art anrj s i mo le proem. 34 

Is rael 1ettan held a s imilar view as evirte nced by the 

followinq : 
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~hether t he o roem wa s d eVi s e d t o f am i liar ize 
the neonle with those rortions of the ::i i ble 
rar ely used in syna poQal "JOr sh i r> , or to 
st i mu lat e greater interes~ a nd a tte ntiveness 
in the conq regation , c e rta in i t is t ha t th e 
novel method provid ed the sermon with a 
un ique in t roduction . 35 ( under linino mine ) 

~ ettan ~rote th e above nrior to 1939 . Ev e n as l at e as 

1970 , "<e n Zi o n \Jach older ma i nt a i ned a s i mi l ar nos i t ion 

when he s tated that t he ourpose of the o roem was to 

" enhance th e au t horitativeness" of t he homily through the 
. t . f "' h 36 \J I ld k ti . cita i on o a iamous nrea c er. · ac10 er ma es i 1s 

st~tement in r e l a tion t o Gene s i s Rabbah , Levitic us Rabbah , 

~nrl ~ e s ikta rle Rav Kaha na . ~he th er ~acholder use s th e wo r d 

''honily" in an o r al o r l iterary s e nse i s unc l ea r . 

T~erefor e at t h i s oo i nt we may ask whether the o roems 

0¥ ~enes is Rabbah 11e r e th e creation of a n ed itor , r edac t o r 

or other >er s on who want e d to creat e an introduction to 

~ is oNn homily , o r whethe r the o r oems of Ge ne s is Rabbah 

"a.Y be vie·.red as s e l f contained units ? I s the majo r 

functio n o f the o roem t hat of a n int r oduction or is i t 

- ossib le that t he nroem ref l ec ts not only an ea rly stat ement 

~ ·artic ular author ity , but also an ea r ly for m of ~rad ition 

tr~n3mi3sion used by th e Rabb:s of the ~artic ular 

author ity ' s nenera t ion? 

Josenh Heinemann r a i sed s e rious obj ect ions to the th e o r y 

t hat the o r oem renresents an introd uct i on to t he f u l l 

se r mon . He inemann obs erve d that th e s o-ca lled bod y of the 

se r mon 

lacks all fo r m o r shan~ and i s na de uo of 
a ' hotch - no tch ' of individual com~ents , joine~ 
torethe r mec hanically . 37 

~Y c ontrast , H ei~~mann noted tha t the s t ructure of the 

oroem ~as more clea r ly def i ned . Accor~inn to the 

Heineman n , t he o roen itself r e ~re sen ts and r eflec ts a n 



oral s ermon , di sp layin" various rhetoric a l rl evices intende~ 

for a l ist~ning audience . Therefo r e the crea tion of all of 

the proems i., 3enes i s Rabbah cannot be ascribed to the 
- t h . 1 t . 38 redactor OT e como 1_a ion . 

In the P. mo r aic pe r iod , r rea c h in '] i n Palest i ne v•as based 

ror the n os t part upon the triennia l c yc l e of Torah read inas , 

a~d uoon soecial read in ~s for holy days , festival s a nd 

snec ial S2.bbaths . 39 
!e d o not kno\/ j ust how fi xed was 

t~e time for oreachin1 . Te~tual evid ence SUQoort s the 

follo\/ i n three time s for the r'elivery of s ermons of the 

syna· o ri ue : 

1 . Friday ni~ht-"alest inian Ta lmud So tah 1: 4 , l~ d 
2 . Sa tu r day n or nin Q after the readin ~ of 

sc rio t ure-Luke 4 : 1Af . and other New 
Testament oassan e s 

3 . Satu r day _ r te r noon- Ya lkut on Prover bs , Re mez Q~4 

· 'c ine-nann ·., el iev es t hat th ere we re a l so sermon s t!h ich t·1e r e 
.110 

1 e!ivere' b e ~ore t he scri~t u r al r ead in q on Saturda y •or ninq . · 

·e never really tel ls us, however , on \.' 1hat basis he reaches 

~his 1osit ion . He merely us es it as an hypothe s is to 

·ccoun~ fo r 1hat he te r ms the ' u" side down ar r anq enent of the 
I\ 1 

'roer•s .' · The nr oem, end i n< as it does 1·.1ith th e ne r ico1Je 

verse , th e firs t ve r s e of t he ~\leek l y scrintural read in f] , 

-:er•1e ?.S r.n i ntroduction t:> tha t read in g . The ··1or rj 

" -·a t 3.h," th~ re fore , ~h oul rj be t ran s lated as ' onenin q or 

int rod ucinq the s c r i otura l read in G.' The obv ious f law in 

lei~eman n ' s th eory i s that there i s no te xtual evidence to 

su-nort his contention that se r mon s \'•ere n i ven 11e for e the 

rcad in~ of th e Torah . 

If , as He in3mann surnests , t he ~ r o em wa s ori,inally &n 

oral veh icle of t r arlit ion t r ansmission , t hen these pr oerns 

and t r ad itions must :iave eventually ':ieen '"Jri tten do1vn . "e 

rto not k 10.'J "'h o 1•1rote them down . 1 t is ".> o ss i ble th a t it 

could have been the redactor of Sene s i s Rabbah or a n earlie r 

author wh o created a l i t era r y ~ork unknown to us . At any 



r ate , the r e dactor of Genesis Ra bbah used thes e p roems to 

s erve as introd uctions to his exegetic material . 

Th us , Heinemann ' s th eory concer ninn the redaction o f 

~enesis Ra bbah may be summarized in the f ollowinq ma nner. 

39 

Due to the immen se quantity of mate rial before h i m, the re

dactor of Genesis Ra bbah chose t o create ' a rtificial ' c haote r s ; 

a rtificial in that these chanter s did no t ag r ee with th e 

t r iennial cycle . Th e s e a rti f icial chapt e r s , wh en a dded to 

the t riennial chapters , r enresent the total number of chapter s 

in Gen esis Rabba h . These artificial c hapters , being the 

result of an immense numbe r of trad itions , were d ivided 

accor d inc to the themat ic content of the Genesis narrative . 

Finally , the redactor of Genesis Rabbah created proems to 

se rve as introductions t o the artlficial chapters. 42 

The ~ roems wh ich i nt r oduce the a rtificial o r non- trienn ial 

c hapte r s a r e sometimes defective because they do not return 

to the pericope ve rse , or because their ' char uzah ' i s ei th er 

no n- ex istent o r extr emely brief . Usin ~ s uch cr tteria for 

? ~~fective oreoM, Heinemann proceeded to locate the 

~ efec tive nroems of Aenesis Rabbah . He f ou nd the s e p r oems 

:.n chanters 2 , ri , 8 , 11 , 29 , 30 , 42 , 47 , 62 , 72 , a nd 8G . 43 

Of these chante r s , only two , c hapters 30 and SH , a r e att esterl 

to on any of the list s as beinn ' triennial ' chaoter s . 44 

Thtis , the over·l"lhelmi nf1 maj orit.v of defective p roems occur 

in non-t riennial chaoters . This led Heinemann to conclude 

that the ~efective oroems we r e the creat ion of the redac t or( s) 

of ~ene s i s Rabbah . 

Heinemann then felt that he would find mo re proems in 

t l"le triennial cl1 ap te1·s than in the no n- triennial ch a nt ers . 

' le noticed that of the cha')ter s which ap-iea r on a l l the 

lists of the triennial cycle , only five hBd one proem i r 

less . 2R out of 13 cha Jter s had t wo or mo r e n roe ms . Of 

~he ch a~ters had t wo or more oroems . Of the chan t ers ~h ich 

:::1.1v1ear on some of the lists , 13 out of 18 ch a pte r s ha ve t1·J0 

or :t1ore l":' r oems . The s e fi qures sur nort Heinemann ' s theo r y 
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t ha t the o roem wa s orig ina lly a n oral sermon or part of one . 

The redactor of t'3 enesis Rab bah collected these ' s ermons ' and 

u s e j them as int r o d uction s to the triennial chapter s u pon 

wh o s e ve rses the o roems were based . Where no such sermons 

e x i s ted , i . e . the non- triennial division s , the r e dactor of 

~ene s i s Rab ba h comp osed his own p r oem to s e r ve as int r o d uction 

t o his exegetic material . 

The flawed nature of Hei~emann ' s theory when a~p lied 

t o the first c ha oters of Genesis Rabbah becomes a ooarent . 

In t he fir s t apoend ix of this thesis , the read er will find 

form a nalysis cha rts of the first 18 chaoters of Ge nesis 

Rabbah . In the entire midras h, there are seven chapters 

•·.•lic h to t a lly l acK· r:> r o ems . The s e a re chapte r s 13 , 15 , 17 , 18 , 

2~ , 35 , a n rl 3 7 . None of thes e chap ter s a re based u pon the 

tr i ennia l c ycle . We may a s k wh y th s abunciance of the non

n roem chante ~s a r e foun d near the be ai nninq of the midrash? 

If ·ve v:i.ew c haoters 1-lB a s a o ossible unit , then 22~~ of 

t hese c han ter s lack oroems . In the entire ~ork , 7 % 

of ths chaoter s lack o roems . In chao ters 19 - 8 4 onl y 4% of 

t he c ha?tsr s lack n roems . This does of course suaq e s t that 

thera is a d iff erence in the n rincin les of reda ction •)et•·1een 

cha~ t e r s 1- 18 a nd chaoters 19-94 . Heinemann ' s theory was 

that t he o roems ar e the key to und erstand in n the cha~te r 

1ivis ions o f ~he redactor of e ene s is Rab hah. Wh i le t h i s 

th~ory 'Tlay have some v a lidity in chaf"l te r s 19-9 4 , "le can 

s afely stat e that. it may not he used t o a ccount for the 

cha-te r diviaons o f cha" ters 1-18 . 

\'eithe r d oes AH ed<'s t heory of " o ·:;en" a nd "closed " 

ve r ses me nt ion erj nreviously i n this c ha o ter account for 

the c ha0 t e r d i v isions of c hao t e r s 1-18 . Of th ese c han t e r s 

!~ ( chante rs 1 , 4 , 5 , ~ , 7 , 10 , 11 , 13 , 14 , and 15 ) ch aoters a re based 

UJon o-en a nd c l o se ve r s e s . Of th ese ch ao t e rs , only chapter 

1 is a l s o a trien n ial c hao t e r . Thu s only g c ha~ter s o•J t of 

l'i , ·:1o uld s u pport tha " o oen " a nd "closed " ver s e theory. Th i s 

n uml>e r of cour s e i s too small t c be conc lu siv e . 
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One cannot a ccount for the div i9on o f thes~ cha~ter s by 

citinn t he len~th of the mater ial . If it we r e the case 

that the editor of Ge ne s i s Rabbah divined t he chan ters 

accordinq to the a mount of th e material be fore him , then one 

·vou ld exo ect t o f i n•j chan ters <f ·r ouP,hl .Y eoual leno th . Th i s 

howe ve r, i s not the·case . The lon~er c hanters , chante r s 

1 ann 12 , are r ou~h ly three times lonqer than the shor t est 

chante rs , cha~te rs 2 a nd 7 . 

Neither can natu r al b r eak acco r d ing to th e Aene sis 

narrat ive account for t h e chapte r d ivisions . 10 out of 18 

chanters mee t this criter i a . When one s ubt r acts the 

triennial chan ters , only 8 out of l fi chapters meet the 

natu r al b reak crite r ia . Like the p rev iou s criteria , this 

evidence is not conclusive . 

The total n umbe r of proe ms in c hapters 1- 18 i s 26 . Of 

these , 31~ (8) o c cur in the 2 trienn ial chanter s , chanters 

I anrl 12 . Thiq of cour se sunoorts He i nemann • s content i on 

that the nroem 11as originally a n ora l s ermon o r na rt of one 

Nhich was r elated to t he t r iennial c yc le . Yet it does not 

account fo r the chap ter d ivisions . In addition, 

th~ inte r nal structure of t he indiv i dual triennial chanters 

contains f o r t~e most oart a hi~her ne rcenta~e of o r oem 

matP. rial than ~o t h e i ndividual non-triennial chaoter s . 

'1oreov er the n r oems in the t r iennial chante r s a r e be t ter 

jevelooed . The ave r aqe lenQth of a n r oem i n a non-triennial 

chanter is only R3% o f t he leng th o f a o roem in an averaa e 

t rien nial chante r. 

Therefore our form cr i tical analys i s lead s us to t he 

followinr:i conclusions . I11 te r ms of the internal s tructure 

of the chanter s , fo rm c r iticism tells u s l i ttle re~ar1in~ 

~hP. red~ction of ~he mi~rash . The only excent i on to this 

is that 11P. have learned that the rP t1acto r used a '] reater 

nunber of nroems in ~he triennial chante rs than i n the 

~on-triennial chanters . No ne of th e criter ia of f o r m 

criticism cc...n .:>de11 11 a"t:ely account for the chanter rlivisions 
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of chaoters 1- 18 of Genesis Rabbah . Whether or not any or 

all o f the s e criteria ~re valid in the remainin~ cha9 ters 

of Ge nesis Rabbah is be yond the scooe of our in te rest . If 

they seem to be more valid in the l a t e r chanter s , and one 

i1as reason to believe that they mi·~h t be wl1en one a nalyzes 

Heinemann ' s a rticle , then •ve have a further j us ti f ica tion 

for viewino the fi r st chapters of Genesis Ra bbah a s a 

seoarate unit . 

It should be noted that Heineman n himsel f recognized 

t he unique nature of the begin ninq chante r s of Ge nesis 

Ra~~ah . He noted tha t the be q i nnin n ch apter s of Gene s is 

Ra bhah have no co nnection to the triennial cycle of To r ah 

read in r: , o r to the " open " and "closed " verses of the To r an . 45 

1 ~ e also noted that the be~ innin g chan te r s of ~e nesis Rabbah 

e.re nuite e xoansive in that often a Qreat deal of inform-
. . h .c h . d . . f 1 4 6 

~t1on is b rouq t 1ort in iscuss1on o on y one verse . 

This led Heineman n to conclude that in the be g inninq chan t e r s 

the redactor of Genesis Rabbah sounht to inc l ude a s much 

~at~ ria l as he could . This , accord ina to Heinemann , 

3.CC otrnt s fo r t he a rtific ial chanter d ivi sions . 47 

~e : o not nee ri to accept He inemann ' s theory of th e 

? rtif i cial chapter d ivisions as he in g t rue . In reality , th i s 

hy~oth ~s i s seems to be a n attemnt by He inemann to explain 

t hat '"·h ich o:..d not fit his theor ies . Mo reover , as \·1e shall 

se8 in c hao ter VI I , there was a rationale for the redaction 

of t~esg c ha ote r s , for their division , a nd for their interna l 

ia~ e up . In o r de r to a rrive at this r ational , source and 

for m c ri te r ia a r e not sufficie nt . They must be sup~le

~enterl by reda~ t i0n criti~i sn~ and i t i s to this tyoe of 

criticism th a t we now di r ect our a ttention . 



, , ~ejaction Criticism: A Unia ue Annroac h 

Redaction criticism-provide• ue With a: unique approach to 

· .;) 1' ~0\'c r . t>ec-a.uee the focus 

of th i s t hesis is the creat ion tra1i t ionR of t~ e fir st 

~ha,ter s of Gen es ic Rabbah and t heir r elations h i p to 

"ncsticism, r e~act ion criticism a l so g i v es us a uni ~uc 

insinht i nt o the rela tionshio between .Juda i sri e. nd Gnosticism. 

lefo r e oroceerli nn with our a nalyses , howeve r , let us fi r st 

ex~lAin just what c onst i tutes a redaction crit i nue . 

As we hav e seen , s ource crit ici s n a tte~ryteo to isolate 

~ g~arate t rarlit ions within ~enes is Rabbah . It s ouoht to 

~et~ rmi ne to wha t ex t ent the redactor of Genesis Rahhah userl 

tr::irl ition s f rom ear lier literar .v sou rc es and to Wha t extent 

~hi;> red~ did not use o revious source s . For m cri ticism 

emnhasiz"~ t he role of oral t r a nsmission in the c rea tion of 

' li t~rary Qe nre . For examnl~ , Heinemann felt that the 

-. roem 1·•a<> or in ina lly an oral s ermon which later was recor<ier; 

in a li terary form . Thus the oral and the wr i tten f u r ms 

of ~ ~a rtic ular tradition a r e inse parabl e . For n cr i ticism 

~. l so erir has ized th e " s it z i m Leben " in wh ich the :!..itera r y 

rorm ~evelone~ . In thi s renard , Heinema nn fe lt tha t ~ r o em 

ori~ina. lJy -te111?lo1J ed as a ~n n iven in t he synaqo11ue 

· ... ef'o r~ the r ec..rli n'1 of the Tora h on the Sa hba th . The •·rea.k

n~ss of form crit icism was t hat i t tend e~ t o concentrate 

too nuch on the f orm of ~e tradition , a nd not enou~h on 

~~ e 1 ~~~e of tha t form to expres5 ce r tain id eas . Another 

~~knes~ ~aq that it tenderl to s ee the trarl i t i ons as 

i.n· ividual uni ts , and r a rel .Y went he vond the L1ni t" 

the::-selves . For exar•inle , it never , ·e~ l t with the question 

o.' ho 1·1 and 1·•hy two ,..,a rtic ular t r ;iditi on s were united i n 

r. 1. itera r.v com,, il atiori . 4~ In other •·•orr s , f orm criticism 

1) · not ·· e~l ·•1 r h the fact tha t ti1e<>e tradit ion s in t i1 eir 

lite rary forms we r e ~arts of com? le x li tera ry works wh ich 

lp.d i:heir 0~1n c;~ec:.al characteristics . 43 

l 
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Redaction criticism seeks to co~rect the tPn~ency of 

~tomizat ion n rese~t in form criticis~ . It s eeks to und er

~tan~ the ~iases o r outlook of the ~eople wh o o r cse rved a 

tradition . It tries to find so~e unifyinn nur r ose or points 

of v ie•·J by 1•1hich tlte inrlivid ual units are brought tooether . 

I t asks whethe r or not the literary wo rk was meaht to serve 

h . t . 1 1 . . r::o I . t s ome is orica or re ioious ruroose . n mos t ins ances , 

n redaction critique takes it fo r q ranted that the re~actor 

ha~ a ~hiloso~hy of history and reli~ion wh ich influenced 

the redaction of the •·•o r k . 51 

~e~~cton criticism is a unioue anproach to the analysis 

of the relat ionshin : etwee n Gnosticism and J~daism . Of the 

:revious stud ies wh ich ~ave maintaine1 that a de rinite 

rela:ionshii'l exist$ , none have stud ied the r~lat ionships in 

ter~s of a re~action critiq ue of one nartlcular text . Graetz 

concentrated o n the se ts of tradition s which a re inter-

connec~ed : the t r?.tfitions of Elisha ben Avuyah and the 

tr~~ition of the fo ur 1ho entered oard e s . Friedlander mad e 

t''1e r resum·"'t ion that the term "minim" ("heretic s " ) in 

~1~~i nic texts referred to ~nasties and p roceede d to study 

t~e~ 3 tex t s . ~uis ~ell and MacCrae a ttemnte1 to ~ eriv e 

c0~centual ~arallels i:ithin the two relipious qrouos . All 

o~ tf·1e a'.)ove orerate on the " source" level only . r ir r er 

~e~rson's a r~oach was both a linc uistic a~aroach (Aramaic 

':>r'' ""l_ay .,, i n r.nostic texts), and a f<'.'rrn critical ao proach 

(the siMilarity of for m bet~een ~nostic texts and mi d rash . ) 

~cholem anri Se ra l both use a historic a l and thema tic 

a· ) roach ·•h ich seerns to ooera te only on the level of s ource 

cr ~ ':icism . ""ch 0 Je·1 ' " ~ .. r .:><1.ch cent:ere i on merkabah as 

e:;oteric ~11 0 ·11 led r, e , ztudyin- the texts v1hich illust rate 

t!t i s -: h ~ no.1enon . '1e., r.. l isolated the pas sages that refer 

':o " 'co no ~Jer s " or " man y ''O.'lers" an-:.1 stutiiej these texts 

i n ref~rence to Ch ri st ianity '\nd ~nosticis::-: . "!one of the 

1 ove s cholars have ever un ierta~en a stujy o f the relation

~~ i n of r noEticism anrl Judaism in t e rms or a rerl ac tion 
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c r itinue o f nartic ular Ra~b inic tex~ . 

It is clea~ however, that f orm a nd rerlaction criticism 

mus t comple~ent one anoth er . 1 e mus t fir st a ttemp t to 

u11·Jerstc.nd t he t r a d itions t hemselves a nd the oral contexts 

out of whic h they aros e . Af ter this t a sk has been under

taken , 11e ma y 11 e a i:l le to attemr> t to comr rehe nci th e si9n ifi

C3.11Ce of the way in which a !)a r ticular tra d i t ion has been 

~reserved a nd the way in wh ich this trad ition beco~es pa r t 

o ~ a lar - er literar y '.'tork i:Jhi:: h ooss ess es its own special 

char a c teris tic s . Therefor e in our r edaction c r i tioue of 

the fir s t eigh t chaoter s of Genes i s Rab) ah , ou r fi r s t ~oal 

·.ill be to unde r stand the tra d itions a s ind ivid ua l un i ts . 

l"e 1• i ll 'lssume that e very trad i t ion had an oral rienesis , 

"sitz i'1 leben , " a nd his tory wh ic h o rec ee'1 e d its lite r ary 

Torr• . By comna r in -:.i the l itera ry pres ervation of t he t r ad i

~ion~ in veriou s Rabbi nic sou rce s , we will a t t e mn t t o 

res11rrect the oral trad itions ( ur text ), and to und er s tand 

thA environment in ~h ic h they miJht ha ve arisen . Fo r emost 

i n our ~in~s at th i s ooint a r e the followina ~uestions . 

Fi r s t , i s it 0ossi bl e that a ny particular pa~sag e rer re se nts 

L re oons e ~o or a oolemic motivate~ by the r r esence of 

~nostics in calesti ne? If not , th en ~e shal l se ek to de ter

Mir e t o •1ha'::: e xt ent , i f a t all , a ;,art i cular t r adition 

rerres.en i:s rabr in ic esoteric speculation or Je 1·.' iSh !} nos i s? 

!n a~rl i tion , we shall a l s o d iscuss what , i f any , form 

c on~ iJer~tions exi s t ~ ithi n the trad itions t hemselves . 

I n our redac t i on crit i q ue of the fi r s t ei qht c hapte r s 

of ~enesis Rab~ah , we shal l a t temr t a c a reful ana lys i s o f 

tre r laceri•e nt anJ ;:i. rran · e "1ent of t he i nd i v i dual trad i t ions 

1.' i th i n the lar ,,e r :ork . In a ;<J ition , ~ iv e n the fac t 

that many of thes e trad itions also aooear i n Ha o i pah II : l 

of t he Palesti nian Talmud , we s ha l l attempt t o e na lyz e t he 

'Jlacenent a.nd r clation s l1in of these common trad itions Hithin 

the talnu1ic sourc e an~ t o con~r ast the redaction of t hese 

r 
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t rad i t ions within the t wo s ources . 

It i s ho ped t ha t this me thod wil l achieve f o ur maj or 

resu l ts . First b y compar iso n wi t h t he ir naral le l s , th i s 

method •·: i l l he l "' us to cla ri f y t he or ig ina l me a nin q a nd in t e n t 

oi t he ind ividua l trad itions . Second , it is fe l t t ha t th i s 

method wi l l he lp us to under s tand how, perhaps even be f ore 

~ he ir literary transmiss ion , certa in t rad ~tion s bec ome 

associat ed one vi th a nothe r . Third , th rough t h i s methc ci , 

•.:~ s hall attemp t t o ansv1er the <1 Ues tion of why a nd v1hen 

s uch c oupl ing t ook nlace . Fina lly , it i s ho? ed tha t it wi l l 

he~~ us to und erstand the historica l deve l o~ment of the 

tra1 i t i ons and t he school s of redaction wh ich t hey reflect . 

1ased unon t he ev irlenc ~ ~e the n Qr opos e tha t the f irst 

c~ante r s of ~e ne s is Ra bbah , nos sib l y chaQter s 1-18 , oriq inal l y 

con qtitutej a lite r a r y uni t s e oa r a te f rom a nd e a r l ier t o the 

ent ir ~ cor~us of Genesis Ra bba h • . Thus , t he rerlac to r of the~e 

c:11 ters •vas not the same as th e fi na l r e ·::iac to r of th e enti r e 

~o r ~ . These c ha ? t e rti ~er e at a l a ter da t e a p pend e d t o the 

remainin1 c han t e r s . Th e r efore , i t i s nossible that th e 

tfl-:C'.ctor of t he r::.na.. 1 c hary t e rs vie "1eci hims e l f a s c.:imol':lti :i1 

~ ·ork ) e g un n rev i ously . I n s ummery , t he ev id~nc e fo r the 

· r' '.> 10:,it ion of two s e :-> a r ate r edac t i on e is as follows . 

cirst , the lack of Tar q umic ~aral lel s in c ha r ters 1- lS , 

in co•~tr 3.s t to the ex i stence o f suc h 1,a r allels i n the 

l? ~er cha" te r s . ~econ~ , in the early chante r s of Ge nesis 

~~~~ah , one notic es t he hirh ~erc en ta"e o f 0ar allel s from 

~?ninah II : l of the Pa l est in ian Ta l mud . Th ird , we know of 

110 rationale "Jh i ch ··1oul d a cc ount for the chr>.o ter d i v i s i ons 

of th e ear lier c h ;i. Dte r s . Me ithe r th9 " rO~Ms , the " o Qen " 

~:-1r; "close~·· verses , no r t l1e n?. tu1•al brsak in the Ge ne sis 

t~~t acc oun t fo r the rlivision of t~~SP c hap t e r s . Four t h , 

''ein•;wan n a nn l\l!:>ec\ , hoth of ·hom <i. r ~ 111e ll resf")ected 

scholars in ti1~ fi el -~- of r1 i d r "''1 , reco"'nized the t..nus ual 

n~ture o f these char-ters . :;-i f t h , tfie fact tiiat '.2""; o f t'lese 

,.ha t~rs J.::tcl" n roeni "'., comrnrP~ •:1 ith 4·~ of the rernainirv: 
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c'ia r t e rs , further s uo nests t h eir unusua l n :o~t ure . Finally , 

therP. is Hi thin chap ters 1-18 evid ence which s u t?c; e s t s a 

sccon1 level of redaction . For examQle the a1dit ion o f 

Tos . Keritot 4: 6 to the enrJ of c hapte r 1 probably reflects 

the han1 of the later reriacto r nho desired to have chanter 1 
. h 1 1 5~ conclui~ w1t 1 a mora ess o n . -

3cholar s ha ve overlooked the hypothes i s tha t th e r e a re 

i;":o levels of r e:iact i on in Ge ne s is Rabbah and th;i t the fir st 

~ ha'"'te r s •1e re reiac te1..i a t a n ea r 1 ier !')e r iod . ··:e fee 1 t hat 

t~is hy~oth esi s ~ill ~e an a i d in accoun tina for the rerlaction 

of t:1P-"~ chante r s . In .~·idi tion , the red ac tion cr itinue 

•'-.ich •··e :.>. re a'.:>out to unrie rtak e J esires to ti:-st l '1e theory 

1.li?S'! c'H.•"'\te r s e'<h.i. .,it in sev eral olace s t vo ov er rid in o 

~.:)ncern'=' •·•hich IHil p to account fo r the r edact io n o roce ss . 

1·1e fir~t is the co ncern ov e r the ttlreat o f Gnosticism, 

,,,. ri ''er' e s o teric ::>pec ulation, .1.nri /or sC1ecu l ation \ hich 

in ~he oninion of the 1a~his ~oul~ le ad to t h e d i shonor of 

thP ~orl of Is r ael . The second concern is the rlesi r e to 

rovi'ie le·.is ··.• ith a " p r oner ' ' or a ccer table fo r m of Je •:1ish 

-nosir, . Tr.e noal of '.->uch <"'n osis •ould be to account fo r the 

~re~tion of the wo rl rl ~hi l e protec tinq the h onor of the 

~.., 0f Israel. 

Let u.:: b e<"in ':o e-.:amine t:-iese ry r ol')ositions . ··•e shall 

rirst ~ttem~t to unrle r stand the s~ecific t r ad itions in and 

o:- thP.nselv e s , ar1j then ·•1e shall a ttem'.) t to unde r stJ.nd how 

~,-· o,, •1nat '-l;;~is t he re 1actor ~ut the s e ~;;ecif ic tr~rl itio ns 

.'i th th i s in rrii n <.l , we shal l no ··J 

,roce8 i •i i t h an e xamination of sevl'?ral S•) ecific tradi tion s , 

~e innin wi th the common tr~rlit ior; or ~e ne s i s nabbah 

: '-1~1 t•::r"" 1-S 3.nr1 '·lao i r..ah I I:1 of the ".)~ le stin ia n Talr-ud . 
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CH.~PTER I V 

T'-1;: cor.:;.10:1 TRAfHTIO JS : l'.;EMESI S RAB AH CHAPTERS 1-8 

A, D T :·-:E PALESTI IJIAl-J T~LMUJ HA.Gir.:l\H I I : 1 
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"<. Introduction 

~e have noted the o r edomi nance in Genesis Rabbah cha nters 

1 -~ of ~arallel tra d it ions from the 0 alestinia n Talmud (he r e 

after refe rred to as P T) Hag i nah II :1. The sipnificance of 

these na r al lels for our study of Genesis ~abbah i s tha t 

they mi nht help us to und e r stand some of the spec i fic 

concer ns of the r edac t or of t he midrash v1ho chose to include 
them ~ithin his wo r k . 

~ithin the r a lestinian Talmud , the fram~wor k fo r these 

la rallel tradit ions i s ~ishnah Hag i gah !I : l whic h s tates : 

The forbidden dec rees of marriaqe may not be 
ex 1Jound ed 11.::fore th r ee r ersons , nor the account 
of creat i on befor e t wo , nor the account of the 
chariot before one alone , unless he is a sane who 
understand s of h i s own knowled ge . \h oe ver thinks 
a ')out fou r thin" s , it v1e r e better for him if he 
ha~ not been born : ~hat is above? ~hat is belo~? 
'·Jhat i5 before? And what is afte r? And wh oever 
is not se nsitive to theglory of his Creator , it 

1·1cre '.:iette r fo r hirri if he hart not 0een bo ,.. n . 

• his ··ishnah l ists thre e categories of for bidden dec r ees 

of ~arria1e or sexual relations. It is nrobRhle that the 

rininel intent of t~is Mishnah at this ooi nt invovled a 

concern for rodesty . The early Ra~bis felt t hat thinns 

lirectly r~:ate~ t o for b idjen se xual acts shoul rl not be 

orenly d i scusse~ . This feelinc was ~ ·ob2bl y !ue to the 

hct ttat the.v d i d not '.'lant to encourai-e such acts , nor did 

they wan t to s e xua lly a rou se youn n men by thei r disc uss ion. 

1"-S IJe 5hall See , ho11ever , thP inter" reta-.t ion or t he gema r a 

'eens :o r evolve around an entjr~1y Giffe rent concern . 

Ti1e =tcc oun t of creation , the "maas eh beresh i'!i" was not 

to be discussed ~e fore t wo ~eon le . Here i uite clear!~ the 

"is'• nah i s d iscussin 'l the r ealm of esoteric S')ecula tion s . 

1ne o··v ious fac to r l1e 1•e could be Ra bb inic conc P.rn over the 

t ~reat of Snostic cosmoqonical and cosolooical speculations . 
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The thi r d ca t eqor y of for b i dde n exoositions is the 

cate!"ory of " maase h me r kabah ," tlie ac count of the chariot. 

These sneculat i ons 11ere ha serl on t he de scrintion of th e 

throne on its chariot as de sc r ibed in the f irst c haot e r of 

~z~~iel . In his stud i es , Aershon Sc holem has shown that 

th ere were c roups of Rabh i s who stud ied the myste r ies o f 

the th rone of ~od and wh o de~i red to pe r c eive that throne • 

.:.s ··1::i.s r.1en t ioned Qreviously , Scholem fel t that these 

qoec ulations reflect a Jew i sh concomitant to Gnostic 

Sl'l ecu lat i.ons . 
1 

T'1e next sect ion of the .Hshnah is a ., r ohib ition a11ains t 

sneculat ion on what is above , helo~ , hefore Rn~ after. 

"either the lanouaoe nor the concern here is clear . e 

shal l 1iscuss th i s issue in much g reater detail l ate r . in 

lh .1. !:' cha·1ter . 

T~e final s ec tion rleal s ~ith the ho no r or glory (kavod ) 

of ';oil , .'h ich is to '.:le retaineci a t all times . Ho11 \·Jould one 

not retain tl"l P hono r o f God ? I n the t ime of the ' iishnah , 

ti.is coul .J have heen a reference t o those \'/h o oostulated 

the ex i &tence of a jemiu r ge . In sum , it is c lear to thi s 

•1 r iter that mos t o l~u s i''le ')Oss i b i lity f or t he conce r n of 

t'1i:: "iisl1na'1 is the threat of ~nost icism to Jew i sh heliefs . 

l'i i~ i:::; a ..,ro~osition ·.~h ic h "le ~hall exa:nine in consider able 

• : ·~ta i 1 j n th i ~ an r: in th e n e x t c h a r t e r • 

The reMara to this ~ ishnah as found i n th e Palest inian 

T~lmurl ~eg ins ~ith the ~ iscussion of th e for~idden decrees 

0 r'arri?J' e : 

F , qa in t~e narat ot P , Ju~an : It (the halacha 
of the ~ishnah) is ~cc ordinQ to R. Aki~e . Derha~Q 

it is acco r ' inn to n. IshMael ~ho tau~h t ~ ro-

11 i b itions a ·1a i nst .:>.n illicit se:<ual act . From 
this injunc tion, R , · -ni s2.t teac h i n g that a 
~ rohih it ion not to h~ve an ill icit se x;~l act 
( ··1 ith anothe r , active) is a lso a •J r oh i bition 
not to ')e the sui) j ect of sucli an act ( b y 
a no ther , );:i• •• sive) . Thus the ll2lachc. is 
ace or •in~ to ~ . Ish ..,ae: . ? 
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last ro~ ma i nt ains tha t the 3 issue here i s sodomy . Thus it 

is sorlomy which , accord i nq to R. Akiba , is not to be dis-

cusserl '-,efore three ~eop le . The snecific nature of the 

l or '> idden sexual a c t however is no t of great significance to 

us . ~hat is he i ng established he r e i s a oe ne r al o rinciple . 

This :ieneral orinciole is es t ab li sh ed th r ough the oririon 

of :< . Ishmael wh o is s e en ) y the gemara as an alte r native 

to R. ~ki ba . It is sa i d that R. I shmael t aught r roh b i tions 

or "1arnin 3s agains t i l licit sexua l a c ts . 1·111at the 1;iishnah 

intenrt e rl to say here i s that R. Ishmael disc ussed these 

e~ts in 9u)lic , thus v i olatin9 the ~ i shnah wh i ch is said 

to ...,e t he of'li rio n of '": , Al< i ha . R . Am i then e> r e sents an 

ective/oass ive ar ~ument . The impor t of this a r gume nt i s 

to sh o•.·1 that if \'iarni nqs against the f orbidden ~exual rleeds 

are +o ~ e taUQht at ~11 , they must be taucht before three 

-eorle . This is due to the fact t hat such a warninn must 

·-.e '10th active and nass ive . The a c tive warn inq is t hat 

'Jerson 1" must not lay \'Ii th pe r son .... Th e ")assive ;1ar nin J 

i s that 'Jerson A must not be laid by oe rson C. Thus , 

~~cor~inr to R. Ami , a minimum of three peo nle are involved 
. 4 in t eachina a wa r ning aga inst fo r b i dd e n s e xual r elat Lons . 

T~e 1emara aonears convinced hy R . Ami ~ s reasoning of 

- . Ish~ael ' s osit jon , and accepts it as be ina lenally b i ndinJ . 

Th11s in this case , the oeMar a representing the o"..'in ions of 

~ . Ishmael and R. mi contraci icts the Mishnah renresenting 

t~ e o~inons of R, Akiba , R. Judah and R. Ra . 

The remara t llen return s to the !ii&hnah b y c i tinr the 

~ rohi ~ ition a~ain st teachin ~ th= account of cr eat ion , 
, ... a~_s eh ;::;ereshit , " i)efore t t!lo neo 1lr> , 

; • 2;i. in the name of R . J1 J .i~h . It (the halacha 
of t he i ishr.a h) i s accord in:t to R . Akiba . Perhans 
ii; i s a s R . I shmael inter e> ret s the -rohioition. 
From this , q _ Judah ~ . Pazi sat and e~plained 
that in the lle Qinnino the .. ,o r l d v1as water in 
1atet'. Tliis s no1vs that the ha l acl1a i s accor ding 
to ~ . I s hr·1ae l. 



··e notice tha t the oemar a .;..-;ain s ets uo an /\kiba - I s hmael 

controversy , a oain ~ referrin o the ooinon of R. I s hmael . 

In this case , R. Ishmael permits t he nublic e x ~os ition 

of "'.1ae.seh ~ere ishit ." As before , the authorities who 

u"hold the- Akiba 's nosit i on are R. 13a anci R. J udah . R. '3a 

5:? 

or R. Abba b . Zabda was a s econrl ~eneration Palestinian a mora 

who liverl in t he thi r d century CE. R. Judah he r e is 

n ro~a~ ly R. Judah h , Ilai , a tanna of the mi J - s econd cen

tury C. E. It is clear that t he oe mar a pr efers the 

I shmae l ite i nteror etation , for immed iately follo~inp its 

acc e~tance, the ae mara brings forth an exnosit i on of 

crea t ion in the name of R. Jurlah b . Paz i . R. J urlah b . Pazi 

•a s ~ fo urth ~eneration Palestinian amo r a . His exoosition , 

~evinn ~een taurht in oublic , 5 contradicts t he Mi s hnah a nd 

th e hal,c ha accord i no to R. Akiba . 

T~e red~ctor of ~enesis Rab bah chose not to reneat t hiG 

~ i~~t s ection of t he ~emara in the Pale stinian Talmud . 

- enes i s :\a l)h.o:t.h 1 :14 , however does ha ve a trace of t'ie d is

a- r ~en<:>n'.: ') etl'l~<:'! en \ 1< i'):_l. a nr• I:jhnacl . Th erein , r . Ishmae: 

' t1e.; i: ions 1 . A.kH•::i. ' s us a ge 0f the '-i e brew oarticl'?s ''.il:' 
(~xce t ' , ·~ (only) , ''.!.!,, " and "gum" ( ::. l s o) as t h ey 

~re use· in t he 0'1eninr of Gene s i s . R. Aki'-..a ' s a ns 1 \ler t o 
.., -. ... 

I "" i t h:l·i sa i d , " I1 tiH? he r innin'l 'io<i 
crea t ed the '1eaven a nd t he earth" (r. ene s i s 1: 1) , 
1·1 ~ minht ha ve maintained tha t heaven a nrl 
e'l. rth too , ri. re d ivine no·"ers . 

I ·1 t h i . " 3.ssa.,9 , '";e a re never tolrl l'lha t con ~t it1 1t1=> s t he 

-os i t i on .:;i f ~ . lshm<".e l. I t i clc:.r , ho •. ever , t hat Akiba ' s 

nosition ~r i se ~ out o~ R concern th at reo~ le mi~h t inte r n re t 

i.t:~t '" Or';)r>t h i n'1 0 t her than " odor t hat s or.ieth in,., in add ition 

to "o 1 11as rg '3n on n i.hl·~ for the c r--a tion of tl1 e ear tr . 

~ ~i· ~ ' s desire, the re ro r9 , coul' be t o refute a nrl j i smis3 

~h ~ " noat i c v ie'" o f 1en i ur - ical crea tion . This ~assane is 



53 

not found in the ::aGigah s ection which we a re about to s t ud y , 

but i s found in er~chot 11 b and Sotah 20c of the Palestinian 

Talmud . 

The func t ion of the first ~art of the c emara to 

PT Ha~ igah II : 1 i s to s et up a conflict between t wo school s 

of th ought , the Akibaite school a nd the Ishmaelite s chool . 

The ~ referenc e of the gemara for the interpretation of the 
l at ter s chool is clear . 

Let us now oroceed t o the analysis of th e commo n trad i 

tion s of PT Hagigah II : l and Genesis Rabbah , chapter s 1-8 . 

Ou r ma in ob jective at this point wi ll be to d i scuss to 

what extent these trad ition s a re ali~e and to ~hat exten t 

th ey a r e d i fferent . ~e a l s o shall attern~ t to demonstra te 

~ ow these trad itions refl ect the concerns of their au t hor s 

~ n d of t he redact6r s of the greter l iterary works i n wh ich 

th e y anoea r . 



B. The 'Lying Lip~• Polemic 

Passage 1 

~enesis Rabbah 1:5 
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Kao "lara ' s name op ener:! : " Let t h e l yinq lio s b e rl umb " c~salm 31 
l':) . Th i s n eans , ' Let theM be '>ound , made lumb , and 
sil PnCe'' ·' ' Let them '"l e hounn ,' as i n the ver " ~ , "ro r 
' e i1 old , we were i1 ind inq sheaves . " ('lenesis 37 : 7) . 'Let them 

11e ma<Je cl um"' , as it is sairi , "Or who made a man iuml) . " 
<Evorl11'3 4 : 1 1) ' Let tl1erri be silencer! ' is its literal meaninl"I . 
'' " '1ich soea!< arro<'antly (atak) a:iainst the riqhteous" (Psalm 
-1: 1 =-' . i'ean inn , :>. a inst the r iC"1hteous One c o ncernin 'l 
"'latter"' which He has .-li th held f rom his creatur es . " ''!ith 
~ rid e ! " ( I bid) In o r '"ler to boast and say , ' I d i s course c- n 
t 11e E.ccouiit'Of Cr eation ! ' " '.n•:! contemni:! " (I b id) To thin k 
that h~ is contemr.tuous of .1y Hono r! (or Glo r y I ) For 
"" . "osi o. ~ . Hanina sai d : ~Jhoever eleva tes himself at the 
cost of his felllo1·1 . ·.1an ' s Jeqradation has no share in t he 
t~rl~to ~ome . How much th e mo re in terms of th e hono r of 
"'~·i. '\nd t·.th2.t is \·:ritten after it? "Oh how abundant is 
"c•1r l"IOoinP.ss , which You have s tored a >''aY for them that 
--ear "o•J " ( 0 salm '31 : 20) . Rav said : Let h i n have none of' 
Your ~~unjant ~oodn ess! 

~electinian Talmud Ha" i gah II:1 , 77c lines 20-2e 

~av sair1 , • "Let the lying l i 1 s be t'.lum'1" ( Ps . 31 : 1 9) . Let 
~ ·1e·· · e rr..r:e ' un:- , ho un d , an i silencerl . " Let t h e ra )e l"lar e 
·1.J,,1

1 " ~s i t is •vrit ten , ' ~ nd the Lord said to him , '' ''lho 
:;:.s na :e a man ' s mouth?" (verse continues . "Or ·1ho makes 
a rian : v•n1

1 or dea f , Si'lhted or blind ; Is it not the 
Lord " ) ( E1:odus 4 : 11) . " Let them be •.,ound " as it is v.rritten , 
" <=o r '1e '1o l ·.l \\'e viere ,.,in:.l ing s heaves " ( Gen 37 : 7 ). "Let t'v~m 
·-; si:en~"·' '' sn ould be inter" reted literally . " 'Jh ich S'1eal~ 

{~tak' ~rro1antly concer~inn the ri l"lhteous One of the ~orlrl , 
t'1 '.n '._, '1 ich l·' e has withhelri fron 11is creatures . ""' i th 
-ri 'e an · conten,, t" (!'1id ) . This he 11ho boasts ' I discourse 
011 t '1c ~ccount of cr43ation ! ' t hinkin i that he is as one •·1ho 
la',ors (in Torah) , 1 1h en (in truth) he i s as one wh o i s 
corter·1 1 tuous (of i t ). ' :i . Josi ·,en llanina saic' , ' "lh oever 
elcv,,.te~ hirisel:- :i.t the cost of his fellow m;- n • c; ie:ra ·ation 
:1a~ no si1a. re in the 1•1orl:.1 to ... one . Is this not even more 
trJe corccr1 i~h ~ e ~c e:evates h imself c~t th e exrens~ of 
the ·lorv of the Lo r d o f ·rorlis ? ' Is it not ·ritten afte r 
it , " 'Jh 'lo abun 'ant is your ~ oodness , ·. 1hich you '1ave laid 
' for th':r t•,e_t iPar you " ("".s . """1 : ::'r ) . Let him rot •ar-
t, ke of your ahunrl ~nt noodnecs , 

q 



In each sou rce , the tradition ~e~i n s with ~n inter

nretatio:i o f ~sal 1 ~ 1:1 ° . Jn Senesis Ra b'>ah , th i s ve r se 
7 

st? rv es a.s t he p r oem ve r se . The 1\'0 r d " te ' elamnah " i~ 

inter lrete1 in ~enesis Rabh3.h to mean tha. t those ••ith ly in ., 

l i 1s sl1oulrl !"le IJoun':i , ma•1e dum:,, a nd s ilenced . The o r de r 

i.n the Ha11inah 11assa'1e is sl i qh tl v rliff e r ent , " Let th em be 

ma"ie dum:1 , ~ounrl , an0 s ilenced ." Each sourc e i n ter ..., r e t s 

e.:?.ch v~rl' in t his •jhase a cco r d in:, t o its order within the 

so·.J r ce itself . The inter r retations a re the s~me i n e a c h 

source . ~enesi~ 17 : 7 is ~uote c as a ) r oof t ext f o r 

" ii:-•Jr1<3 n . " This ic: based U.Jon the Ara:naic translation of 

t'·is ve r sa \·lh ich use.-i the l\r?..-naic r oot "j'l79 " f o r thP 

·:~:"r e· roe': " D~ X . " T:1us · 1~ r.1ay concl1J:je that the Ar :=\.maic 

tre ne. la tions o f ce-rtc. in :1ih 1. ical oa ssa1es v1e r e \'le 11 kno"m . 

-~·o 'u" /.. : J l i s u sei a~ t> roof t ~Y.t fo r the ~ rama ic 

" ,;,,':c'"l .r.:11.n . " In r.:l<odvs 1 : 11 , 1·he "'o r ds "ilem" ann " ch e re sh " 

si:;nd :-i·le hy s i de as synonyns . The '•Jore: " ishtatkan" is 

i·1:P.r-·r""t~ i c\c c orriinr to its l i teral 'lle an i n<i . Th i s rn e;>.ns 

t:,.,._t th~ -.:i· ~·-, :.s vie\· erl ..,saln ~1 : 1 q as st:o_t i nr : ·•Let thP 

, · i n ,. 1 i s '; e c; i J e n c e : • " -= v t h i s i n t e r ., r e ta t i o n , th e <>a I)'' i s 

i:.re 'e1v"1~t r :;. t in ·~ that th e \"/ Ord ' te ' i1.laM n~h ' h"l<i t !1 r ee 

• ..... "":.11 ~ , ~r."' th~ l~st o" these meanin'1s \"as the one commonly 

:c--::i:1t0' i..~ t: 11e real me an in ; of the word . Thus , an inter-

retat ion is necessary in t!ie fir st two meaninqs , hut not 

in t''lc c~sa of t '1p '.hi r i . 

- he! :'..nter · r ::te.tion of the 1roem ve r se conti n:.ies t hrou rri 

th,.. ·'isc11ssion cf " '·lhich sn~ak ( tak) a rro ,antl.Y a··;:; inst 

th ~ r i .., h t o o u s • " T h e " t z a #l i k " o r " r i r h t e o u ::.- 0 n e " i n t '1 i s 
11erse is taken to 'e r.od . s.-.e"l\in a1~roria11t.i.y a 1ainst ~o,.·, 

1e are tol'"f , means S'ea~~i11g a':>out thin'"' s ··11ic'1 ,...o.; 11-.~ i::'1c~e ·1 

to 1ith~o l' fr om his - eo~ l e . Return i nr. t o l'.'l sc..1·1 ,, 1:1 9 , " wi th 

nr ir' e and cont~rr:~ t ," th e tra<' ition identi!i e::: those v1ho 

s"eak ar r oqantly a--~inst "ori ~s -4'.!o""le \''he S'e 3.k a'1out an.-1 

''02st of the ir nnos is co ncer n in n t he accou nt c"' cre"ttio1 . 

~v esnous i nJ such 0nos i s , a ~erson is , ~ cco r~i n ~ to the 



53 

~abb is , nuilty of insultin q the glory of ~od . 

Th e s t atement ~Y R. Jos i b . Han i na shou lrl be l ooked 

e t as t he key to the entire i ssue . R. J osi h , q _ Han ina 

lived i n ~a le s t in e in the sec onrl hal f o f t he th i r d centur y 

~ . E . It i s clear f rom his s t a temen t t ha t he v iewed t hose 

~ho rli scour s ed on the creation of the world as no t on l y 

offend in~ th e a lory o f God , but a lso not hav i no a s hare 

in th e \1 .)rld to come . In terms o f third century Jewish 

soc i e t y , t his t ype of polemic , which threa tened t o de ny 

th~ offe nde r a share i n t he world to come , was a n extremely 
~arsh a nd sev ere one . 

The t r ad i tion continue s by citin~ Psalm 3 1:20 , a ver s e 

~hie~ follows th e p r o€m ve r se . Th i s verse i s used by 

lav to s how t ha t t he offende r s apa i nst ~od ' s nlo r y , th os e 

· ) 0 ~ i qc our s e o n the creation of the world , ~i i l not enj oy 

th~. t 11h ich 1'1od has s tored uo fo r the r i ghteou s i n t h'? 1or ld 

t o co~e . This could be a re f erence ~o the conce~t tha t 

~or: s to r e ·1 a"Ja y the !1r i me val 1 i gh t for t he enjoyme n t o f the 
~ 

ri •hte ous in th e world t o come . ~ Th i s c once~t s ha ll ~e 

isc..isser; i n 1rea ter r eta il in chapter VI of t his t he s i s . 

Let us now nroce eri to e xamine the meaning anJ siqnificance 

or thi s ~assa~ e . Fir s t , ~ e not ice t ha t the ) a ssag e rep r ese nt s 

~ 1ar sh att i tude t o"ia r _·s e soteric s1eculation on t he 

~r eation of t he •:1o r .:.rt . I t is noss i ble t te.t the author of t h i s 

intern ret a ~ion f e l t t hat he was fo l lowi ng the in t e r o reta tio n 

o f - . Aki~a v i s - a - v i s such snecu lat i on . The t h ree nassa2e s 

-.11oted , ">s;1..lm 3 1 :1 9 - 20 , ~ene s i s 37 : 7 , a n d Ex od us 4 : 11 a r e 

: 11 inte r ~ r ete~ so as to a ttern) t to s ilence th os e who 
~i-q~e in creation s~ccul tion . 

It i s also c l e a r t ~ at t he Pnohas is o f t he nassare is 

<. Vosi '' · Ha nina ' s assert ion th.?1. t t hose who e n.-ia ~1e in t his 
~~ecu l~tion de1 r ade t he 0ono r or "lo r y of God , therehy 

osin°1 their s har e in the vorl I i.:o c ome . rio t ic e the s ini

larity of~ . ,Josi :1 . Han ina ' s s t a tenent t o the s t a t emen t 



a t th e end of Uish nah Ha9iqah II:1. 

1''h oev e r h~s no r e0ar I for the hono r of his 
Creator , it ''.fere bette r for h i m if he harl 
not l) een bo rn. 
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In hot'i ':'lT Haai3ah II : 1 77c and Genes is Rabbah 1 : 5 , th is 

tr~ciition i c fol lowe~ by a nother tradition whic h sneaks of 

~he qlo r y or honor of Gorl . I n PT Hao i gah 77c , the t r adition 

is foll o ~ed by an inte r oretation of R. Levi in which the 

" r., lor.v" of t:;od is i d entified as the e v ents i) rior to the 

craFtion of man . ~od is said t o have chosen to conceal 

:rno:· leJqe of tilese events f r om man . In Genesis Rabbah 1 : 5 , 

t~e concen t of ~ad ' s glo r y is d iscus~ed i n terms of the 

-oo~ , not evi J , s tate of the wo r ld . This latter ~assaae 

sh 1J ~e j i s cu sse d s hortly . 

· . "osi !> , ' te nina stud ied in the acad emy at Tiberias 

u~~?r ~ . Yochanan . Ra~~ inic sources record rnany instance s 

"'t>rein he :isa.•] ree C: 11 ith .-. • Yoch"i.nan , an:f I .ater b3achers in 

-\· y1nni ~ loo~e d ucon his o~inions with d isdain . For 

e··:111 le in '.l T Sanhed rin 17 b 1·.•e read that wherever it a t a tes 

" 1'1 .~y ri Jic1Jl e : it in the West ( ?alestine )." The text is 

r;;"'errin i:o ~ . '.'osi b . Hanina . His s trict a..ttitud e to·uard~ 

• ·r::c111 ~tion the reforP. cou ld hav e had a 11o ss i h le p ol i t ical 

i ··"'..:'..c.?..tion . i·'hi. le it i s likely that R. '.'osi d i r ected his 

-oJenic at those who h e ld ~ iffer ent heliefs who were not 

Ir:: 1 h:s 01· 1n circle , it is also noss i ':lle that he rli recte i 

:1 i· ·ole1nic :t ch o se vJ ithin his own circle \'Jh o en('.are.J i n 

esoteric s eculqt i o n on the creat ion of the wor lrl . 

Th"'- <>.· 1th ority 1Jho is cit~'"! at the b~qinnin ., of the 

tr.:-. llt i on is 7iil ferent in r:>ac i. Jer:;,ion . 1'1 ':lene•,is 1C!.bbal1 

i: · , 'tie au·.:hori t't citec' is R. '-l1Jna i 1 -,.r Ka- -?-r ' s na i.·,p , 

In r~T ; ·".ri i neh '.ri'. :1 7 7c, the e.uthority citerl i11 Rc-.v . :ar 

·~,,,r ·<i 1 a _iv e ~• in ..,a1estine in the heJ iw1inc· of the third 

centur y C . E., an~ 1as the ~u th or of a com~ilat ion of · 

'.!. ... ically le'lal t r a -lit i ons i·1h ich s o u11ht to exr lain ol•scurg 

·a"SFl'"es •.:.thin the ·,: ishnah .of .lu·•c>.h h a- ·~""- 3i . In m:i. n." 
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l n<;t tnces , -ar l(;lr'l !Htra cl isar:i r eed "Ii th the ru l inn s founr' in 

1uch.J1 l'a- N<>.si ' s f,l ish nah . Rahhinic lradit ion r e fer s to Rar 

r~ :>r~. ' s com11ilation as "The '·Hshnah of Ra r l<a,..,..,a r a " o r 

"T e ~reat '/i sl-\nayot of 3ar l~l. .., ..... ara . 118 ~ar '<al)nara 1·1:-.s also 

tlie h e<> ri of an a c adAmy in the " south " of Palestine , ;")Ossih.J.Y 
0 

·n raes~rea . - R. Huna is orohably the R. Huna who live1 in 

His name is ment i o ne rl with the Mid- thirrl century in Sura . 
10 

""e~ t fre.-.11ency in :)oth the Palestin i an ancl Rahylon ian Talmu 1_;·s . 

-~··, .., thi r ·' centu r y ~u thority •·.'ho founrferl the ac3.d emy in 

-ur '1 , .. turiieri in the ::tcari e my of .Judah lia-Nasi and was 

or 'aine "i hy him . I n la r '.) e measu r e his o :, irrons s e em to be 

jeri11e •i fror his e~ rl y e xf)e r ience in Pa lestine '\' ith Jud01.h 

~~- li Rnrl his uncle ~ . Hiyya . 11 

Ii com1ilin., or c reatin 0 the o roem, the re lactor of thi~ 

t ::-- 'ene s is Ral>hah , connecteu this trar' ition 11ith a 

~ r~ :·.'on "1h ic'1 discusses the r.ature of the create' "'Or l ··· . 

1· i:s 1 -~~er trarJitlon ends \·1ith a si:ate :.ient · y R . Hu na :;.n 

iecause of this , th e rc1actor vf 

-an~0 :~ -~)~ah 1 : ~ then aesi_ned the entire nroe~ to ?ar 

~-.' ·n."'o:i. . '=1Jrti1err.iore , in '='T ::aJ i1ai1 I I : l 77c , Ra.v is not 

:i~·~; \'=> the a uthor of the stateme nt , " Let liito have none of 

~1.)ur a ·111., ·lant ']vodn e ss ," •:Jhe reas in f'!en esis Habbah l : G, qav 

i_ i::o ,-:d2 re"' to '~ e the :iUthor . It i s nossi~le that the 

r~ i_cto r o~ :enes i s Ra~~a~ ~~y inned thi~ sta tement to ~~v , for 

~ v coul~ ~ave heen the author or the ori~inEl ' lyin~ li~R ' 

-o.:..:ri.:.c it·"{el - • In other \·1ords , ttie re"'actor of ~enesis 

·>··. :,h 1: -; 1 l1ri l in front of :11m r> trarii tion si-nilar to the 

o :- n PT 1-l::.-:i1,~ .... 11 II : l , 77c . ' 'e th~n ·1el·ie' tl.i trad ition 

· i=:h _he o.1P ·- ich follo"1s , .1i· .. ·, \.ne result 'ei11~ the '"' roem 

1 . r; .. 
=r v~~oar~ ~~S not the &Ulhor or this ~ole~ic , for 

~ r ~? ~~ra ~e9mo to have alloved ·or ~r eater free1 o n in 

.,., •ecuLtting on tho crea.cion of the •orl ri . Statements in 

~enPsis 1~b~ah 1 : 1 (an1 ) an1 1 : 10 nake it clear th~t ~ar 
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v~p~ara allowe1 for this type of e s oteric s,eculation . If 

·e ? re correct in seein11 these h"o !')',is as h ol<li n a o~'.>ORite 

vievs on s,eculat ion , t hen it is clear that Bar Ka~nara 

~oul 1 not hav e l)een the author of the " Lyin g Li-,s" -olem ic . 

If ~ar Ka~oara had heen th e a u th o r , we would then ~ave 

~ace 4 the im~ossi~le task of ex~lainin~ how o nposit e 

o~irwn~ cou1 -i have '-, een helr:' hy the same authority •·: ithin 

the sane v ersion of a tradition , the l roem in Genesis qabbah 

1 . , . . 
In a~dition , it is cl e ar th at Pav ' s narae wa3 associated 

•i+h t~e inte r nretation of Psa l m 31: 20 . In t he Llidrash 

Tei 1 :1irn :) 1 :s , •1c rr>a.·1 : 

Rav s~i~ ; He wh o ~uts his f aith in a batter Pd 
i1ol shal l not behold ~od ' s q ood ness , for it is 
c;a.".d , " O ho1·1 a:.>undan t i s your g ooc:n e ss , 1\ hich 
'.'ou hc:v e le.id uo for them that fear you . " 
Ps<>l"' "1 : 20 ) 

'e notice ~· e si1ilarity of theme in this tra~ition " nrl ln 

~en·J:.i" '\a ') ')e.11 l : "i . Th e ' lir>rash Tehillirn ".lassa e r oss i bly 

oint• to an e~rly oral t r arj i t ion which essociated ~~v with 

·~rticu ar inter retation of Psal~ ~1 : 20 . Thus it i s 

·:is.:-,i' le th'1t '"'~v \\las either the or i,..,ina) autl1or of th e 

en~ire ~nterrr~tntion or the author or only its last ..,art . 

Ti i ~ .ri-1;~~ r,,~er tl-e Jatter no<>si',ility . First , ho 

-::r. n \re "-~c ou1 t for the f<-ct that ";av , a. ..,atlylonian , 

,.,. e:...r ~ in? trarlition witl1i 11 the ilal esti.nian Talmud or lor 

th- t matter .. ,ilhin in ~enesis Rabbah •·1h erein most of the 

:".ut l1oritie~ c>.re :"ron '"'alestin e? TllC an, .rer to this ..,uestion 

''anin~ -:s .., " ' r 

Frankel wh n ~~~it~inG that ~ . Yosi h . 
1? 

·· okec;nan in ':'a lestine . - I;:- th i s ·1~ s the 

-: a ~i: , t •en it is p oss.:.·-,1e t 1 at the author of this tradit ion 

·,ar .l0"' 0 ci:her tl'"..n • Yos.i ' . ''anin.:i. , the au t hority •"'lo 

'.!. ":. .-, i.:) e fJ · \. · ,, •ort ;:,.nt st;:itement · . .:thin the enti r e .,olemic . 

-·~e n:r1i-tra1ition cited by R. Yosi 1-, . "an ina ·1 i til the or :s , 

"' nd ':that 1·1as :1ritte11 afte r it? " \·:e. ·~ none otlier than the 
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t r ar ition r ecorr'e l in 'Hd r a sh Tel1 il lim 3 1 : G ! 

Finally , there a re certain lin guis tic d iffere nc es 

·-.et•·een the t raci ition as r ecorrled in ° T Hag i gah II : l 77c 

an~ Gene s i s ~abbah l: S . The f i r s t is the usar e of the 

'.'/Ord " etma he " in Genes i s Rab bah . This VJo r d is founr.I 

throu1~out n enesis Rabhah and is fel t by Al beck to reflect 

the redactor of the ~ork . 13 Se nesis Rabbah also uses the 

or·· " ;..eta ch " i'1 t he be ainning of the o roem. Thi s word is 

co~mon to the o roem form and it s appearance within Genesis 

':"a')bai1 , a n i<ire.s h ·.1h ic h has ma ny n roems , i s not su r nrisin r . 

F ~nally there i s the usaoe of the hermeneutic ' kal vahomer ' 

in ) oth sou r ce s . Senes i s Ra~bah introduces the ' ka l-

vah o!ner ' by the nhras e "al achat kuma vikhama," whereas PT 

·:s..•i-:ah II : l 77c i 1'.:roduces it by the ni1 r ase " lo l<. ol sh eken ." 

I n eithe r in::;tance th e meaning remains the same . The 

us1 ~e of ii?i"erent introd ucto r y 9hrases cou l d be evid ence 

~r i ~ferent schools of redaction . 

· s nen tione1 r r eviously , the redactor of Gene s i s Ra~~ah 

-=tt::!.ci1 e · th e " Lyi ng Li r) s " l) Olemic to a nother trad ition . 

This s econd trad i t ion a l s o dealt wi th the Qlory or ho1or of 

~od , 'w t ·"'r om e. n ent i rely d iffe r ent riersp ect iv e . Th is 

'·,.:.·' ition i s also fo un d i n .,T ·1aqiqah II : l 77c , but i t i s 

rot .:-ou'l..: l~l lo i 11".I the " Ly in'] Li -.s" "'Ol e r.i ic . At ttis time , 

e no·, ·:1,,ect ou r a ttention to ch i ::; trad ition . 
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Passa q e 2 

r,enesis Ra bbah 1 : 5 

I n hum~n ~ractice , ~he n an earthly king bu ilds a oalace on 
a site o f sewe rs , d un~ , a nd qarbage , if one says , ' This 
r alace is bu i lt on a s ite of sewers , dung , and ga r ba0 e , ' 
~oes he not d iscredit it ! Thus ~hoever ma i n tains that this 
wo r ld i~as created o u t of ' tohu ,' '~,' a nd da rlrn e ss , d oe s 
he not di scredit (it) ( either this world or God ' s alory ). 
~ . ~ un~ sa i d in ~ar Kaopara ' s name: If the matter ~ere 
not written, it would b e i mpossib le to say , " , od crea ted 
t:ie h e aven and earth; " ( Genesis 1 : 1) out of wha t? ''And the 
earth was '~' a nd ' bohu '" e tc . ( Gen e s is 1 : 2) . 

~a le stinian Ta l mud HaR i rah II : l , 77c li nes 63- G7 . 

~ . El i eze r said t6 him: Your t eacher rlid not i n tero r et it 
t~is ~ay . qath er he likened ft to a k in~ who built a oalace 
i n A ~lace of s e we r s , qa r ba q e a nrl dung . He wh o comes and 
says , ' Thi s nalac e is built ~n a o l a ce of s e we r s , 1arha~e , 
1.nr' r. 1111 1 ,' noes he not insult (the palace and the kin g )? 
Likewise , he wh o says th a t in the be~ in n i ng th e wor ld was 
'"~ter in wa ter , c' oes h e not also il"\sult (the •11or ld and ·~od)? 

A 
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This trad ition , foun d in Genesis Rabbah , is in the fo r m 

of a n a llegory of an earthly kinq who builds his oalace on 

a dunq heao . This ·alleqory is us ed t o illustrate that th e 

world was not c reated out of ' Tohu ' and ' Bohu ,' and to 

em~hasize that a pe r son who holds such a nosition i s mi s 

taken . Such a oe r so n would insult the glo ry of God . I t 

i s the id ea of ' the a lory of God ' wh ich provides the 

thematic connection of the allegory to the "Lying Lips" 

" Oler.lie . R. Huna in 8a r Kaopa r a ' s name disag r ees \'I i th the 

Dosition of t he allegory . Bar Kaopara ' s oos ition is that 

' Tohu ' a nd ' Bohu ' we re the f irst c reat ions of ·God, after 

which God created th e wo r ld . Thus Bar Kappara ' s posit ion 

could be that ' Tohu' and ' Boh u ' we re pr imordial s ubstances . 

The PT HaQiQah II :1 77c version of the tradition i s 

sliqhtiy d ifferent . In this version, th e a llegory is 

attributed to R. Eliezer. It i s not clear however to wh ich 

~ . El ieze r this refer s . In a ny event , the alleoory in 

Han i nah is not anonymous as was the case in Genesis Rabbah 1: 5 . 

The ea rthly kinn alleqor y is bas ically the same . However , 

in the HaQ i 3ah ve r s ion, there is no di rec t mention of ' Tohu ' 

and ' 8oh u.' Thi s could be me r ely a chance omission . On t he 

other hand , the omission of ' Tohu ' and '~' could reflect 

the de~ ire of the redactor of t he Palest ini an Talmud that 

hAr etics not be nrovid ed with a n arg ume nt based c lear l y on 

scriQtu re . A clear reference to ' Tohu ' and ' Bohu ' as 

nrimordial s ubstances would be suoporte1 by Genesis 1: 2 , 

" /", nd the ear th was Tohu a nd Bohu~ '.' before God began to create . 

The "-iaqiqah version instead ~us inn the tJords ' Toh u ' a nd 

' !lohu , ~ uses the words " \·1ate r in wate r . " I n its v iew, a 

;>er s on •vho maintains that the wo r ld was o r i q inal l y "water 

in ••;ater " disc redi t s both t he world and God as i ts creator. 

Ther efore , ' Tohu ' and ' Bohu ' i n the Ge ne s is Rabbah version 

s eems to ec ual "~ater in wate r'' in the Palestinian Talmud 's 

version . As we shall see later in this chapter, water was 

5een by some aut~ori t ies as ~ein~ the r rimor~ial s ubstance 
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out of 1·1hich ot her substances we r e c r eated . 

In terms of its literary style, the version in Genesis 

Rabbah seems to be less wordy and reoetitious than i ts 

count e r na r t in the 0 a lestinian Ta l mud . For examole , in the 

Hebrew text of the allepory, the Hagigah version repeats the 

·1ord " bimal<.om" six times , whe reas the Genesis Rabbah version 

reneats it only twice . 

One of the issues at stake in this discussion . is the 

issue of ' c reat ion ex nihilo ,' ' creation out of nothing.' 

The Rabbis a re dealing wi th t h e question of wh ethe r o r no t 

there existed some sort of hylic matter befor e the creation 

of the world . This issue is also found in the discussion 

~e twee n the nhiloso, he r a nrl R. Gamal iel in ~enes is Rabbah 1: 9 . 

It is oossible that the issue which p romnted the creation 

of the ~.lle l"J ory ··.1as the a nti- cosmic vieu ofti1e wor ld held 

~Y ~nostic sects . ' Tohu ' and ' Boh u' a re assuredly ne gative 

or even possibly evil elements in the v i ew of the Rab bis . 

I n the view of Gnos tics , a world crea ted O'•t of ' Tohu ' and 

· ~ohu ' would certainly have to be considered a fla"1ed , 

corruot , and ev il world . ' Tohu' and ' Sohu ' therefot·e cou l d have 

~ e e n s een h y Anostics as b ein~ synonyms for the demiur qe or 

a t l east a s the mate rial s used by him to crea te the physical 

1.or ld . It is oossible , therefore , that the omission of 

t he words ' Tohu ' and ' 9ohu ' i n the Hagigah ve rsion indicates 

t hat the redactor of t he Pales tinian Talmud had a oreate r 

sens i t ivity and concern over the threat of Gnostic ism than 

~irl the redactor of the oarallel oassa~e in nenesis Rabbah . 14 

Let us now ~ xami ne the p lacemi:>nt of the " Lyi ng Lii::>s" 

' olemic and the elle ~ory of the k in qs oalace with in the 

t• Jo sources . In r T Hari i gah II : 1 77c , the " Ly ing Lins" 

~o lemic is nreceeded by a rule by nen Sira wh ich limits 

Psote ric s"~culation . It is followed by a statement by 

r . Lev i t o the effect that ~od ' s ~ lory has concealed from 

ma n knowledQ e of thinqs "rior to the creation of the wo rl1 . 
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Thus all three oassa~es s eem to have a theMatic unity . All 

st ress that man should not speculate concerning the nature 

of the ev e nts which oreceeded his creation by God . R. Levi ' s 

comment a bout Aod ' s ~lory continues th e same theme e xp ressed 

'!J i thi n the "Lyin g Lips '' polemic by R. Yosi b . Hanina . 

The a llegory of the k ing ' s oa lace in PT Hag i nah II:l 77c 

~oo ea rs i n the midst of a s eries of analogies which compare 

the funct ion s and de s ires o f an earthly king to those of 

~orl . The fi r s t anal ogy ~tresses that God i s the r uler of 

the entire world . The last analogy st r esses the nrotectlv e 

n~ture of the k in g vis- a - vis his personal ga r den . The intent 

of thi s ~assa] e s eems to be to limit soeculation on the 

~ven ts of creation . The thematic unity and flow of these 

,assa~es do not seem to he as clear as they ~ere in th e 

1assa! ~S which included the " Lying Lios" polemic . These 

~n?lon ies s eem Merely to be attached one t o another . If a 

co~mon the~at ic concern exists within thes e oassages , . ,_ 
). I. 

~ould ) e the co ncern ove r a n anti-cosmic attitude towards 

the c r ea t ed •Jo rld , rather than the concern for ' crea tio

e~ -nihilo .' The re f ore, the recurrent t heme of these oassaoes 

1oul~ ~~ ~ st r e9s on the fact that th e Aod of Ie r ael was 

' .. '"le cre:itor a nd r ule r of the u1o r ld . 

As ne ntioned o reviously, the "Lyinq Lios " oolemic and 

tne all e r;o ry of the !~in -fs ')a lace are com5ined wi th in 

"enesis Ra1)bah 1 : 5 . To t hese tradi t i ons i s arld ed a say i ng 

'" r:- . Huna in 1ar Ka na r a ' s nane . Th is latter statement 

reflects a r r o- s"ec ula tion at ti t ude . It would s eem that 

the desi r e of r edacto r to crea te a litera r y nroem overrode 

hi s desire ~or themR tic unity . The n r oen ~e l ds toa ethe r 

t 10 contra<iictory oo s it ions : the "Ly in/"1 Lios" ')Olemic a nd 

thP ea rth ly kin~ al le~ory , ~o th of which are an ti-speculation , 

;re c oupl erl wi th the D r0-5~ eculation trad ition of Rar 

~a"nara . Th e l ack of thematic unity within the proem 

'PCoqe s even more a.., r.>?. r Pnt \·1hen one c onsid e r s that the first 

stFtement ~y 8ar Ka~na ra , which as we hav e s een , ~as not 
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ori r inally his po sition , was c o ntra d icted hy the last 

statement of' the p roem which is in hi s name . I n th is case , 

the refore, it is clear that the red~ctor of this passage 

in Genesis Rabbah was motivated more by conside r a tions of 

f orm than by the desir e to have them~tic unity within the 

tra1ition s which he p re served . 



66 

c. The Rabb is wh o Possess r, no s i s 

Genesi s Rabbah l : G 

R. udah '' . R. S imon sairl : From th e commencement vf the 
world ' s creation ,~He revea l s deep th ings'' ( Daniel 2 : 22 ) , for 
it i s wri t ten , " I N THE REGI Nt\IIW3 130;) CREATcn THE HEA VE J" 
( ~ene s i s 1 :1) , but it is not ex plained how. ~h e r e i s it 
P.Xn 1a ined? Elsewhere , "That st r etches o ut the heave ns 
like a cu r tain " (Isaiah 4 0 : 22 ). " AND THE EARTH " ( Genesis 1:1) 
1h ich i s also not e xp lainerl . ~here i s it exolai ned? 
-= lse\'/he re, " For he s ays to the s now, Become e a rth " ( ~Joh 3 7 : 6 ). 
" :JO :;on S.C\ID , LET THERE P. E LIGHT" ( Genesis 1 : 3) , which is 
~. l so not ex?la i nerl . :·/he r e is it e xr.>la ined ? Elsev1here " Who 
cover s You rsel f vJith liQht a s a gar ment " ( Psal m 10 4 : 2 ). 

?a lestinian Talmud Hag i gah II:l, 77c lines 4 - 1 5 

'.l()R TH~ STORY OF CREATION 3E FORE T'":o . R. Ba in the name of 
~ . Judah . It ( the h a lacha o f the Mishnah) is according 
to R. Aki~a . Perhans it i s as R. Ish mael inte r pret s the 
~ rohibition (or rl eed ) . From t h is , R. Judah b . 0~z i s a t 
~n~ exnlained that i ~ the ) e g innin g the world was wate r in 
1::. te r . T'i is s hows the halach a i s a ccord in g to R. I shamel. 

--: . . Jud;i.'1 '' · ?azi irite r n r etP.d , ' In the b e g inning th e wo r l d 
:1?, S wat e r in wate r ? 1:/hat is t h e s uoport fo r this? "And 
t he s •i ri t of Go el hov ered over th e face of t he waters" 
(~cr~ si s 1:2 ). Afte r \"/h ic h he marle th e snow from it . " He 
C'tsts fo rth Hi s i ce l i ke cr um'.) s " ( 0 salm 147 : 17). Afte r 

•1i1 icil He marJe the P.a rth , "Fo r He say s t o the sn ow, 8 ecome 
tJ a r·cn ( . Joh 37 : r, ) . f.\ nd the ea r th stands on the wate r, " To 
'·liM that snreacl forth the e a r th above the wate r s " ( Psalm 130:n ). 
·n I the 1ater stz.n<'s on the mounta i ns , " Th e wa t e r stooJ 
: . . ov = t he r·1o untains '' ( ~salm 104 : 6 ) . And th e IT'O untains s t a nd 
on t ne .. ,i n ~l ( ruah) . " Fo r lo , He tha t 1-o r ms the mounta ins 
H1·.1 c r· eate s the wi nd " ( A1nos 4 : 13 ) . The s p irit hanCls in the 
·· i 1 '-; . " Stormy fulfill in~ (carry in CJ ) his ~·ror rl '' ( 0 sa l .1 148 : 8 ). 
~oi ~~1~ the sto r m as an amulet and h ung it on His ~rm a s 
i. is sa5.i , ( " The eter nal ~oi i s a d"1ellin~ rlace a n i) 
11n ierneath a re th e e v e rlastin g a r ms "( De u t . 33 : 27) 
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The c ommonal i ty betne e n these t wo r ass age s is the usane 

of Job 37: 6 , " For he s ays tb t he s now , Recome ea r t h!" Th 5.s 

verse i s used t o account for the creat ion of t he ea rth fr om 

s now. It i s f o und in conjunction with o t her ver s es a ll of 

\•th ic h seem to i rnoart information conce r ning t he crea tion of 

the world . The way in which these ver s e s a re interoreted , 

t he r e f ore , ~onstitutes a type of e s oteric s pecula tion or 

ewi sh , nosis . In each passage , the und e ~ lyin g theologic a l 

~ r i ~c in le s e ems to be t he same; na mely , th a t knowled ge 

conce r n in g the events of o r e ~ t ion a s described in Gene s i s 1 , 

may be f ounri i n the remainder J f the Hebrew 13 i ble. In 

other vor d s ~e n esis 1 ~·1as seen by t he Rabb is as q iv i n!) a 

--e neral "out l ine " of c rea tion , a nd th e rema inder of th e 

•;e; re·v ~ ib l e 11as s ee n a s a s ource f rom whence the s nec i f ic s 

n~ c r eat i on c oulci be c ulled . 

q 1 1e s ha ll s ee, the nno s i s i n these oassage s run s 

counte r t o t he Rabb in ic a ttemn t to l i mit e s oteric soecu l a t ion 

a s ;"ounrl i n the "Lyi ng Lios " polemic . Ther e a re t wo poss i i) le 

ev-l enat ions f o r t h i s ' henome non . Fir s t , this t ype of 

rno s i s , ~e in 1 ba s ed upon ver s e s from the Hebrew Bi b l e , 

rl i ri no t rl emea n t he honor of God . The second e xp l a na tion i s 

one vh ic h r ec ogniz e s t hat in the s econrl throuah fourt h 

c enturie s r. . e ., t he re 1·1e re t ·vo s chools of thou .ht , eac h 

">Ossess ing a r'iffe ,·ent a t t it uoe t owar ds eso t e r ic soec ulation . 

I~ th i s cha~ te r , we have seen ev i rl ence of the ~ore lenie nt 

a ttit u~ e of I shnael a nd of qa r Kapna r a c oncerni~g esoteric 

s -·ec ul?.t ion . Their ;\tt itude i s contra sted '"ith t he 

<> t dc t er " '"' .., r oac h of Ak i ha , R. Yo s i b . Ha nina , a nd Ra v . ·--:e 

'o not kn o"J wh e t her th e s e v~ ry in n o~ in ion s e x i s terl co nt i n

ually in ac a~ emi es fr om th e secon~ t~rou oh th e fou r t h 

"~n~ 11 r jes C. E. \leve rth e less , " e J o kno\1 , ba sed on th e ev i

ci ence , th<>.t th er e were t"IO ar,ry r oa.ches t o th e ouest ion of 

esoter i c s oec ulat i on . \'Ji t h t h i s i n mi nd , l e t us no1,-1 r roceec' 

wi t h a n exaMina t ion of t he cont ext a nrl content of t he s e 
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~assaR es , each of which seems to pr Pen t us with a n examp l e 

of J ewi sh gnosis on the creation of the world . 

The ~assage f rom Haoigah II : l 77a illust r ate s how the 

st r ict att itude of Ak i oa towards esdaric spec ul at ion on 

creat ion wa s re j ected in favor of the more len ient a t t it ude 

of Ishmae l. The C1 ema r a s tates , " Pe r hap s it i s as R. I shmael 

inte r ri re ts the oroh i ':l i t i on ." The trad it i on \'Jh ich fol l ows , 

1·•hich is br ought f orth in the name of R. J udah b . Pazi , 

serv es as an examo le of I s hmael ' s pos i t ion . I t is clea r 

that this t r ad ition con t r ad ic ts a nd violates the pr o

hi bit ion of t he Mi s hnah that sneculation concerning th e 

c reation of th e wor ld s houlrl no t be d i scusse d before t wo 

This t r adit ion , which repres ents Jewish ~nosis , i s 

att r i l)uted to R. J udah b . Pazi. R • . Ju dah b . Pazi liveo 

in Lod i n ?~lest ine i n th e late third a nd ear ly f ourth 

centu r y C. E. His rel l na me seems t o have been R. J udah 

~a r Simeon b . Pazi . The Pale s tinian Tal mud r~fer s to hiM 

~s R. J Jdah b . Paz i , wh erea s Genesis Ra bbah r efe r s to him 
~ 15 as ~ . Judah b . R. S i mo n . In the PT Ha 9 i 9ah II:l 77a 

nassa1e , he ma i nt ains th a t origina lly the world wa s " wa ter 

i n ••ater . " This phrase , regardless of its mea nino , 

il ustrates c l ea rly t he two d iff erent a ttitude s towa r d 

<:-ecu lation "1hich existed a mong t" te Rabbis . In th e alle gory 

of the king ' s nalace v:h ich \las d i scusse d in the l a st 

section of th i s chante r , ~e read in t he name of R. El iezer: 

Likewi se he wh o says tha t i n t he beo i nning 
the v1or l d was 1·1;.ter i n 11ater , doe:> he not 
also i nsult (the ~orld a nd ~o ') ? 

As stated i n th e last s ectio"l , ·1e 1:!0 not kno\·1 wh o t his 

R, El iezer ''las . I t is c l ea r howe ve r tha t h i s oo in i on wa s 

t he ~'<a.Ct Ol'pos i t e of the o ri i nio n held b y R. J udah b . Pazi. 

Af te r Judah b . Pazi ' s o~ enina stat ement , the ?ema r a 

quotes his account of crea tion . Hi s ac c oun t of creation 
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cons i sts of assertions concerning the order and nature of 

creation . Each of the assertions is oased upo n a bibl ical 

nroof t ext . The fo llowing illustr ate s J udah b . Pazi ' s 

ord er and nature of crea tion , and the scriptura l ver s e s 

•·•hich he used in supoort of this order. 

1 . Water - Gene s i s 1 : 2 
2 . Snow - 0 salm 147:17 
3 . Earth - Job 3 7 : 6 
4 . Earth stands on water - Psalm 136 : 6 
5 . ~ater stands on mountains - Psal m 104 : 6 
n . "ountains stand o n "ruach " (wine or sri rit) 

mos 4 : 11 
7 . " Ruach " hangs in the wi nds - Ps a lm 148 : 3 
8 . The wind is symbo lic of God - Deuter onomy 3 7 : 27 

The fi nal step in this order was not stated because it was 

cons i dere rl to be o bv ious . This step would have been to 

relate the i d ea o f t he wind a s symbol ic of God to Gene s i s 

·i : ~ " and the r ua ch {wind or spiri t) of r,od hovered ove r 

the rater (s) ." In such a way , the interpretation re turns 

to th e verse by which it be gan . Genesis 1: 2 serve s a s the 

"cha? t er head inq" or " nene r al categor y" wh ic h t he entire 

c eculat i o n is base d . Seven verses f rom the rest of the 

·1e·,r<=·1·• ..,i:)1e g ive us the " par t ic ulars " c oncern in ~ the 
11 ']eneral category" of ~enesis 1 : 2 . The bas ic theol oo ical 

asc.ertion of R. J udah b. Pazi ' s sp ecu lation s eems t o be 

that "od i s the sunnor tin~ , as we ll as the creating , agent 

oi the un iverse . 

The tradition in ~ene sis Rab~ah 1 : once aqain i s an 

~xamnle of Jewish g nos i s conc erning the c r eat i o n of the world . 

~ere the inter~ret!tion is La~ed uoon Daniel 2 : 22 and 

1enesis : : 2 . The i de a that ~enes is 1 : 2 s erves as the 

~eneral cate~or y with the rest of th e He br ew 2ible pr ov i d inc 

the ~artic ular s of creation i s clearly stated i n this 

t r arlit ion . naniel 2 : ~ 2 , "He reveals dee o and s e c r et t hinr s , •' 

is used b y the t r a rl ition as a nr oof of this type of method

olo~ y . In other 1?01•ds , Daniel 2 : 22 i s read as , " God reveal s 

in the rest of the '-ichraiJ :t i ble th e deer a nd secret e vents 
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of creation wh icl1 He only intimated in Genesis 1 . " 

As in the tradition in the Palestinian Talmud , R. Juda h 

bar S i meon b . Pazi is the author of the interpretation in 

~enes is Rabbah 1: 6 . In r,enesis Ra bbah 1 : 6 , R. Judah b . 

Si mon' s i nterpreta tion i s slightly d ifferent tha n that in 

t he Pa lestinian Ta lmud . The account in 3ene s is Ra bbah 1: 6 

i s much s horte r:. It be gins with the assertion based on 

r enesis 1 : 2 that " In the be ginning r,od crea ted t he heave n . " 

The ma nner i n which the heaven was c r eated is explained by 

Is.,_ iah 40 : 22 . The manner in \'Jh ich the earth and 1 i qht 

~ere crea terl i s e xpl a ined by J ob 37 : 6 a nd Psalm 10 4 : 2 

r es 1ectively. 
I n ~enes is Rabbah l: G, the trad i t ion d iscuss e d a bove i s 

or eceed ed by the following t r a d ition: 

q • J udah b . S i mon be ga n his interp retation 
t; i t h , "And He reveal s deep and secret th inns " · 
(Daniel 2 : 2 2) . THE OEF ' THIMGS refers to 
r e11 e nna, a s it i s \'J ritten , " 'Jut he doe s not 
irno1! t ha t t he oead a r e the r e , tha t her gud s t s 
a re in th e deot hs of the nether-worlo " ( Prov e r b 
9 : 18 ). "Tl IE 3ECRET THI NGS" re f er s to t he ~a r d e n 
of E~en , a s i t i s written: "a nd for a re f u 3e a nrj 
s helt er " ( Erlen ) (I sa i ah 4 : 6 ) . Another inter
orea t i on , "A! ~r YE REVEALS (')EEP THI NGS . " Th i s 
re f e r s t o th e ac tions of the wicked , a s it i s 
\·1r it t en , " l::o e to t hose who hide from the Lord 
the i r c ouns e l " (I sai a h 29 :15 ) . "HE KNO\"JS \'/HAT 
re; I"J THE DARl<NESS" ( na nie l 2 : 22 ) . This too 
refers to the actions ofthe wicked , a s it is 
1.1r itte n .... !hose deeds a r e in t he da r k" (I sa i ah 
? ~ : 1 5 ) . " ,\N') THE LIGHT D'"'ELLS 1"'ITH HIIA" 
( Dan i el 2 : 22 ). This r efe r s to the actions of 
t he r i ')hteous , as it i s wr i tte n "Liqht i s s own 
fo r the r i gh t eous " ( "'-;a l n 97 :11) . R. hbba of 
Se run')ayya sa i d , "AND THE LI~HT DWELLS '"IITH 
Hii.1" ( r:>a.n iel 2 : ?. 2 ) . Th i s r e fe r s to t he 
mess i a nic l<in ; . 

These t vo t r ad i tions a r e record e~ tooe th e r in Yalkut 

~ht~on i ~an iel ~emez 10" 0 . Fo r th e mos t pa rt , howe ver , th e 

iat~~r t ra~ ition i n Genes i s Rabbah 1 : 6 i s r ec o r den 

serarata ly as i n Ya lku t Shinoni Genes is Reme z 3 , Yalkut 
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Rh irnoni Psal ms Remez 862 , ValkU~ Shimoni J oh Remez 922 , 

Yalkut Sh imoni Isaiah Remez 446 , and Yalkut Hamakhiri 40 : 22 . 

I n a ll of thes e source s , exc e't fo r Yalk ut Shimoni Job 

iemez 9~2 , 9anie l 2 ~ 22 is the s ta r ting point for ~th e inte r

~retation . Thu s based uoon the literary ev i dence , we may 

conc lude that th e redactor of r.e ne s is Rabbah 1 : 6 pur posely 

chose to a ttach these two traditions . Let us see if it is 

~ ossible to und er stand both why an:f how the redactor d i d this . 

Th e fi r st tradition in Genesis Rabbah 1 : 6 s eems to stress 

~nonled ge . Aod has revealed to t he person wh o possesses 

1tno•·1l edJe (or qnos is) , the path of good and t he path of 

,v i l . Once ~ oerson " knol'Js " the ra th of good and the oath 

of ev i l , it then is up to h i m t o choose . The path of good 

is symhol ized by t he " secret things" of Dan i el 2 : 22 , wh ereas 

t he " a th of evil is symbolized by the " deep things" of t he 

qane verse . The inte r oretat ion is d ivided into three 

<>ections , e C'.Ch o-."'" which con trasts good •·1i th evil. The 

follon tn1 cha rt outlines t h e trad ition . 

r.ood 
"Secret th inns " 

~ . Aa r de n of Eden 
~ (no ~RrRl lel) 
~ . Liqht , t he act ion s of 

the ri ']hte::ius 

Evil 
" Dee') things" 

~eh enna 

act ions of the •1ic ke d 
Darkne ss , the actions 

of the wicked 

Tt is ,ro~ahly that nar t of this trad ition i s lacking a iven 

the fact that th ere is no ~arallel in level e . Yalkut Shimon i 

1an i el Remez lOAO , be in~ a later text tha n Genesis Rabbah , 

attemnts to so lve this d ifficulty by d ivid ing the fi r st par t 

o7 the Isai ah 29 : 15 pr ooftext . In othe r words , oa r t of 

Isaiah 29 : 15 refer s to "dee p things" and pa r t r efer s to 

" sec ret th inns ." 

Another inter p retat i on : " HE REVEALS DEEr THI NGS" 
( :J:3 niel 2 : 22 ) . This refer s to the deeds of the 
~icked , as it is written " ~oe to those deep f rom 
thA Lo r d" (Isaiah 29 : ]5). "Secret things" 
(Da nie l 2 : 22 ) rerers t o " h ide thei r counsel " 
( I saiah 29 : l.5) • 
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This i 1,terpretat ion of Yalkut Shimoni " wo rk s '' linguistica lly 

f r om the standnoint of the common Hebrew roots us ed in the 

two verses . Ho\/ever , it does no t " work " in a t hematic 

sense , fo r the o rooftex t for " secret thin~ s" does not aoply 

t o the concept of ~Qod as 1 i d th e other o r ooftexts , Isa iah 4 : 6 

an1 ~saln 97:11. I n s ho r t , the inte r p r e t a tion of YalK ut 

~h i~oni Dani e l Renez 1060 sought to s olv e t he proble m of a 

Miss i nn nar t of th e trad ition by prov i d ing such a pa r t . 

1:owe ve r , in i t s con j ecture of what 1:Jas mi ssin g , Yalk ut 

Shimr ni Daniel Remez 1060 ende d uo with a r ather forced 

int~rp retation which doe s not fo l l ow the thematic flow of 

the crad i tion . 

Th e fi rst t r aditio n in Genesis Rabbah 1 : 6 concludes with 

~ ,essianic comment by R. Abba o f Serringayya . Most like l y 

tho redacto r of Ge nesis Rabbah 1: ~ added thi s interpr etation 

t n th e trRri ition rl i s cussed a bov e . As o roof of th i s , we may 

cite the f ollowinq tradition found in Lamenta tions Rahbah 1: 1~ . 

? • '= i ha o f Sennu irieh l'lai<i : 
1-:is nar1e is 'Jehi r a h , a s i t i s wr itten 
"And th e li·ih t r)wel l s with him" ( ')aniel 2 : 22 ) 
The '."Orn is wr itten ' r leh irah .' 

Tl1:: •·!orti f or li "lht in ')aniel 2 : 22 i s viri tten as " Nehirah , " 

\lot re~ i ac; " " ehorah ." ~ . rl i '"la. of Sen £? urieh interorets 

~~nie l ~: ~? in such ~ ~ay wh i ch ~ermits him to ma i ntain tha t 

th '? n<'.ne of th e ··,:~s ia.1-t is ' : 1e h ir e.h .' Th i s t r ?.rl i tion is not 

con~ect~rl in thi s s o urce to ei t h e r of the tra d itions of 

'°'.'?nesi ~ "')~ '):);o. h 1 : r . 

It sho:..i l i ·) e clear l)y now th a t i t i s Daniel 2 : ~~ ·1hic h 

s~rve5 ~s th~ tie ~et~een the t wo ma jor tra d i tions o r 

- ~ies is Ra:)'1<\h l : "; . ~oth t r a'1it ion s a r e a ttrihute ·1 t o 

" . . l•v':-.h '' · ";inon , and it is "Joss i hle t hat he actua l l y "le.<::

... _ •11 1-'"or o·:- · ~oth t r arlitions . On t te other l1and ho\'Jev e r, 

1': is a l~o 'Jossi', l e tha t bnly the second trad ition may ':>e 

at tri ':lute ri. to hirn an : tha t his name •vas annenrled to t he 

:'ir "'t 1 r .. ·:i tion i'Y the rp,rlacto r of ~enesis Rahbah . •·:e h ;j.ve 
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~enes is Rab bah for ·':ak in g th e l a st a ut hor i t_y in the p r o em 
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and makinq i t a ppear as thou gh thi s authority was the a uthor 

of the entir e p roem . We saw this in ou r d i sc uss ion of 3ar 

Kao..,c. ra and th e "Lying Li r> s " po l emic i n th e last sect i on 

of th is chaoter . 

Finally , i t s hould he noted tha t Da niel 2 : 22 was con

~ irl~ r ed to h e one of the mos t im~ortant ve r s es in the 

~eh re~ ~ ib le in terms of Me r kabah (char iot) myst icism. In 

t h i s r e aa r d , no~ the following traditio n whic h apne a r s in 

Sede r Olam Rab bah chanter 30 . 

" He r eveals d e ep thing s and secre t thin gs " ( na niel 
'.2 : 22 ) . " Deeo t hinqs ." This r efer s to t he d e pth 
of the ··1e r l<.;:i.hah . ••s ecret thinCJS." This r efer s to 
the acco un t o f cr~ation ( Ma ' aseh Ber eishit) 
"He k nows what is in t he da r kno ss." ( Dan i el 2 : 22 ) . 
This is ( h is) ~ ivinc of punishme nt to evil doer s . 
" An i the li '1ht dwe ll s with him" ( Daniel 2 : 22) . 
T~is i s (hi s ) ~ ivin g of r eward t o the r i qhte ou s 
in the wo rld t o come . 

3erle r Ol am 1abbah reco rds very ea rly t r adition s . It is 

nentioned fre~ uently within t he Babylonian Talmud . In 

~7 Yeba~ot ~2 ~ . ~ . Yoc hanan , a third cen t ur y Palestinian 

~uthori ty , says that t he author of Seder Olam Rabbah was 

Yos i b . · :a laf ta , c. seconrl cen tury authority in Palestine •16· 

Thus it is ~oss i ~ le that this text ind i cates ~hat Oaniel ? . 2 

"Ja <>. s een by cert:i.in s ec o ncl and th irci cent ur y Rabb i s a s a 

riy~tical teYt \•/h ich allude d to esoter ic k no\'J ledg e or J e ··lish 

1nosi s . 

In th e t wo tradit ion s of Gene s is Ra~~~h 1 : 6 a11' tha tra~i

tjo~ o f PT Hag i0ah II : l 77a ( disc u s~ed above i n th is section~ 

one ~inrl s tfie common und er lying a s sum~t io n that the Rao:1is 

sa1
•1 th e.,selves as be ino heir s t o th e t r ad itions o f the 

bi~l ic al Q ro~hets . As a result , they f e lt that they possessed 

t he author ity of the latte r as well . ~i sh nah Avot 1: 1 , for 

exam~le establ i shes clearly t hLt the chain of tr ansm i s sion 
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of ~od ' s will bega n with Mo ses , was passed to th e pr ophets , 

1ho ev entually oassed on th is knowledge to the nen of the 

., reat A~seml)ly or the Rabb is thems elves. This lrno·:1l edae \las 

not only a kno~ led ge of the c ommandments , but wa s a lso a 

kno"• lerlg e of t h in gs cone e rn in g the cr eat ion and nature of 

the ~orld a nd of the relktion of God to it . Knowle dge 

concern in '.'.? t he creation of · the 1'Jo rld may be obtained f rom 

th e ~abb is who oos s e ss it . The content if t h i s knowl edge 

•1hich the Ra bb is possess i s their ab il ity t o sho\·1 ho•1 the 

~roph ets a nM th e writings illus trate and clear u, the 

va2ueness and amb i qu ity oresent in the account of crea t ion 

in ~ene s is 1 . 

Thi s ty~e of inte r pretat ion may be consid ered to be 

.Je ·1 ish gnos is . As noted ear 1 i er , s uch interoraa tion seems 

to contrarlict the dictum of the Mishnah concernin g public 

soeculat i on on the account of creation . It is poss i ~le , 

theref ore , th~t these traditions refl ec t only the mo re 

lenient si.ie of a conflic t bet·•1een t wo nrou os of Rabb is 

conce r nl nG esoteric spec ulat ion . Moreover, t he oassage 

coull ref l ect a n attempt ~Y this particu lar grouo of Ra~b is 

to ~ rov iri e their followers wi th a Jew i sh concomita nt to 

~nostic s~ecu lat ion . It is likely that a text s uc h a s 

~a ~ iel ~ : ~? ~as used hy ~nostics to su~n ort their c laim that 

they 1ere the s ole rossessions of knowledge . A ~nost ir 

int ~ r nreta tion of Daniel ? : 22 1 fo r examr le , would see t he 

~u~r?Me ~od as th e subject of the ve r s e . It wou l d s ee the 

"dee r"\ anrl s ecr e t thinns " as h ein ~ a r efe r ence to '.lnos i s ; 

th e " iarkness" ( " He knows \·Jhat is in t he clarkne 3s") ~s 

~yr'li olic o f the crea ted :\orlrf; a nd th e "linht " as bei ng the 

nrimo r dial l i nht of salvat ion wh ich coexists with the Suo reme 

r.orJ. Thus the de s i r erl effect of th i s type of .Jewish gncsi.s 

coul · hav e bee 11 to cornbat the <; nostic sneculation \'/hich it 

r ~sem~le1 , ~nd to ~ r ovid e th e J ewish neop le with what the 

Rc-_h')i.S ;'elt \Ja.s the orooer urderstanrl in{I of tl'ese verses 

an~ the i deas behind them . 
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·.J . The "Above , i:)elow, Before a nd After" Phrase 

Passage 4 

~enesis Rab~ah 1 : 10 
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R. Jona h said in R. Lev i ' s name : \"Jhy wa s the world c reated 
~ith a "~ et ? " Just a s the "Ret " i s closed on the s ides but 
0 nen in f ront , so you a re not ne r mitted t o investic:ate what 
is above and what is below, what i s before and whkt is after . 

~alest inian Ta l mud , Haoigah II :l, 77c line s 41-44 . 

~ - Jonah sa id in the name of R. Levi : The world was crea ted 
:·•ith a "9et . " .Just as a " 3et" is c losed on all its s i de& 
anj ooe n-oii' one s i de, thus--y'O u a re not oermitted to inves t 
i~ate vhat is above and what is below, what is before and 
what is after . Rather only f r om the da y the wor ld was 
created c;1ay you investigate) . 

~ishnah Haqipah II : l 

'·"1oever thin '<s abou t fou r t hings , it l'le r e '.)etter f or h i m 
if he had not been bo r n : \'Jhat is above? ' 1ha t is belo\·1? 
· ' h <~ t i s '.)efore? And wha t is a fte r ? 
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This trad ition seems to b e based uoon the sha?e of the 

Hehre"! letter " Bet ," whic h is closed on three sides and open 

on one . The shap e of th is letter may ac,~ount fo r the "above , " 

"belO\" , " a nd " before " limitations , but not the "aft er ." J u s t 

, ... ~at the ••1ord " l e ' echor " or "after" refer s to vis- a -vis the 

" ~et " is not c lear . However , we may ask what it means only 

if ·.ve t ake the image p resented by the ph rase , " abov e , belO"/ , 

·, efo re a nd after " to b e a liter al image . As a literal i mage , 

th e ~h rase , rsents us with the p ro b lem of a oolying a four 

d i men s ional n roh i b ition to a letter wh ose share would only 

'' limit ," so to sr-eak , three of t he fou r d imen s ions . It is 

"O ss i"le , ho'.1ever , that the ohrase in this trad ition was 

no~n t to ~e t aken asa•whole unit which would limit s~ecu

l a tion in qenera l , ins tead of four units limit ing four tynes 

of s neculat i0n . The sinnificance of this poss i bility wil l 

· ecome a r narent s hortly . 

I t is "ossih le trat th e earliest J e "1 i sh source in v1h ich 

Hi e -,h r ase "above, :1elo1·1, b efo re" is mentioned is f.1 i shnar 

·~ i i :-<>h II: 1 . As in the fi rst t •1.o s ources in th is passage , 

t ho mean ing of the ohrase in the Mishnah is not readily 

~·~a r ~nt . It s rlacement (see ap~endix ~2) suggest s that 

.L:: h=.s ::ionethinn to do \·1 ith nublic s :>ecula tion on " ilia ' aseh 

- er eis hit" (the account of creation) , a nd /or ":.~a ' aseh 

·ie r l, a !)ah " (the account of the chariot) . This is the concern 

of the r; e.ssage 1·1h ich '1receeds it \'/ ithin the ' lishnah . Af ter 

~) ~ ~~rase , the ~ishnah concern s itse lf with t he honor or 

~ lory of ~oci . 'lhat spec i f ic offense th e author of the :.:ishnah 

,~ ·in 1 in~ in h is usaae of the nhrase i s not clear . ~hat 

i s clear i s that he hada def inite offense in mind as evi

~enced by the severity of the pueishment. According to the 

auti~o r of th is \lishna h , a o er s on ·.1:1 0 is 'J Uil ty of such an 

offe nse sh oulrl ne ver hav e liverl . In o ther ~ord s , the e xact 
na ture o f this offen s~ may no t be clear to us , 0u t it 

ce r tainly ·1as a s::i ec ific offense in th e eyes of h e •.·1ho used 

the nhrase . 
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The earliest appea rance of a fo r m resembling the "a bove , 

below, before and af t er " ph ras e an-,ear s in a non- Jewi sh 

source . We find this nh r ase in an AKKadian letter of the 

kin~ of Arrat to the king of Assyria . In this letter , the 

kino of Arrat describes h i mself as he 

:Jho rules what is befo r e , what is afte r , what 
is to the r ight , what is to the left , what is 
abov e and what is below; the 111ost high , extolled 
and exalted kinn . 17 

The letter describes six realms , d imensions , or d irections , 

contrasted to the four desc r i bed in the Mishnah . This des

cri~t ion is used by the king as a claim to he gemony ov er 

'1is realm . 
There is also reas on to believe that bi blical Judaism 

vie•·.1 eci God in a similar manner. God accor d ing to ti1 e Bi ble 

•as the ruler of every pl ace . Psalm 139 : 7-10 s t ates ; 

· ~here shall I go from You r r uah (sr>irit) ? 
Or where shall I flee f r om Your presence? 
If I a scend to heaven , You a r e there ! 
I f I make my bed in the neth e r world , You 

a re there! 
If I take the ~inQs of the morning a nd dwell 

in the farthest par ts of the sea 
Even there Your hand shall lead me , and Your 

r ight hand shal l hold me . 

In this ~aseaq e we hav& fou r d i mens ion s described . They a re 

1 . up.!..'heaven" 
2 . down-" r.etherworld " 
3 . east-"win gs of the morning " 
4 . west - "farthest pa r ts of t he sea" 

(accor d in ' to the persr ectiv e of a person 
in ~alestine) 

Let us '101·1 return to the ' lishnal1 . It ie possible that 

th e offense 1·Jh ich the .i i shnah ori11 ina lly f1a(: in rnind was the 

orrense of one who throu3h his e~rthly henemony , ~resumes 

to liken hims~lf to ~oJ . ~e hav e s een how the earliest 

uta r- e o-f the "ahov13, ')elo'.\I, before and a fter" 1hr::i.se s eer.is to 

hav9 ~een a s a desi~ nation of 1 imen s ions of s Dace . Thus the 
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wor ds " before" a nd " a fter " could have o r i ginally referred 

to s oace d imensions . For e xamp le, i t is poss i ble to say 

i n both Enq lish and He br e w, " He is standing before me ," 

or "You will foll ow after me . " If this was the orig inal 

mean i ng of the "abov~ , below, before and a fte r" phrase , then 

it is c l ea r tha t we s hould view t he phrase as a complete 

exp r ession with one meaning : God ' s realm . As such , it 

woulrl be an injus tice to the orig inal meaning of the ph r a se 

t o br eak it dow n literally i nto its constituent parts , and 

to a ttemp t to analyse each pa rt ind ivid ua lly. 
There was th r ee 9ossib le interpretations of the "above, 

·,elo''I , ')efor·e and after " nh r ase . 
The fir s t i s to see the phrase as indicating a d imen-

~ ion of pl ace . In Haqiga h llb of the Rabylonia n Talmu d , 

R'.i e.h i inter !·> ret s " before" as :)einq "outside the curtain of 

u·1e fi r m::>.rnen t tothe east ," and " after " as being "outside the 

cui'tain to t he we s t ." Thus t he inter ry retat ion of the phrase 

as ind ica t i na dimension s of s pace was not only the earliest 

interrr~tat ion , but also o ne r eflected i n t he Mi ddle Ages . 

In the - late Amo r aic pe rio~ , this inte r prea tion could ha ve 

~een ~ referen t to Shiur Komah a nd Me r kaba h (chariot) 

~ysticism , ha t h of ~hich ci5~cuss the natu re a nd dimensions 

of th e heav~nly r ealm. It~ ooss i ble tha t a uthoritie s 

•"ithin the Amo r a ic community looked with d isdain upon this 

t~ 1 r. e of ~:iystici srn . 

The s econd intern retation i s to see the phrase as 

reflec tinJ to d imensions of ti~e . It i s oossible that th e 

ohrase was apn lied neqa tive ly to e i the r Gnostics or Jews 

wh o e nnage d in sneculation on the crea tion cf" t he ·11orlJ . 

It i s o ifficult , if .. ot i mpo s sibl e , to i rnao ine a non-linea 1' 

conce~ t of t ime . Therefor e if we inter~ reted t he phrase 

as f ou r in~ ividual rest rictions , we would have p ro~ lems 
explai ni ng how the •·Jrods " above " a nd " be low" ap;> l Y to tiP'le . 

O~ the othe r han1 , when the ~hrase app lie d to d i me ns i on s of 

place , ~e saw that t h e en tire r h r ase nay be viewe d a s a 
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uni tary meta~horical exp re s sion. If s o , then why not view 

the ent i re ohr a se a s a metanhorical expression referrin~ to 

a t i me desi gnat ion? This ao~arently was the viev of ei t her 

the redactor of Genesis Rabbah or a l ate r copyist of the 

~ id rash , as evidenced by the followino va r ient . In the Paris 

a nd Oxford man uscripts of '1enesis Rabbah , the clause "Rather 

only from the day that th e world was created (may you 

s~ec u late . ) " a poears after the ''above , below , before and 

af t er " clause . If we take the phrase as fou r individ ua l 

un its , then the plac ement of thi s c lause should have been 

aft e r th e 1·1o r <I " before" a nd no t followi nq the word "a fte r," 

t he last word i n the ph r a se . ~hether the clause in the 

var iant was an original part of Aenes is Rahhah or not, it i s 

c ~ ea r t h~ t the a uthor of this comme nt viewed t he entire phrase 

as a ~eta~horical express ion which or ohib ited snec~lation 

on the events which pr eceeded the creation of the world . 

T'"i~ t h ird oossib ility i s t"'l vie"' the firsttwo words of 

the ; hrase , "above" a nd "beloVI ~· ~· as ap plying to a place 

l init::?.tion , a nrl the las t t wo wor us of the phrase, " before " 

<1. n•j " a ft e r ," a s aoo lying to a time limitation. 

Tt i s no ss i ble that these three ways of inter pretinq t he 

"a:.,ovc , be low, before and after " oh r a s e could have existed 

s i •·u l t a neou->ly in a ny one h istorica l :Je r iocl . In oth e r \'/Ords , 

~ time or a place intero r eta tion of the oh r ase or a combin

~ t i on of t he two could have e xi s ted at the sa~e time . Siven 

t"le hynot hesis of three noss i ble inter nraations , let us now 

1i r ec t our a ttention to the wa ys in which t he t r ad ition 

its elf i nter "" rets the "a bove , helow , befor e and after " oh r ase . 



80 

Pa ssao e 5 

~enesis Rabbah 1 :10 

R • . Jona h sai.<I in R . Levi ' s name : Why was ":he world created 
·:1i ti1 a " be t? " J ust as t he " be t " i s closed o n its sides but 
onen in me fr o nt , s o you areiiot permitted to s~ecu lat e 
unon 1·1hat i s ahove and wha t is below, wha t is before a nd what 
i s arter . Ca r Kappar a sai d : "Fo r ask now of the days oast , 
•·1l1ich were be fo re yo u , since the day tha t God crea ted ma n 
on the earth" ( Deute ronomy 4: 32 ) . You ma y s oecu late f r om 
t he tir1e t liat days we re created , but you may riot snecu-
l ate on \/ha t was o r ior to that. " And fr om one end of the 
heave n to the other'' (Ibid) , you may investinate , but y ou 
me> .Y no t investiqate \•JhatWas be fore this . R . J udah b . P~zi 
s oecu lz ted on the a ccount of crea tion in accordance with 
~a r l<a l')n a r a . 

"&le s t i nia n Ta l mud Hagiga h II : l , 7 7c lines 32- 4 4 

~ • . ' on?h in th~ name of R. Ra . It is wr it t en " For a sk no\'J 
of ~ays ~ast which were before you ' ' (Deuteronomy A: 32) . Are 
you ab le to s r eculate f r om before the act of creat ion? It 
is .·r itten , " S ince the d ay that God c r ea t ed ma n u?on the 
~<ir t h " (Il) irl} . Is one able (to speculate) fr om the sixth 
'ay on· If r:7? It is \i r i tten " The fi r st days . " trJe have here 
~n instance of Scr iptures makin g a ge neral statement a~d 
th~ii J. i n itin '.) i t . Thus we lear n f r om the sixth day . J ust 
as th e s ix th day ?assesses a s pecial character f rom among 
·:11e six ··:a.vs of crea tion , so too .vou s hould bring me o nly 
~h~t Mh ic h i s ~ imilar to the sixth day . Is it pos s i b le t o 
know that ~hich is a~ove the heavens a nd t hat which is 
he l o"' t he <lee!)? It is written , " f r om one end of t h e heavens 
•J111.o th ~ other end o f the hea vens" ( Deut . 4 : 32 ) . In short 
you n~y s1ec ul a te in your heart until the time of c reation , 
fro, th3 t i me of c r ea tion on , you a nrl your vo i c e ( pub l i cally) 
~ay s ecJ l a te from o ne end of the world t o the other . ~ar 
·~a.., e. rt-1. t iw ght: " S inc e t he ~lay" (that God created man upon 
the e,,~ th )(~eu t . 4 : 3 2) . R. J udah b . 0 uzi lectu red ( o n the 
account o :" creation) i n a ccordance \·t i th :-a r l<annara . 
R. ~iyyah l ectured in accordance with t h e op i nion of R. 3a . 
~ • . lon::ih sa id in the n?.me of R. Lev i. Th e \·1or l d ·1as created 
was e " he t ." .J us t as c. " be t' ' i s ~losed on a ll its sides 
an . ooenon one s i d e ' t'wsyol• ~re not pe r mi tterJ to invest
i,,a t e •·tha t is ~"l ove and \·1hat is 1elov1 , wha t i s :)efor e a nrl 
wh6t i s ~eh inrl , R~ther ( only) from the day th a t the wo r l d 
1a~ crea t ed . 



Passage 5 Cont inued 
Tosephta Ha9 iQah 2 : 7 

1·:hoever puts his mind to fou r matters , it is bette r for 
him if he had not ,Peen born . What is abov e, what is 
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below , wh at is before, what i s a fter . Th e To r a h states , 
"Sinc e the day t hat God crea ted man on ear th" ( Deut. 4 : 32 ). 
Are you able ( to s r eculate) until the celestial bodies 1ere 
created fo r the Tora h states " Fr om o ne enrl of he ave n to the 
other " (I bid ) ? \'/hat does t he Tor ah s tate? " S i nc e the dR.Y 
t hat ·~oricr:eated man o n th e earth" (I b i d) , yo u may s pec u
l a te on \'Jhat is a :,ove , what is belol·,~at was in t h e past , 
an1 what will be in t he future . 

Pabylonian Talmud Hao i~ah llb-12a 

:, 10 2 T1..: :. • CGOU H OF CREATION Ii·l THE PRESE:'1Ct: OF Tl!O . 
:=ron ·:11ere d o 1·1e infer this? This ::<a:)bi s t a ugh t: ''For c...sk 
110·1 of th e r' P. y s nas t " ( De u t . 4 : 32) , one may inq ui r e , but 
t~o ~~Y not ini uire. One mi gh t have though t that one may 
in~uire ~onc er n in r the ~ recreation period . Therefore 

-:-,crint.u r e te~c hes: "Since the day that God createo r-1an 
1.1-,on th e earth "(~) . One mi ght have thou gh t that one nay 
(al~o> not inru ire concer nin~ the s i x days of creation . 
Th er e ~ore :c r i - tu r e teaches : "The days r a s t whic h l'/e re l)ef o r e? 
you " (I b id) . One miCJh~: have t how·ht one may ( a lso) in'll~ire 

conc~rnina 0h a t is ibove ~nd wh• t is bilow, what is before 
<1.11 1 ilhat i l" ~- "'ter. fi ut now t h i s i s infe rre d f r om , " From 
on"' enrJ of he av en to the other" ( Ibid) . \'Jhy do I need " Since 
~ iie ·ie.y th~t ';orl c r e<"ltej man uoonthe ear th " (I bid )? To 
j l l 11str 3. te th a.t ·•1hich R . Eleazar t augh t . Fo r "R."Eleaza r 
s::i. ir:: Th e '.' irst mf'.n (extend ed) from the ea rth to the 
"'i r·1r>.l'1e'l t , ?S it i s sai d : " 3 ince the r1ay t hat '10 created 
1"en 1mon the e ."l rth" (I b i rl ) . As s oon e~s h e s in ned , t he Holy 
0 11 9 , ·1 1n·'.lse i be He , t')Ta'C'ed His h a nrl uo o1 him and d i mi nished 
i'irn , fo r it i s s aic': " You h -:.ve fa s hioned me a fte t' and 
' <!fore ~.nr: laid You- hanr: ll'iOl1 me " ( 0 salM i::;a: 3 ) . 

?e~ikta Rebbati 21 : 71 

:-. . . Jona') s;. i ri in the ne.me o f R. Levi : The wo r ld was create d 
·· ith th e l e tt~r " ::ie t." Even r.s ::lie " bet " is c l osed on three - --.; :.. •e c- , :)ut is orien on one s i •'e , so expo s i t ion of ··•hat i s 
r.bove t •19 ·,•orld a nr: wl'la t 55 beneath it , what orecederl the 
creat ion of man and ~h at i s t o foll ow a fter it , is c losed 
ofr t" you , ( a nd only e xr o s ition o f ev e nts in this •·1o r l<i 
2 7ter t '1 e ~re,,.tion of man i f onen to you ) . 0a r Ka '1ar a 
·ler ivP.d th e del)ree of limit.~.tion ut" On e xnos ition from the 
ve r se, " For aok 11011 0f the fi r st rjay s , \•Jhich l'le r e b e ·fore thee , 
s i nce th e day that ~od create d man u,on earth " ( Deut . 4: 32) . 
,1-r·1and , one miqht SW.>')Os e , accor' iing to th is verse , t hat 

one is ~e rmitterl to ask 4uestions in ouhlic on l y ebout e vent s 
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s ince the sixth day of creation and after it . ~ut s ince 
the verse bea ins with ask now of the first days , we have 
he r e an instance of Sc r ipture ' s making a ge ne r al state
ment a nd then limiting it . Accord ingly we are to i nfer 
the deqree of limitation upon exposition from the limiting 
hrase s ince the s ixth day . What is the specia l character 

~f the sixth day? !t is one of the six days of creation . 
~enc e in exoosition you are not to refer to any days other 
tha n those which are like the sixth day . In short , you 
~r e days of creation . You might think one is oermitted to 
en,ounr r u~licaly on what i s above the heav en s and wha t is 
·,elo•·• the dee"> . Hence the ver s e poes on to limit you , 
sayinn , " l\sk now • • • from the one end of heaven unto the 
other" (I bi d) . In short, you ar e not to exl)ound publ icl5' 
on anythTii'qexceot the world in which you live . In kee ;') inq 
Jith the opinion of 1ar Kappara , R. Yuda n b . Pazzi expounded 

SC ri:i t ure nubl icly in re !}a!"d to the six days of creation . 18 



83 

Th e tra~ it ion s wh ich comnrise passaqe G all poin t to 

th e association of th e "above , below, befo re and a fter " 

ih r a se wi t h Deutero nomy 4:32 

For ask now of first rlays which were hefore you, 
Since the day that God created ma n on the ear th 
a nd ask from one end of heav e n to t he othe~ 
~h eth e r such a g r eat thing as t his has ever 
haopened or was ever hear d of . 

The inter~retation of Deuteronomy 4 : 32 in t hese ~assag es is 

~ased onl y upon the first half of th e ver s e . For the sake 

of ii scussion , we s hall further d ivirl e th e f irst half of 

th e verse into th r ee d i stinct a r ts , a , b , and c : 4 : 32a

"For as~ no\/ of first days vere be f ore you , " 4 : 32b- "Since 

th e .:ay <:;or.I creat ed man unon the earth , " a".ld 4 : 32c- "/~sk 

from one end of the hea ven s to th e other . " 

In the Hagigah II 77c ve rsion , the internretation of 

:euteronomy 4 : 32 pr ecede s the citat ion of the r> hrase . The 

int e r 9 r eta tion of Deut . 4: 32 i s a t t rihuted to R. Jona h i n 

-:r.e na.r:ie of ~ . a . R. J onah was the head of t .1e ac ademy 

in T i~erias i n 3 GO C. E. R. ~a wa s nroba bly R. Abba bar 

Za') 'a i a late third century 0 a lestinian a ut:1ority •:1ho, in 

il i s fa.y , was also one of t he leading scholars in the acaC: emy 

in Ti berias . Thu s the tra d ition of inter ~ r etat ion of 

:eut . 4 : 32 seems t o have originate d in Palestine , ~ossibly 

1ichin th e ac a demy at Ti berias . 

The ~r Ha c i gah II:l 77c ve r sion of chis trad ition be oins 

~Y ~uoting 4 : 12a . 4 : 32b is internreted a s a time li~ itation , 

limit i ng the acceotable period of sneculation to thinqs 

vh ich occurred after man ' !"; c rea ti on on the !:>ix th day . The 

t ext then retu r ns to 4: 32a and asks it s elf wh ether this could 

refe r to events p rior to the sixth day . I f it coul d , then 

it " inter r retation of 4 : 3 2~) . " s ince the day that God cre a ted 
rr1an on t he ea r t h , " would be incorrect . The text answers 

itself , li1aintaininn thc:.t " the first days" o1 4 : 32a i s a 

~en aral stat e ment a ~r ly ing to the first day s of the c r eation 
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of t he world. 4 : 32a is th en sp e~ifically l imited by 4 : 32 b 

wh ich aryp lies to the s ixth rlay . Both 4: 32a a nd 4 : 3~b a r e 

inter j reted as time limitations. 

At first gl a nce , Deut . 4 : 32c a~pears to be inter ~re ted 

as a p lace restriction : one may sreculate only upon the 

created physical wo r l d and not upon the heavenly realtn of 

~od . 'lowe ver , ur.i on investir,a t ion it becomes apoare nt tha t 

~ : 32c i s a l s o a time limitation, as s een from the conclusion 

~ erive ~ from it hy the text : 

In short you may spec ulate i n your hea r t 
unt il the tine of creation , from the time 
of creation on , yo u and your voice (publically ) 
may s~ ecu late from one end of the world to the 
other . 

The i ntent of t his passag e seems to be that f rom th e fi r st 

throu:Jh the sixth day , one may inter pret t he account of 

creat ion only in nrivat e , whe r eas from the sixth day o n, 

one is free to ~ iscour se on the account of c r eation in 

ur l ic . 

The te~t then state s th a t Bar Ka rna r a tauaht a nothe r 

0~in ion haseri u~on 4 : 32b. and that 2 . Judah b . ?azi lectured 

in c-cco r d:::. nc e 1·ii th him . R. Hiyyah is sa id to have lee tu red 

i n accor<i3.nce "Ji th R. f3a . From wha t we have seen i n s ections 

- and ~ of this char ter , we can hy'."othesize that 3ar Ka p;:>ara 

iriter :-i reted "S ince t he day" as referrina to th e first daJ 

o~ cr~ation even thou gh t h i s is not clea r to l ine 40 of 

~r 'h-: i gah II: 1 , 77c . ·:e k no\•1 tha t both 3ar Ka!)~ara 

(~enes i~ Rabbah 1 : 5 end) a nn R. J udah b . Simon b . Pazi 

(~ene s is Rabbah 1 : 6 ) held the more lenient o~inion ~nd felt 

that it is 0ossi~l e to s tudy and lecture on th e accoun t of 

creatio n of the world prior to the c r eation of man . 

It is a t this po int t hat the Palestinian Talmud ' s 

ve r s ion brin gs fo rth the "above , l)ebw, before a nd after" 

~h rase . The 0h r ase i s stated in the name of R. J onah in 

~ . Lev i ' s name . R. Levi lived i n Pale s tine in the lat e 
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third c entury. . · th e basis of the preced in g i:ite r pr e tation 

of Deut . 4 : 32 , it i s clea r to this wr iter that t he nhrase 

was inter preted by the redac tor of t he Pa lest i nian Ta lmud . 

to be a time 9rohibitio n and limitation . We have seen no 

ev i dence based upon the i n t e r pretat io n of Deut . 4 :32 that 

a ? l ace l i mita t ion i s intended her e . 

It i s easy to see from th is pa s sage t wo d i s tinct ~ roups 

of op i nions regarding s peculation o n the account of 

creat i on . The st ricter v i ew, as he l d by R. J onah , R. Sa , 

~ . Lev i a nrl R. Hiyyah , ma intained th at one could s~ ec u l ate 

only f rom the s i xth day on . The more lenient view, held b y 

~a r Kar~ara a nd R. Judah b . Paz i 1 he l d that on e could s pecu

l a te on t he events cf crea tion f r om the fi r s t to the s ixth 

~ay s . R. Jonah ' s intern r etation a t temnt s to wor k out t he 

contrad iction be t ween " th e f ir s t days" of Deut . 4 : 32a and 

" s i nce the rJay that God crea ted man " of Deu t . 4 : 32b . He 

a tternn t s to solve the a oparent contrad iction ~ etwe en the 

fi r s t 1ay a nd the six th day i n terms of s peculation on ~he 

ac count o~ crea tion . The last se ntence in this trad ition 

\'!h icll f o l l o 111 s the "above , b eloVI , before and after " phr as e 

rAac:s : 

Rather f rom the day that the world wa s crea t ed 
(you may speculate) . 

If ·;e ~·e s ire t i1 a t the ;:iosit io n of R . . Jonah be cons i ste nt 

'" i th h i s t)rev iou s nus it i on , th en t h is sen te nce s houl d be 

i nte r-, retecl to mean · " t he day th a t the vJorl was comp leted ." 

I n t he t;ane s i s .a:)bah ver s ion of the tr~.d it ion in 

~assa,e 5 , we once aga i n see ev i dence of two d i s tinct ~o s i

tion s . This tin e , however , the " a bove , belo\·1 , hef'ore and 

?.fte r" !)h r a se ;1rec edes the inte r !1r etation of Deut . LL : 32 . 

As in t~e ~i~ s ion in the Palestinian Ta l mud , the ohrase i s 

sai d hy R. Jonah i n the name of R. Levi . Deut . 4 : 32 is 

inter preted b y Dar !~ao ·"\a r a , and not b y R. Jonah or R. Ja as 

i n the ~alestinian Ta l mud . Th i s fact a llows us to see how 
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the same er s e could se r ve as a prooftext fnr t wo contra-

c:ictor y ooinbn s . 

~ar Ka~~ara inte r p r ets bo t h 4 : 32a a nd 4 : 32 b as a time 

limitation , being that one may s peculate on t he acco unt of 

the creation of the wor ld from the fir s t day of c rea tion 

itself . 4 : 32c i s a l s o 'l iven a " t ime" i nter . re tat ion: 

" r ror.1 one end of the he av en to th e other" is taken by Bar 

Kannara t o be a synonym fo r the created wor ld . Af te r citing 

4 : 3~c , Ra r Kappa r a s t ates : 

You may i nvestiga t e , but you 
may not inv estigate what was befor e t his . 

This means th a t one may snecu l a te on the c r eated world from 

th e time ~hen Pod began to create it; namely , f r om the first 

d&y . However, one is not Qe r mit t ed t o s~eculate upon even ts 

Nhic h r, eced ~d the time when God be gan to create the wor ld . 

It is clear, theref ore , that Bar Ka~nara i nte r nr e ts Deu t . 

~ = ~~ st r i ctly in ter ms of a " time " limitat i on . Onc e a~ain 

· •e see that R. Judah b . S i mon b . Paz i f ollowed Gar •<a r> r.>a r a 

i n ne r mittinc sneculations from the f irst day . F inal ly , 

~iven th~ i nte r nretation of De ut . 4 :3? i n Gene s i ti Rabbah 

1 : 10 , i'i: is clear t hat t he "above, belo\1 , before and :tfter" 

- hrase which pr eced e s i t , i s to be taken as a " t ime" r ath e r 

than " nlci.c e " limitat i ons on esote ric sreculation . 

The Tosenh t a ve r s ion of the traditi~n in oassa,e 5 

~~so ~e~ ins with th e "above , below, e f ore and after" 

-hr~se wh ich is f ollowerl by th e intero r eta tion of Deut . 4: 32 . 

I n th i s ver sion , no authorities a re listerl . I n a ddition , 

the for rn of the "above , helow , hefore anrf alter" nhrase 

i s t he for'Tl found in :;ishnal1 1.1ag i gah II : 1 , not the fo r m 

associ~terl with t he interp ret~tion of the s hape of the 

letter "~· "The Lo ndon manusc r i '> t of th e Tosephta arlrls 
" '·'ha t 1·1as and •·rhat will he " t o t he "above , helov1 , befor~, 

;:i. n rl afte r " r> h r a se . I t is doubtfu l tha t th i s a dd ition 

r ecords 'art of th~ o r ig i nal t r adition . Howeve r, th e 
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2 i~ ition ~es rec or d what s omeone considered to be the bias 

of the e ntire Phrase . It was a n attem~t to limit s eculation 

accord ing to a " ti.me " conside r at ion . 

Deut . 4 :32a is omitted i n the Tosephta version . 4 : 32b 

ie used as a prooftext fo r th e "a bove , below, before a nd 

~fte r'' ~h rase . 4 : 32c , " From one end of heav e n unto the 

oth~ ~· i s r a i sed ~s a n o bjection to the inter ~ re tation of 

4 : ~?~ . Rasina itse lf on 4 : 32c , the text s uggests t hat one 

~ay saec ulate on the account of crea tion of the worl d fr om 

the ti~e when th e heaven l y bodie s we re c r eated , o r, i n other 

'"orc1s , from the f'ou rth day of creation . The To seph t a th en 

re~eats 4 : 3~ b which it s ee s as r efutin ~ the o,j ection r a ised 

~Y the in ter r r etation of 4 : 32c . Th i s ver sion ends with a 

re 3tatement of the " above , below, be for e a nd ;:1_ f te r " oh r ase 

··•;iic h orrdts " befor·e a nd a fter" i n favo r of " what was in th e 

~ =st ~n~ wha t will be i n th e future . " Th us , t he re sta te ~ent 

il lust rate s t~ at t he redac tor of th e Toseohta in t e r preted 

the '"l i sh naic ve r s ion of the "above, be low, befor e a n .... a f te r" 

;> hr ? f e ns a " time " l i mi:ation . Mo reover, as wa s th e c ase in 

the vers ions of Genes is Ra bbah and t he Pal estinia n Talmud , 

i~. :_s clear that Oeut . 4 : 32 is interp r eted as a " t irne " 

1i11 itation . Ho•vev er, un1.ike Genes is Rabhah and l i ke t he 

~~le st inian Ta l mud , the Tose Dhta follows the s tr icte r view 

~ilo~·lin -: · ·:-'ecul:3.t ion on ly f r om t he s i xth day on . 

In the 'lahy l onia n Talmud ' s ve r s i on of the t r ad ition 

in -as sa~ e 5 , the i nternretation of De ut . 4 : ~2 Dr ecede s the 

c5.t~tion of the "a bove , below, before a nd a fter " 0hrase . 

1' : 32a , the "fi r s t nays ," i s us ed 1y the text t o show that 

th0 c once r n is for " :.1a ' a s P. h e reishit ," the account of 

t "1 -e c rea tion , ::inrf not " '.1a ' ;:i.se11 i1e r kabah , 11 the accoun t of t he 

~ · a r iot i n Eze kiel 1 . I t does this by s t a tin0 that only one 

~ er son ~nd not two mey in 1uire into the account of crea tion . 

Th is , o~ cour s e , is the ~os ition taken by ~ ishnah Hagi ~ah II:l . 

The - ahylonia n Ta l mud ' s ve r sion i nterp r ets 4:32a as a 
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r efere nce ~o the fi r st day 6f creation and 4 : 32b as a 

r eference to the six th day . Its pos ition i s that 4 : 32a , 

" the f irst days ," is to be take n as legally bind ing . There

fo re , on e person alo ne may spec ulate from the f irst day 

of creation . Not i ce t hat this in te r r> r etation cont radicts 

t he i nterpr e tation of the Pale s tinia n Talmud ~hich saw 4 : 32b 

~s a limitation of 4:~2a. It i s a l so clear that hy t h is 

inter0 r e t a tion, the redactor of the Babylo nian Talmud created 

ano th er ~ roblem . His probl em was how to e xplain why the 

Torah saw f it to make the s t a teme nt in 4:32b at a l l , seeing 

that i t wa s ove rr idden by 4 : 32a. He s olves t his n r oblem by 

<'eciting ~ . Elieze r' s " c iant Arlam " trad i t ion \•Jh i ch i s to 

~ e foun~ a t t he en~ of this versio n. 

The " a::>ove , )elow , befor e a nd a f t e r" phrase is citerl 

!'1.lon:J t1i +l1 4 : ~2c . I t may be interpret ed as either " time" 

or A. " .•lace" l imita tion . In te r ms of context , g iv e'l that 

1·1hich )reced e s a nd follows t he r> h ras e, it would seem that 

the re~ac tor of t he Ba bylonian Talmud viewerl 4 : 32c ae being 

synonymolls '·J i th c rea ti on i tself, and the " above , be l ow , 

')efo r e A. n-i a f t er " phrase as a " time " limitation . 

In te r ms of its leaal ~osition , the Babylonian Ta lmud ' s 

v! r s lo n seems to . e an at tem0t a t compromi s i ng the st r ict 

:>. nd le 1 it"'!nt v iews . It cloes th is by stating t hat one may 

..:.ni:er.> re t f rom the f ir st day of' creation in a ccorda nce with 

the len ient v ie•.v of Ba r Ka!Jrara anci R. Judah b . S i mon b . Pazi. 

r-io·veve r, one may not l ec tu r e ;-:1ub lica lly on the s i x days of 

creat ion . This accords with the s trict i nter0retation of 

~ishnah Ha~ i ~ah II : l , PT Haa i oah II:l , 77c , R. Akih~ , a nri 

Most likely , _ Jo nah . 

The r.10st r ec en t ver· sion of t he t rad it i on i n 9assag e 5 

i s foun~ in ?e s i kt a Ra~bati . Pesikta Rabbat i is a 

~~ l est in ian collection of mi d rash im . I t wa s redacted in 

e ither the s i xth or th e s ev enth c en t ur y . 1 9 I ts t r arJ itions 

a r e 3. tt r i':iuted fo r t he most part t o Palest i n i~n autho r ities 
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o~ th e th ird a nd four t h centu rie s C. E. The ver sio n in 

::e s ikta Ra bbat i 2 1 : 2 1 be·j i ns wi th th e " above , )elo·1·1 , before 

an ' ~fter " phr ase whic h i s de r ive~ from the exrosit ion o f 

the sha'".l e of t he letter ,.~ . 11 As ·1as th e ca ~e in Gene s i s 

~R~ ~ah l : JO and Pale stinian Ta l n ud versions , R. J o nah in 

th e na me of R. Levi io the a t t r i bu t e d autho r o r th i s 

:..nter-:retation . 

The i1te r oreta t i on of Deu t . 4 : ~2 is bro uoh t i n the name 

o ~ - ~r "<a. :i.'ara . 4 : ~2a ;:-nd 4 : ~2:1 a re i nter ::> r ete d a. s a " tlme " 

' i:•1i t a ti on . u~ to this ~oint , t~e reda c to r or Pe sikta Rab)ati -
''es riuote.i the t r :irlition as he found it in Gen e sis; Rabbah . 

T'ie :--e ·Jactor r e::1lizec:7however9 t h11.t i:.a r Kannar e. ' s :.> o s ition 

·r 1, ot cleer due to the fac t t hat 4 : :12.a and 4 : 32b a r e 

-.uot·1.: to:cthe r a nci not serar a te ly . Furthermore , the 

re·.' ,,. d:or c-.lso de si re ri to refute ~ar " appar a ' s le ni(~n t att itud e . 

·-:~ .:ocs this i1y cit in g ljR. r t of t h e ?alest i nian Ta:imud ' s 

"ers ion 1i1 ich ( s ee nbove ) ~ee s 4 : 32a as ~ aeneral 

~ ~ ·1.te ne ni: l'lhich i s limited b y 4 : 32~ . As this i s th e most 

r ecen t ver.:>:i.on of tl1is tradition wh ic h \ le 111 ill disc uss , it 

, eems to this wri te r that the ~ e s i ( ta Rabbati version may 

tn-':'.c <.•.te that those 1·1ho favored the s t r icter i nte r -. retation 

eventur>.11:: .) revaileci , a nrJ "> Uhlic and n r ivate s eculat ion on 

c rea tion ~es , ermitterl only from the s ixth day . 

r.eL•t . 4 : 32c is interr:; r ete i in t erms of " olace . ' ' Of al l 

~h e vPr s io'1s , 011 i..y 0 esik tc. ~abba ti can he sa. i rf un e riu ivocal ly 

to ho J.~· ?. " "J lace" in terpretation . II we ;\!Jnly th e! inter 

-retc.t ion of Deut . 4 : 3? to th e " above , belo1:.r , be fore , a nd 

,...fter " !•h r ase , then it \·1011Jrl 3ecn c.l::. thou gh tti i s ph r as e was 

· oth A. "tirie'' a.nd a " ·11ac e '' limitat i on on e sote r jLc specula

ti0n . Thus t he re dactor of oesikta Rabbati 2·1 : 2-1 11aintains 

t hat one rnay only un de1'stan<J the extant , com;:; l etHlY crea tee 
1vor'l i jn te r 111e o f L10th n l ace and time . 1ne may not inter p r et 

the events r rior to the sixth day . Finally , i t is clea r 

that tr.e e d ito r of ?esikta Rabba i kne·~ bo th the Hr lace " a nd 
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" time" inte r ;i r eta ti on of the "abov e , be low, "'lef ore and after" 

•"hrase , and k ne \'J of tlie 'ienesis Rabbah a nd Pal estin:~ 

Ta lmud versions of the t radition in rassage 5 . 

In contrast ing th e various versions of this tra<l ition , 

~e 1 ill o~serve seve r a l i mportaht ooint s . nefore ~roceedin9 

•11 it l1 the conclus ions concern in n tl1e association of ·the "above , 

')e 10\·1 , be :-ore and after" nh r ase with the e >'enesis of :::>eut . 

~ : 12 , let us e xam ine the follo~ ing chart wh ich outlines the 

0~tan t l i te r a ry forms or this tre~ ition , a nd the le~al nosi

t ion of each form vis- a - vis s peculation on the acc ount of 

~re;:i.tion . 

te>:t 

"'T :-1a: i 
-ai1 II : l 
m, 
:i.ire s 1-:: -

~enesis 

( -._' :~·ah 

•j: 1c. 

7 :> ~ e ·~ · t c.. 
2: 7 

~T :.iaJi
r:ah 11'.' 

"'- : 32b 4 : 32c 

Time : Time : Time 
1s t :fa.y c-.s. 
:L e; eneral 
c on·i i ti on 

Gth day a~ 
a sp c::c if ic 
limitat i on 

c i te i:-i toq e th er 
Tine : 

o r.i i tted 

T: ~1e : 

1st 0 ay 
but only 
in pri
vate 

1st "Jay 

Time: 
6th day 

Time : 
Gth day 
as a n 
obj ec
tion 

Time 1st 
Day being 
the time . 
of crea
tion it
self 

Tif"'le: 
4th dciy 
as a n 
objection 

Time
lst day 
~ein r: 
th e 
t i me ol 
creation 
i t s elf 

legal position 
and autho r ity 

6 th rla.y in r ub-
1 ic , 1 st- Gth in 
priva te 
R. Jonah in the 
name c1f R . _a 

1st daLY , 
ra r '<aopa r a 

0 th day 
Anonymous 

6th d.ay i n p u' -
lie 

1- 6 in orivate 
,;nonymous 



t e x t 4 : 32a 

~esikta cited 
Rah0ati 1st 
;:1 : 21 lst day 

a s a nen-
e r al 
cond ition 

4 : 32b 

together 
da~ 

6 th d ay 
a s oeci-
fie 
limita -
tion 

4 : 32c 

Place : 
only th e 
created 
wo rld 

9 1 

l e aa l n o s ition 
a nd a utl"ior i ty 

3ar l<a:m a r a - lst 
day {f1 UOted ) 

redactor of 
c-esikta Ran'1ati 
21 :·21 

6 th Da y in 
n ub l ie 

1 - '3 in o riv a te 

T'ie c•1 :>.r+ il J. 1 1-; tra te -: the interp retation of Deuteronomy 4 : 32 . 

Tho f act that each of t he literary version s o f t his tra dition 

,,. 1 ~ 0 co nta in t h e "above , below, b efore a n1 al-ter" p hra se 

~na') l e s us to use t h e i nte r p retat ion of Deut . 4 : 32 to under

stan~ t he red ac t or ' s inter p retation of the nhrase. ~e ha ve 

-;ee1• i· 0 •1 th e original mean inn of the n h r ase a pn lieci t o ~od ' s 

r e-tln . Th 1.s me a n in ~ was foun d i n both the He brew Rib le a nd 

c; e ' '<.ka''ia n le tter cited a bove . In the Ra bbin i c nerioC.: , 

iF1 1ev e r , th e :: r ed omina nt inter n retation of the !)hrase 111a s a 

" l:ir'le" i n te r-:re tation . In the late Amoraic a nd Sa')ora.Lc 

~er io~s a a ev i de nced ~Y cesikta Rabbati 2 1 : 21 , the nl r ase 

•1:-.s .~ n t r~ r ;> r eted both a s a " time " a nd " o l ace" lirn ita 1..io n o n 

~"'I ec u 1 a t io n • 

~ iven th e f a ct that Deut . 4:32c lend s itself to a p lace 

i .~er~r etat ion , one ma y ask ~hy i t wa s intero rete ti a t a ll 

in i: e r rns o ; s. t i me 1 i mitation? One r oss i b ,.e an s·~er i s tha t 

t~e r erl~c tor s of these ~assag e s in the ?alestinia n Talmud , 

t h e To s e •:> i1ta , ~ene s is Rabbah a nd the J a b vlonian T9. lmud , a ll 

·p sire ~ t o make a un ifie d r epl y t o o n l y n ne pa rticular 

h~r csy \Jhic h t hey viewe .J a s a thrga t i: n Je ~: ish ~eli.:1 i . In 

..., ;:·1° r ·•or ris , t h ese ;--.a s sa J e S s eem to be d irected at only one 

·;:~1 · · e or here s y; namely , those ·1ho in t er >r e t e .i " '.·la ' as e h 

.,e r e i sh it , 11 t he ?.cco•.rnt of crea tion . The most likely 

~end i~ate f or t he t a r , et of s uch a oole~ic would b e Snost i cs 

whose cosmo ~on ic s~ec u l ation on p rimorrl i a l events led t o th e 

::i. s ~ e r t ion t i.at the \•1orld ·1a s ':h e c r e at ion o f an evil ri e n iu r g e . 
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I t a~'ears th a t in the second a nd t hird centuries in 

~alestine , there was no una nimi ty amon g the Rabb i ' s con

c erning the limits of esoteric s~ eculat ion on t he account 

of c r eat ion . Al l of the litera r y versions of the t r a d ition 

'i sc ussed above a~ree that soec ulation on event s nrior to 

the fi rst day of creation is orohibited . Nevertheless , the 

Tos e r hta , the Palestinian Ta l mud , and the Ba bylonia n Talmud 

~~ o~t the st ric t er pos ition that pub lic s9eculation on 

c r eation be limited t o the eve nts wh ich followe d the sixth 

~ay of c r eation. Genesis Rabbah , r eflecting t he more lenie nt 

':IO~ i t ion of nar Karpara , a llo1·,rs for snecula.tion to '1egin ·1ith 

thA ev ent s of th e first day. In add ition t o hav i ng the mo r e 

lenient e tt i ture towa r ds snecu l at ion , Genes i s Rabbah 1: 10 

is also t he lea st P.Xpl icit ve r s i on of this tra1it ion . Th is 

72ct could reflect the lenient attitu~ e of the r edactor o f 

th i s 11µ rt of Genesis Rabbah who did not feel it necessar y 

ho ~1 ~ore e x~l icit in pr esentin n a lenient position . 

' "~ h~ve al r eady s ee n ev id enc e of the historical si ('! n i f i

c, nce of thi s trad ition vis- a - v i s the th r eat of ~nosticism . 

-~for ~ ~ ~oceed i n~ with o~r fin a l conc lus ions , let us for 

t he sn~ e of comp leteness examine the trad itions in Ra~b inic 

l iter:::otu r e wh ere in the "above , below, befo re , and a fter" 

nh r~se a)~ear~ bu t not in c o nj unc t ion with the exeg esis of 

:.eut . 4 : '=12 . 

One s uch trad ition is the f ollowi ng passage whic h is 

f ou rv ' in BT Hari i gah lGa . 

~-'hoever s1eculates unon fo ur things , i t \1 e r e 
bette r fo r him if he har ~ot been . o rn . 
~ranted as re gar rls what i s ab ove , what i s 
beneath , an~ what ~ il l be afte r. That is 
··.rell I '3ut as re na rds to \'Jha t was hefo re, 
what h appen~ci , hap peni:d I ;-:oth R . Yoc ha na n 
an1 . • Lak ish s;:-.y , It i s like a human kin~ 
~h o sa i d to his servan t s , ' Bu ild me a 1reat 
oal ace on a d un ghil l .' Th ey wen t out a nd 
~u i lt it fo r h i~ . I t i s not th e king ' s wish 
to ha ve th e name of the ~ un [h i l l r ecalled . 
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Thi s trau ition i s a d irect comment upon oart of .1i shnah 

i-:a '1igah II : l . That Hh ich "was befo r e " is s een as r efe r ring 

t o a ~e riod i~ t ime . Th e inte r pretati0n wh i ch follows i s 

s i milar to t he allego ry of t he kina in Genesis Rabbah 1:3 . 

Fro -:i t h i s interp r e t a tion , it is c lea r that the period of time 

i n r: ue s tion i s pr i or to the first day when nod createc1 the 

·1orl rl out of Tohu and ~· In other \Jords , pr ior to the 

fi r s t ~ay of creation, the world cons i sted of nrimord i al chaos , 

ToiHI a n<' ~· Afte r creation , the wo r ld becomes the orde r e r' 

non- chaotic pal ace of God . The t r ad ition seeks t o d iscoura ge 

s - ecu l a t i on on t he nature of the world n r ior to c rea tion . 

Th"!refore , creation i s seen as a p r ocess by 1·1hic h r.od 

or le r ed t he un iverse . 

The "above , helow , before , a nd after" nh r a s e is a lso 

roun~ i n the followi ng tra dition from BT ~eg il lah 25a , b , 

Our Ra bbis taught: Some portions (of Scrioture) 
a re bot h r ead a nd t r ans l ated . Some are read 
~u t not translated . Some ar e neit he r read 
no r t ransla ted . 

:t ~h i s , o int the t r ad ition g ives a list of t hese ~ort ion s . 

Incl ur'e•' in this lis t is the " Ma ' aseh Rereishit ," the 

~ccou nt of creation . The trad ition continues : 

The account of creation is both read and 
translate~? Certai nly! gut one might t hink 
that by hearin g it , neople miah~ ~e led to 
i nquire into what is above , ~hat i s ~elow , 
what i s befo r e and what is af t e r. 

Th i s trarl i t ion makes a d irect connection be tween th e phras e 

n.111 the VJords "Ma ' aseh Re re ishit." It s howe th,~'t the entire 

hrase v. as inte r o reted a s a " t i me " r-e ~ t riction o r limitation . 

T~ e trad ition doe s no t analyse t he phrase in terms of its 

const i t uent ,arts . The phrase here seems to be a well 

knovm f'1 eta "J ho r ic a l ex ·· re s sion v1h ich sets the l i mits on t he 

r' o1 1a in of S'iecu lat ion concern inp the a ccount of c rea ti on . 

Fr on this t raci ition, it wou l d seem that the r.i h rase was not 

~-~ 1 ip ' t o s peculat ion s about t hP. rea l m of ~on , ~is cha riot , 
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or His throne . 

Another trad it ion in which th e "above , below , he f o r e , 

! nri afte r " r hr a se a prear s i s the followin g passage from 

rr Talmud 32a : 

Al e xande r of . laced on nu t ten questions to 
t he sa~es of the south . He asked : Which is 
fur ther, from heaven t o earth or f rom east to 
we s t? They replied : Fr om east to wes t . The 
oroof is that when the sun is in the east a ll 
can look at i t , and when it is in the west 
a l l c an look at it , bu t when the sun i s in the 
mi drll e of t he sky , no one c a n look a t it . 

T~i~ i s ro llow~ rl ~y fu r the r disc uss ion of the answe r to 

·1 e v an rl ~ r ' s quest ion , afte r whic h Alexa nder .asks a second 

-.ues tion . 

\·:ere t: .e heav en s c rea ten fir s t or the earth? 
They r eolied : The heavens we r e c re~ted fi r st , 
ag lt sayg "In t he be g inninq r,ocJ crea t eci t he 
heav en and the earth " ( ~enes is 1:1 ) . He sa i d 
to t :1em : Was liqht c r eated fir st o r dar kness? 
They r enlied : Th i s ~ uestion c a nnot be solved . 
'\fhy did they. 'no t reply that dar kness was c r eated 
lirst since it i s wr itten , " Now the ea r t h was 
Tohu anrl 6ohu ci. nd da r kness" (Genesis 1 : 2 ) anu 
afte r that " A.nd God said, Let there be ~ light 
a nd t he r e was ligh t"( ~ene s is 1: 3) . They 
t~ ou nh t to th emselves : Perhaos he will go on 
a nd as~ what is above and what is below, what 
i s ~efo re and what is afte r . If that is the c ase , 
t hey s hc uld not have answe r ed his (f i r ~t l 
~ue stion about the heaven eithe r ? At firs t t hey 
thou 2ht that he just h ao~ened to ask that 
~ ue stion , ~ut when they saw th~t he ~u r sued the 
same s ub ject , t hey f elt that they s hould not 
"lns1·1~ r hirn l~ st he shoul I go on to ask \•/h a t was 
a bove a nd whe.t w;;i.c; ·-,e lo\·1 , ··;liat "las hefore an1 
what \'/as after . 

In this t r ad ition, the "a.hove , he l ov1, be for e , a nti a fte r " 

-~r~se is rl ivi~ e rl into t wo narts . The first ,ar t , "a~ove 

ci.n f '.)P.le>vt,'' a:)!) lie s to s rec ulat io n on the natur e of iiocl ' '5 

real r.i . Th e s econd oar t , " oefo re a n1J aft~ r ," 1 1ou lci a;-iply to 

creat io n s r eculation . Therefo1·e , ''lo t h a " !) l ace" and a "time " 
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irterpretation exists within t his trarlition . 

It is nossible that the a uestions in this tr~d ition were 

ori J inally the q uestions of Ben Zoma, and n0t Alexander the 

~r e~ t . This i s because of the f~ct that th e next a ue s tion 

in th<' tradition i.s the q uestion " t;ho is wise ? " Tile ans\'/e r 

iven i s "He who lea r ns from eve r y man .n In r ishnah Avot 4 : 1 

"Jh ich is an e a rlie r sou r c e than the Sauylonian Talmud , th i s 

latte r ~uestion is ascribe d to Ren Zoma . The r e l ation of 

~en Zona to 3 nost ic t hou ght will be d iscussed in sec t ion H 

of this chapter . At this noint h owever i t is oossib le that 

th~ r; uesc i on " 'Jh o is wise ? " \·1oulrl be interp reted by a Snost ic 

to mean , ' '' 'ho a mon '.1 you no s sesses a nosis? " At a ny rate , thi s 

;; r at'ition oresents t he " ahovP. , :)elov.1 , before , an d after " 

1h r ase ?.s a \ te 11 known maxim 1uh ich seems to have b e~n u sed 

') y t he p i;_b '·lis ::!.!Jains t the ove r ly i nquistive in esoteric 

~a tter s . Thi s was reco nnizerl by Rashi in h is commentary on 

t'1 is nassaa e , 1·1herP, in h e states : 

T' eY a nswered him vii th th is e xr> r ession ''lh ich 
··!c. S not inter:-i r eteri furthe r . Af'te r t his !le 
(th e 01ue s tioner) was r es t r ained fo r he· kne\I 
th ~:i: h e shou l d not a s k them anyth in ~ el i:: e 
concern in r:i " rla ' as eh be reishi t " ( the a ccount of 
c reatio n) . 

The --. re c'orn in~.nt u s a ge of tl1e " above , below , 1)ef'ore and 

'?. fter " ")h r ase in eac h of the th r ee tr ad ition ~ d iscus s e d 

?.',ove i '3 its a ••)l ic a tion to the re s triction of sr.ec ulat ion 

o~ the ~ccoun t of crea tion . It woul rl s eem that this nh rase 

·•e. s ?. ··.r:?ll-'<no \In , oral maxim which •·1as use' in reference 

i:o " i'.A' E:. seh 3erei s hit , " the account of cr eat ion . In each 

o ~ th e "! 1)01/e t hree trarl i tions , ..... nost ic s must he cons i d ererl 

a~ Li.l<ely can( i <late s f 'o r t:1e sou r ce of Ra bi1 inic conce r n . 

::: t "loulri also a p )ear tha t we h a v e ~ cle"'tr e ;tarm l e of 

i:h~ ty •"' i? of snec u l f'. ;;ion ~ ref er r ed i.:o in the ,)h ras e . In t le 

"~ ~·cer 1Jts of Theo lotus" (see above " Introrl l•c t ion"ii) r-.a r a 

~ r 2. "'lh J~7G , Theo{iotus , e Va lcntinia n Gnos tic , •11rites : 



Th e refore up unt il th e act of Ban tism , it 
is t r ue , as the a strologer s na intain , th a t 
things han"">e n accord in :J to chance . However , 
after ~a,ti sm , t he o p inion of the astro logers 
is no longe r truthful . Be s i d es t hi s , it is 
not the i mmer s ion a lone wh ich li berate s one 
from the clutches of fate , bu t also gnosis . 
( meaning ) t ho a re 1·•e ? \tlha t is 9oin c to bec ome 
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of us . '''here 11:ere we? From where rl id we evolve? 
Toward s what goa l a re we h astenin g? From 
~ther e a re we to be rede eme d ? •·1ha t is c r eation? 
\'Jh a t :is re-c rea t ion?20 

I n th is ".>assag e from Theodotus , we s ee a n e xamr> le o:' Valentinian 

doctri ne whic h ex presoes the i mportance of kn o1:ting " ·11ha t 

is r~:) cwe , wha t is helo1v, \.'Jhat is before , a nd \·1hat is alter ." 

·:av i ng examined the traditions in \Jhich th e "above , be lo•1 , 

')e f ore a nd after" oh rase .appe a rs , whether in conjunct ion 

•1itl1 th e e ·. eges i s of Deut . 4: 32 or not , it is now poss i ') le 

~o n~~e the fol lowin £ obse r vations . Fir s t , t he overwhelming 

majority of trad i tions use t~e ohrase a s an oral maxim 

:ieel .i.nCJ 1·.i i th a tirne limi tat ion on crea tion s peculation . 

~Pe on· , ~e have seen no evidence wh ich would su ~ sest that 

;;; i ·· P'' wession 1 ~1as no t u s ed aga inst J ev.1s \''i th Gnostic 

t~n "enc ie s ( s uc h as "'en Zoma i n '=lT Tam i d 32a above ) or a0a inst 

non- J is . '·ihen a•·w. lie rl to Je~:s , the inten t of the ph r ase 

~ ~ , i~ Dost i nstances , to o rohib i t public so ec ulation on 

tiH~ events of crea tion wh ich 0 recede j the ~ ixth day . :"h en 

~--1 ie · to no n- Jews or even for~er Jews , th e intent of the 

-h rP ~e ou l d i a ve been t o act as a counter to the th r e a t 

of rnost i cism o r o f "nost i c s: ec ulations conce r ni ng the 

.·· e 1e:-> i s an·i na ture of the create rJ VJorld . Th-ir ·"' , ·1e 11ay 

~t·rni;..::> i:h3.t i:. he o ri:ii nlll inter"'lret ;;-.t io11 of the phras e \·Ja s 

c.. " ')lece " i nte r !') r eat iv11 . Tr1e c han :: e to a " tir:"le" i n t er

nretat ion c oul~ h~ve e 11 suc~ ~~ ~a r L of the genera l Rabb inic 

reai.:i: ion to ~nosticisn . In the iic.nds of t he ~abb i s , the 

~hr~se ~ecame a n a nti-~nost ic nolemica l d evice . Fina lly , 

i t see •ris ikely th <:1. t the ev en tll a l leaal nosi tion a.:lopted in 

t""i e . l e .. •isi1 community •nas t ha t •ub l ic ex,) os i i: ion s on the fir st 
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to sixth days of t he account of creation was prohibited . 

Ther e is., hO\'!ever, clea r evidence that authorities such as 

aar Ka ppara a nd R. Judah b . Simon b . Pazi pe r mitted such 

expositions to be mad e i n public . Speculation by the 

in~ ividual in privat e on ~ th e events of t he fi r st th r ou gh 

t he s ix th rlays seems to ha ve been permitted by all authorities . 

The connection of the phrase to the interoreta tion of th e 

letter "~" seems to have been for the pur pose of emphasizing 

th a t t he limit to all specu l at i on , wh ether public or private , 

~oulrl be the events of the first day wh i ch be g in wi th the 

"B~·i; i n Bereishit , " the first worr: of' the Torah. The specific 

c.;r::?ta ils concerning the generalities of Gen esis 1 are· to be 

fo und i n the rema inder of the Hebre v Bi ble , and knowled ge 

re 0~ r~ in g the c reation of the world is to be obtained from 

ti1 e ?- c;.i)b i s ·1.1ho f)Q sse ss knowleclge of the s!)ecifics as found 

i n t he He !J re '.·1 3ible . As s uc h , it r..ay be s afely assumed 

tha ·i: ·i: he fla.'") : is vie•:Jed the He brew Bib le a s the s ource of 

J~ r1 i sl1 r, nos is conc ern in g the creation of the world . 



E. The " Bet" in Bereishit and the Limitation of Esoteric 

Speculation 
Passage 6 

Genesis Rabbah 1:10 

Why was it created with a "_2!!?" To teach that there are 
two worlds. 

Tanhuma Nidpas Bereishit # 5 
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Furthermore, why was it created with a "bet?" To teach man 
that there are two worlds, this world antthe world to come. 
He who performs deeds of goodness in this world will partake 
of goodness in this world and in the world to come. 

Yalkut Shimoni Bereishit Remez #2 

R. Yehuda ben Pazi interpreted. Why with a "bet?" To show 
you that there are two worlds, this world and the world 
to come. 
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The letter "~," being the second letter of the Hebrew 

a l phabet, is interpreted in these traditions to be symbolic 

of two worlds. The later versions, the Tahhuma and the 

Yalkut Shimoni, identify the two worlds as this world and 

the world to come. The Tanhuma also a dds a moralistic max im 

to the interpretation. Euqene Mihaly, in his book entitled 

A Son g to Creation, interprets the world to come in this 

t radition as be in g not a world after death, but a world in 
2 1 the process of becoming. As we saw earlier, Gnostics also 

o~stulated the existence of two worlds, the world of the 

demiurge or the created world, and the world of the high 

God . These two worlds are almost entirely unrelated. The 

Rabb inic conception of the two worlds sees them as being 

r elated in th a t the world to come is God's ideal to which 

man is to s trive in this world. To an extant, the world to 

come may be achieved in this worl~. God as creator has a 

rela tionship to both the ideal and the extant world. By 

their seeing the two worlds as re~ed, the Rabbis could have 

been a ttempting to counter Gnostic anti-cosmos positions with 

statements i n favor of the cosmos and God as its creator. 

By a ffirmin g the good in the created world, in effect the 

J ew would be attempting to bring the world to come, the 

wor l d of becoming i nto the world as created by God. 

This tradition is not found in PT Hagigah II:l. 



Passage 7 
Genesis Rabbah 1:10 

Another interpretation: Why with a "bet?" Because it 
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connotes blessing ( beracha). And whinot with an "alef?" 
Because it connotes cursing Carirah). Another interpretation: 
Why not with an "alef?" In order not to provide a justi
fication for heretics to plead, 'How can t~- world endure 
seeing that it was created with the language of cursing.• 
Thus the Holy One, blessed be He, said,'Lo I will create 
it with the language of blessing and perhaps it will endure!' 

Palestinian Talmud Hagigah II:l, 77c lines 46-50 

Another interpretation: Why with a "bet?" Because it connotes 
blessin g. And not with an "alef?" Because it connotes 
cursing. God said, 'I will create my world only with a "bet" 
so that all of the people of the world will not say, 'How~ 
can the world endure seeing that it was created with the 
l angua9e of cursing.' In short, I will create it with a 
"E!!," the language of blessing, in order that it endure! 

Pesikta Rabbati 21:21 
Another interpretation: Why with the letter "bet?" Because 
it connotes blessing. But not with the "alef?1""8ecause it 
connotes cursing. The Holy One, blessed be"He, said, In 
order not to provide a justification to the people of the 
world to plead, 'How can the world endure seeing that 
it was created with the language of cursing?' Ther~fore, I 
will create the world with a "bet" which connotes blessing 
and oerhaps it will endure! 
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For the most part, the versions of the tradit i on in 

passage 7 are almost identifical. Genesis Rabbah refers 

to "minim" or "heretics," whereas the other two versions 

both refer to "the people of the world." Both .Q.!!!.!!.!.!! 
Rabbah and Pesikta Rabbati use the term "pitchon r~," 
" j ustification," whereas the Palestinian Talmud does not. 

These differences however are all only minor diff1!rences of 

s t yle. 

The letter "~"is said to connote "blessing. 1" This is 

because th- Hebrew word for "blessing," "berachah," begins 

with the letter "~·" The ".!.!!!:" is said to con1note 
.. cursinq" for the Hebrew word for a "curse," "mrah," begins 

wi t h the letter ·~·" The "alef" is the first letter of 
the He brew alphabet, and being the first letter, it should 
have been the first letter of the creation of the world. 

I nstead, the "bet" at the beginning of the world "bereishit," 

("In the beginning") is the first letter of creation. The 

Torah does not testify to the c~rrupt nature of the world, 

but rather to its blessed nature. This clearly is a polemic 

a')ainst Gnostics who held anti-cosmic views and \'lrould have 

que s tioned the durability, permanence,and inherent goodness 

in the created world. 
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Passage 8 

Genesis Rabbah 1:10 

Another interpretation: Why with a "bet?" Just as the "bet" 
h~~ t wo projecting points, one pointing upwar d and the O'tiier 
backward, so when we ask it, 'Who created you?', it s hows 
them with its upward point, 'He who is above created me.• 
And what i s his name? It shows them •ith its back point, 
'The Lord i s His name.• 

Palestinian Talmud Hagigah II:l 77c lines 44-47 
And to those who say to the "bet," 'Who created you?', it shows 
them with a point above and says, 'He,. who is above.' 'And 
what is his name?' It shows them with a point behind it a nd 
says , 'The Lord ('hashem') is His name. The Lord (adon) is 
His name. ----

Pes ikta Rabbati 21:21 

Another interpretation: What is the "bet." It has one point 
above a nd one point after. They say t0"9the "bet," Who 
c r eated you? It shows them \'fith its ooint above, 'He who 
is above created me.• 'And what is his name?' It shows 
them with its point after, 'The Lord is his name.' 

Yalk ut Shimoni Bereishit Remez #2 
Another interpretation: Why with a "bet?" Because the "bet" 
has t\'/o projecting points , one aboveand one below it on-
its after side . He says to the "bet?" Who brought you 
i nto the world? I t s hows them by Tt9"9projecting ooint 
above , a nd says to them, "The Lord i s one and His name is 
one." 
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There are many possible interpretations of this passage 

depending on how one defines the "points" in the letter 

" bet." The points could refer to the sc ribal marks on top 

of the letter "~" in the first word of the Torah. On the 

other hand, the points could refer to tlle actual shape of 

the letter ".!:?.!!•" The followin g diagram illustrates the 

various possibilities according to the actual shape of the 

letter A---B 
D~~C 

The ver sions in the Palestinian Talmud a nd Pesikta Rabbati 

both use the term "nekudot" which means "points" or "strokes." 

The " point above" could be either point A or B. The point 

behind or after could be either points B, C,or o. If it is 

ooints B or c, then the intention of the interpretation is 

to say that God exis ted prior to creation. This "firstness" 

i s symbolized by the " priority" or "firstness" of God is 

symholized by the wor d "Lord," "adon," which begins with a n 

"a lef, " the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet. This a pnears 

to be the intention of the interpreta tion in Genesis Rabbah . 

A variant tradition in the London manuscript of Genesis 

Rabbah coincides with the version of the tradttton in the 

Yalk ut Shimoni. I n these versk>ns, the second point is 

desc r i oed as below on its after side. This would refer to 

eithe r points C or D on the ".!?.!!·" If it refers to point c , 
then the i ntention of the interpretation remains the same 

as abov e ; namel y , to s tate that God is "first" in creation. 

If ~oint D is meant, then the intention of the tradition 

could be to refer to the word "elohim" or God in Genesis 

1 : 1. The Hebr ew of this verse begins " bereishit bar a 

elohim." Thus the wor d "elohim" follows the "bet" in the 

wor d " be re ish it" in th i s verse. 

Reoar dless of the specific interpretation, the intention 

of this tradition seems to be to emphasize the fact: that God 
is the c r eator of the c oent0s. 
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Passage 9 

Genesis Rabbah 1:10 

R. Leazar b. Abinah said in R. Aha's name: For twenty six 
qeeerations the "alef" complained before the Holy One, blessed 
be He, pleading before him; Sovereign of the univer s e, I am 
the first oft tbe letters, yet You did not create your world 
with met God answered: The world and its fullness were 
crea ted for the sake of the Torah alone. Tomorrow when I 
come to reveal My Torah at Sinai, I will begin with you: 
"I ("anoki," which begins with an "alef") am the Lord your 
God." (E xodus 20 :2) ----

Pesikta de Rav Kah••a 1 2 : 24 

R. Aha said : For twenty-six genera tions, the ' a lef' 
comolained before the Holy One blessed be He say1n ~ : Thou gh 
I am the first of the letters, You did not create the world 
with me but with a " bet," as it is said, "In the beginning 
God created" ( "bereiiii'it" beg ins with a "bet"). The Holy One 
bles sed be He answered, As you live, I will make it up to 
you . For t wo thousand years while the world was still 
uncreated , the Torah dwelt in My presence only. \·Jhen I come 
t o give the Torah to Israel, I will begin with an "alef" 
a s it is sa i d, "I ("anoki" which begins with a n "alef"'T am 
the Lord your God." (Exodus 20 :2) -
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The ".!!!.!•" being the first of the letters, complains 

to God because He did not begin to create the world with an 

"alef • but with a "bet." In other words , the first word -· -of the Tora h begins with a "bet" rather than a n "alef," a nd - -
this fact se rves as the source of the tradition. The tradi-

tion tells us that the "!.!..!!:" complained for twenty-six 

qenerations. Twenty-six generations is, according to Rabbinic 

tradition, the number of generations from Adam to Mos es. 

r,od answers the "!.!!.!." with a promise that it will be the 

first letter of the first word by which God will reveal the 

Torah to Moses a nd the people of Israel at Mount Sinai . 

Anti-cosmicism is not the thematic intention of this 

trad ition. The intention of this tradition is to show that 

~od c r eated the world in order that the Torah may be 

actua lized. The giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai is more 

i moortant than even creation itself. The Rabbis here are 

not demeaning creation, but rather giving to it a spe~ific 

nur oose . The tradition could have s erved as a polemic 

a Qa inst those who rejected Jewish law as found in the Torah , 

a nd in the Rabbinic interpretat ion of the Torah (Oral Torah). 

This tradition is also to be found i n Pesik ta Rabbati 

21: 21, Ta nhuma Buber Yitro # 16, Song of Songs Rabbah 5:8, 

Yal kut Shimoni Be reish it Remez 2, a nd Yalkut Hamakhiri 
0 sa l m 105 : 7 . For the most pa rt, there is very little 

chanqe in the recording of this tradition in the Rabbinic 

sources . Pesikit a Rabbat i cites within its version 

Je remiah 33 : 25 . Sonq of Songs Rabbah cites Proverbs 3:9 . 

The t hematic function of the s e verses is to indicate that 

t he Torah is the foundation a nd support of the earth. The 

auth orities to whom this tradition i s at tributed, a re e ither 

R. Eleazar b. Abina in R. Aha ' s name or simply R. Aha. It 

is not clear who R. Eleazar b . Abina was or when he lived. 

R. Aha was a fourth century Pa les tinian who was a recognized 

a uthority in legal matter s. The tar get for this oolemic 
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could ha ve been Jewish gnostics, Christian gnos tics or 

a postolic Christians. 
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Passage 10 

Ge nesis Rabbah 1:10 

Ba r Hutah said : Why is it called "alef?" Because it 
denotes the sum of a thousand (as i~ written), "The 
word which he commanded for a thousand (elef) generations 

~ 

( Psalm 105:8 ). 
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This is a very short but well-known tradition which 

di scusses the meaning of the "alef" as stemming from the 

number one thousand. This concept is found fre quently 
22 within Rabbinic sources. A play on words is involved here 

beca use the Hebrew root alef-lamed-pe (which s pells the 

letter "!l!f") can also mean to teach. Thus many versions 
of this tradition state that God intends to teach the Torah 

to his people for one thousand generations. One thousand 

genera tions in this instance means "for all time," rather 

than for a limited period. The thematic concern for this 
passa ge resembles that of the preceeding passage in that 

th e purpose of creation seems to have been to actualize 

the e xistence of Torah within the world. 
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F. The Editorial Process in Genesis Rabbah l :lO 

In this section, let us examine the way in which the 

various traditions in Genesis Rabbah 1:10 came to be 

associated with one another. All of these traditions 

di scuss the ".2.!!" in the word "bereishit," the first word 

of Torah. It is possible that the editor of this passage 

co llected trad itions which interpreted the "~" in 

"bereish it," and threw them together in a rather 'hodge

pod g~ way. However, if this were the case, then we could 

ask why the ed itor chose not to include i n section 1:10 

a tradition which interpret s the meaning of the ".£.!.!" as 

be inq "for the sake of." In Genesis Rabbah 1:4, the ".2!,!" 
is inter pr eted in such a way. The theme of this tradition 

i s tha t the world was created for the sake of the Torah, 

Moses , a nd the Rabbis. The tradition in 1:4 certcinly 

re;embles thematically the l ast two traditions in 1:10. Thus 

it is impossible to maintain that the ed :it>r of this pa s saqe 

in l: 10 me rely threw th in gs together in a haphazard wa ··, 

fo r there seems to have been s ome criteria of selection by 

which he chose not to include the tradition in 1:4 or for 

that matter other traditions which discussed the ".2!,!" 
in the word " bereishit." 

We have examined the individual traditions of Genesis 

Rabbah 1 :10 . In many of these traditions, it is a pparent 

that the version of the tradition found in Genesis Rabbah 

1 :10 is often the least e xp licit a nd least wordy of all 

the versions . Does this mean tha t the ed itor of Genesis 

Rabbah 1:10 had a faulty or incomplete knowled ge of the 

t r ad ition; or does it mean that the editor of Genesis Rabbah 

l: !O had a n awarenesH of sty le a nd content, a n awareness 

s imilar to that of any modern day editor? Pre fe rring the 

l a tter explanation, it is clear to this writer that Genesis 

Ra bbah 1:10 is highly edited and reflect s certain specific 

concerns held by its editor. 

Le t us reca ll that Genesis Rabbah 1:10 arose in a nd reflects 



a community where there was no una nimity concerning the 

limits of creation speculation. We have seen how Genesis 

Rabbah 1:10 reflects the more lenient view towards the 

limits of such s peculation. The siqnificance of this fact 

wil l become apparent in chapters VI and VII of this thesis . 
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At this point, however, we may state tha t the overall 

th ematic concern of the editor of Genesis Rabbah 1:10 seems 

to hav e been to illustrate that God in heave n i s the creator 

of the cosmos, and crea ted it wi th a definite purpose . The 

connection between the exeqesis of Deut. 4: 32 ( which includes 

t he "above , below, before and after" phrase and which is 

d iscussed in s ection D of this chapter), and the traditions 

whi ch d iscuss the letter ",2.il" is simple. The editor of 

Genesis Ra bbah 1:10 viewed speculation about the letter 

"bet" i n t he word " bereishit" to be synonymous with specu

lat ion about the creative process. As such, speculation on 

the lette r " bet" in the word " bereishit" was in effect -
soeculation about the first day of creation. This is due 

to the f act th a t the word " bereishit" in Genesis 1:1, in 

addition to be ing the first word of Torah, is also the first 

wor d i n the descriotion of the events which took pl ace on 

the fi r s t day of the creative process . If the position of 

the ed itor of Genesis Rabbah 1:10 had been tha t s peculation 

on the account of creation may beg in only l' ith the crea tion 

of man on the sixth day , th en the "~" is " berei shit" 

t r ad itions which f ollowed the interpr etation of Deut. 4: 32 

would have been contrary to such a view. The position of 

the editor of Genesis Rabbah 1:10 is clear; the limit of 

snecula tion on creation is the fi r st wor d in the first day 

of th e account of creation i n Genesis 1. It is for this 

reason th a t Bar Kaopara, reor esentinq the firs t day view, 

is the authority who interprets Deut. 4 : 32 , a nd not R. Jonah 

or R. Ba who reor esent s the sixth day view a s found in the 

Palestinian Ta lmud . Having est ablis hed his legal position 
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bY his citation of Bar Kappara's exegesis of Oeut. 4:32, the 

editor of Genesis Rabbah 1:10 proceeds to g ive his own 

speculation on creation. This speculation is esoteric to 

the hiqhest degree, for it is based upon only one letter of 

Torah, the ".2!!•" the first· letter of the first word of Torah. 

The following chart outlines the traditions and concerns 

of Genesis Rabbah 1:10. 

Genesis Rabbah 1:10 

Trad ition 

The "above, below, before 
and after phrase and the 
exeqe s is of Deut. 4:32 
Passa ges 4 and 5 

2 ~orld s 
Passage 6 

Bl ess ing not curse 
Passaqe 7 

The s haoe of the "bet" 
PassaQe 8 

The comp laint of the 
"alef" 
Passaqe 9 

One Th ousand Generations 
Passaqe 10 

Concern or Pos ition 
-----------------~ The limit of public s pecu
lation on creation is the 
events of the first day 

Relationship of the creator 
to this world;pro-cosmos 

The world created out of 
blessing ; pro-CO$mos 

God in heaven is the crea tor 
Go~ pro-cosmos 

Purposeful creation; the 
actualization of Torah in 
the world. Pro-cosmos and 
a gainst antinomianism 

Pur poseful creation is 
understood. God will teach 
Torah t3 one tho~sand gen
erations. 

As we c a n s ee from the chart, over-a rching cc1N1cern of 

the ed itor of Genesis Rabbah 1~10 is to prove tw9 points by 

mea ns of creation specula tion. Firs t, he desired to prove 

t hat the highest God i s th e creator of the cos mos. Second, 

he wanted to s how that there is a specific purpose to the 

c r eated cos mos ; na mely , that the Torah should be actualized 

wi thin it. When we cons tra•t this concern with our dis

c uss ion of nature of Gnosticism in Genesis Rabba~ 1:10 , the 
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intention of the ed itor of Genesis Rabbah 1:10 becomes clea r. 

In chapter 1, we saw how Gnostics deprecated the cosmos and 

viewed the Torah as the corrupt tool of the demiurge. The 

pro-cosmos, p ro-Torah statements in Genesis Rabbah 1:10, 

which are diametrically opposed to the Gnostic arguments in 

this area, allow us to classify Genesis Rabbah 1:10 as a 

well-edited anti-Gnostic polemic. 
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Passaqe 11 
Genesis Rabbah 1:15 
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~et Shammai maintains: The heaven was created first. Bet 
Hillel maintains: The e a rth was created first. In the view 
of Aet Shammai, this f~ analoqous to a king who first made 
his throne and then his footstool, for it is written, "The 
heaven is My throne, a nd the earth is My footstoo?'(Isaiah 
~6 :1) . In the view of Bet Hillel, this is analogous to a 
k i nq who build s a pa lace; after bu ilding the lower por-
t ion, he builds the uoper, for it is written , " I n the day 
tha t the Lord God made earth (first) a nd (then) heaven" 
(Ge nesis 2 :4). R. Judah b. R. Ilai said: This verse suppor t s 
8et Hi llel, "Of old You established the earth;" which is 
foll owed by "the heavens are the work of your hands" ( Psalm 
102 : 26 ). R. Hanin said : From the text which suppports Bet 
Sha mmai , Aet Hillel· refutes them. "And the earth was" ( Gene
s is 1: 2 ), meaninq tha t it existed (prior to heaven). 
R. Yocha na n, reo ortin<'l the o p inion of the saqes (said); 
As reqa r d s creation, heaven was first ; as reqar ds completion, 
earth was fir st . R. Tanhuna said , I will state the basis of 
this oo iri:>n. As reCla r ds creation heaven was first, (as it 
i s wr itten), "In the beq inning God created the heaven" 
( Ge ne s is 1:1 ). As reqards completion, earth took pre
c e dence ( as it is written), "In the day that the hord God 
made (completed) earth (first) and (then) heav en" ( Genesis 
2 : 4 ). R. S imeon observed: I am amazed that the fathers 
of the world engaq ed in controversy over this matter, for 
s ur e l y both were created (simulta neously) like a pot a nd its 
l i d ( a s it i s written), " When I call to them ( Heaven a nd 
earth), they stand uo together" (Isaiah 48:13 ). R. Eleaza r 
~ . R. S i mon o bserved: If my father's view ~is correct, then 
why i s the eaetb sometimes mentioned before the heaven, 
a nd somet imes the heaven is mentioned before the earth 
(in scrio t ural verses)? In fact it teaches that they are 
eq ua l to eac h other . 

~enes is Rabbah 12 : 5 

R. Nehemia h of S ikni said : " For in six days the Lord made 
heav en a nc1 earth, the sea , a nd al l that is in them"( Exod us 
20 : 11) . These three thinqs constitute the fundamental 
elements of creation. They each waited three days and then 
~rod uced three thinqs. The earth was created on the first 
day a cco r din q to Bet Hillel . He then waited three days; 
th e fi r st , second , a nd t h i r d , a nd then prod uced three 
offsp rin1 : trees, herbs , and the Ga r den of Eden. The heaven 
(rak i a ) wa s created on the second day. He waited th r ee d a ys ; 
the second , third, a nd fourth, a nd then p roduced three 
offso r i n g : the sun, the moon, a nd the luminaries. The seas 
were created on the third day . He waited three days ; the 
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t h e third , fourth and fifth, and then prod uced three off
sor i n q : bird s, fish, and the Leviathan. R. Az a ria h sa i d : 
It i s not so for "In the day that God mad e earth a nd heaven" 
( Genesis 2: 4). This teaches that two thing s cons titute the 
f undamental elements of creation. They e ach waited three 
days a nd their potential was fulfilled on the fourth. 
Hea v e n was created on the first day as taught by Bet 
Shammai. Then he waited three days; the fir s t, s econd and 
third a nd fulfilled its potential on the fourth. And what 
wa s the fulfillin g of its potential? The luminaries which 
were what the world lacked, as it is said, " And God · set them 
i n t h e firmament of the heavenw{ Genesis 1:17) the creation 
of the ea rth was on the third day, a s it issaid, "And the 
earth b rought forth" {Genesis 1:12) and "Let the dry land 
aon ea r"( Gen. 1:9). He waited three days; the third, fourth, 
a nd f ifth, and fulfilled its potential on the six th day. 
And wha t was the fulfilling of its potential? Man, as it i s 
writ ten, " I , even I, have made the earth, and created ma n 
unon it" (Isaia h 4 5 :12). 

Pale s tinia n Talmud Hag i gah II:l 77c line 6 8 -77d line 2 7 

qe t Sha mmai says that the heaven were cr eated fir s t a nd 
afte r wards the Ea rth. Bet Hillel says that the Earth 
was created fir s t and afterward s the heaven. Each sid e 
brou ~ht support f or its views. What was the reas oning of 
get Shammai' s position. "In the b e g inninq God crea t ed th e 
Yeaven (and then the Earth ( Gen. 1:1). It i s simila r to 
a ki n~ who mak e s a throne. After he had done this he made 
his f oot s tool. ( As it is written) "The Heaven s a re my throne 
a nd the Earth i s my footstool" (Isaiah 66 :1). Wh a t was the 
r eason in~ of Be t Hillel's po s ition? "In the d a y th a t th e 
Lord God mad e {first) Earth and {then) Heaven" ( ~en. 2 :4). 
I t i s s i milar to a k inq ~ho makes a palace. After he had 
bu i l t the bottom part, he made the up per part {as it is 
written). " My own hand founded the Ea rth (first) and (then) 
my riqht hand snread out the Hea ven" {Isa iah 48 :13 ). R. 
J udah bar Pazi s a id, ' Surely this supports Bet Hillel "Of 
old you d i d l ay the foundations of the Earth (first) a nd 
the Heav e ns ( s econd ) a r e the work of your h a nds" ( Ps. 
102 :26 ). R. Han i na , From the te xt tha t Bet Shamma i b rin ns 
as suooort f or i ts o o s ition, from it ~et Hi llel refutes 
them. Wha t i s th e s u onort of Bet Sh ammai? "In the beg innino 
~od c r eat ed t he Heaven a nd the Earth" ( Ge n. 1:1). From here 
~et Hille l refu t e s th em . " And the Earth was" (Gen. 1 :2 ) 
meaning th a t it had al r eady e x i:ted ( before heaven). R. Yohanan 
said i n t he na me OT the saqes, ' Re qar d inq the crea tion, 
Yeaven was f i r st . Reoa r d inq the como l e t i on, Earth was fir s t.• 
q e~ardi nq c rea tion, He a ven was fir s t ( as it i s writte~, "In 
the he q innin q ~od c rea t ed the He a ven ( f irst ) a nd (then) th e 
Ear th . ( Ae n. 1: 1). Reqard in~ the como l e t i on, the Earth was 
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fi r s t (as it is written) "In the day tha t God made earth 
a nd heave n" ( Gen. 2 :4). 

Heaven was created on the fir s t day according to Set 
Shammai . Then he ma de three days and made offsprin q (from 
the Heave n). (He made) the f i r s t, second, and third days , 
a nd on the fourth day (he said) "Let there be li~hts in the 
fi rmament" ( Gen. 1:14). The sea was created on the second 
day , then he made three ~ays and made offsoring (from the 
sea). ( He made ) th e second , third , a nd fourth days , and on 
the f ifth day (He said) "Let th e wa ters swarm" ( Gen. 1: 20). 
Earth was made on the third day accordin g to Bet Shammai. 
Then he made three days a nd then mad e offsp ring ( from the 
Ea rth). On the sixth day (He said), "Let th e Earth brin g 
f orth the living creature etc." ( Gen . 1:24). 

Th e Earth was created first accordi nq to Bet Hi llel. 
Then he made t wo days and made offspring (from the Earth). 
( He made ) the first and the second days and on the third , 
( He said ) " Let the Earth put forth g r ass" ( Gen. 1:11). 
The Heaven was created on the second day according to Bet 
Hillel. Th e n He made t wo days and made offspr ing (from the 
Heaven). ( He made ) the second and third days and on the 
fou rth day (He said) "Let there be liqhts in the firmament 
of the heaven " (~en. 1:14). The sea wa s c r eated o n the third 
day acco rd in ~ to Bet Hillel. Then He made two days a nd 
mad e offsorin9 (from the sea). He mad e the third a nd fourth 
days , a nd on the fifth day, (He said)"Let the waters s wa rm 
wi th s war ms of livinq creatures" ( Gen. 1:20 ). 

R. S i meon b. Yohai said, 'I am amazed a t how the f a thers 
of the world engag ed in s uch a controversy regard ing t he 
c r eation of the world, for I say that the Heaven a nd the 
Earth we r e c reated as a oot and its cover. What i s the 
oroof? " My own ha nd founded the earth and my righ t h a nd 
s? read out the heave n" (verse continues: " When I call to 
them , they stand uo toqether") (Isaiah 43:13). R. Eliezer 
b . R. S imeon , 'If f ather' s view is correct, then wh y some
times does it haopen that the Heaven is q iven o receoence 
ove r the Earth, a nd sometimes it hapoens that the Earth is 
~ iven o recedence over the Heaven? Only to teach that the 
t wo of th em a r e e q ual to each other .' ( End of Haqigah II:l) 



116 

Hil lel and Shammai wer e authorit ies who lived at the 

end of the fi r st centur y B. C. E. Their schools , Bet Hillel 

and Aet Shammai , existed from the time of Hillel and Shammai 

to the end of th e first centur y C. E. 23 In bo th versions of 

this tradition, Bet Hillel maintained that the ear th was 

c r eated before the heavens, a nd Bet Shammai maintained the 

oooosite view . Each school brought allegories in support 

of their position. Accordinqly, Bet Shammai felt that j ust 

a s a king has his throne built before its footstool , so God 

built heaven first and then the earth. Bet H~el felt tha t 

just as a kinq bui l d s the first floo r of his palace a nd 

then the second , s o God built the earth (the fi r st floor) 

first a nd then heaven. The ve r sion in Genesis Rabbah 1:1 5 

then tells us tha t R. J udah b . I lai , a second centur y C. E. 

Pa lestinian au thority s uppor ted 1che view of Bet Hillel. In 

the ver sion of the Palestinian Talmud , R. Judah b . Paz i, a 

Pa le s tinian a uthority of the late third century is the 

authori t y who is said to support Ret Hillel' s opinion . 

n . lianina , anoth er late third centur y C.E. Palestinian 

a uthority , cites Genesis 1: 2 in support of Bet Hillel. 

A notable sh ift in the tradition occurs at this ooint , 

f or from he re on in the traditio11, the authorities a ttemnt 

to comor omise th e two views . R. Yochana n, a third century 
0 a le s tinian a uthority , a nd R. Ta~huma , a fo urth century 

~al estinian author ity , shar e the view that thou qh the heaven 

was first i n creation , the earth was fir st in comoletion. 

R. Shimon b . Yochai and R. Elea zer his son, both of whom 

lived in the second centu r y seem to have felt that the 

heaven a nd ear th were c r eated simultaneously as is a oot and 

its cover. Accor d in gl y , Sc ripture sometimes p l aces heaven 

befo r e earth a nd sometimes earth befor e hea ven in order to 

s how that the t wo a re equal to each othe r and we re created 

a t the same time . 
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This passage illustrates how traditions seem to have 

a l ife of their own. Here in one tradition we see a 

three hundred year development beginning with the first 

ce ntury and e xtending through the fourth. The basis of the 

t r adition is the q uestion of why scripture sometimes mentions 

heaven before earth a nd vice versa. Was the trad ition really 

this simole? Was s uch an e xe getic d iscussion really all 

th a t wasat s t a ke for Bet Hillel and Bet Shammai? 

Th e a nswer to this q ues tion is that there was p robab l y 

somethino mor e at stake h e re. It is possible tha t the dis

~ute between Bet Hillel and Bet Sh a mmai was over how to 

in ter pr et Je~ish law. Earth, therefore, was s ymbo l of man's 

~hvsical existence, wher eas heaven was a symbol of Go d ' s 

d ec ree. 8et Hillel, by stressin g th a t earth was created 

first, was in effect s t atin g that the d ivine law s hould be 

adj usted to soc iety . Ret Shamma i by stressinq that h eaven 

was c r ea ted first, was in e ffect s tating that God•s law is 

uncha noeab l e a nd that soc iety s hould adap t its elf to it. 24 

Thus the earliest level of this trad ition consists of 

a d isnute ove r the interoretation of th e writte n l aw . The 

later level of th e trad ition, rePT'esented by the authorities 

of the thir d a nd fourth century might have operated 

d iffe r e nt ly . For these later Rabb is, the tradition could 

have r eflec ted a n i mp licit assumption that esote ric specu

lation was oer mitted on th e events of the fi rst day of the 

creation of the world . Therefore, their statements belong 

in the same category as R. J udah b . Simon b . Pazi' s account 

of c r eation d iscussed in sec tion c o f th i s chapter. 

I t is not clea r to wtich l eve l we should assiqn R. Shimo n 

b . Yochai a nd his s on Eleaza r. If their statement be longs 

to th e earlier level then its significance i s that it is 

a n effort to reach a c ompromise bet ween th e stric t inter

oreta tion o f Shamma i a nd the more lenient inter pr e tation of 

Hi llel. The second century C. E. was a time of extreme 
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har dshio fo r the Jewish people. The failu re of the Ba r 

Kochba r ebellion in 135 C. E. took a tremendou s toll on th e 

Jewish community . Perhaps R. Sh i mon b . Yochai a nd R. Eleazer 

at tempted to mediate the dispute in order to prevent an 

already weakened community f rom becoming divided a nd weakened 

furthe r. On the other hand, t he s t a tements of R. Shimon b . 

Yocha i a nd R. Eleazer could a l so be taken as part of the 

second level of speculations concerning the creation of 

the world . 

The two versions of the tradition as discussed above 

a re for t he mos t part i dent ical. A trad ition f rom Mi s hna h 

Keritot 6 : 9 i s adde d to the end of Genesis Rabbah 1:15. 

This tradi tion illustrates how d i screpancies in precede nce 

in sc ripture s i~nify eQua lity, givinQ scriotural refe rences 

to the natria r chs , Moses a nd Aaron, J oshua a nd Ca l eb , a nd 

"f a the r" a nd "mother" as examoles . This passage wa s orobably 

a~d ed by the redactor of Genesis Rabbah who wanted th e 

chapter to end with the moral maxim that one's parents s hould 

be t r eated wi t h eQual resoect . Later versions of the 

tradition on heaven and earth omit the Mish nah Keritot trad 
·t. 25 i ion . 

Th e version in t he Palestinian Talmud has a section in 

the midd le of th e tradition which i s a l s o to be foun d in 

r, enesis Rabbah 12 :5. This section consists of a continua tion 

of the d isc uss ion of t he account of creation by Bet ~illel 

and Ret Shammai . The basis of th e interpretation is t hat 

a nenera l cateoory is c r eated , followed by a oeriod of time, 

afte r which the oa r ticular s a re created which fill the 

oene r a l cateqory . Another wa.v of vie•·tinri this is tha t God 

crea te s someth in n "in notentia ," after whic h the thin g is 

c r ea ted . By either i nter or e t a tion th e r esul t s a re the same . 

9et Hillel's l"OSi t ion is that the ear t h i s created on 

the fir s t da y of c r eation, a nd th en the trees and herbs fill 

the ea rth on the third day ; the heaven is c r eated on the 

second da y , a nd then the lumina r ies fill the heavens on 
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the fourth day; the seas a r e created on t he third day a nd 

then fish fill the seas on the fifth . While the Palestinia n 

Ta lmud counts the elapsed time as t wo days , Genesis Rabbah 

1 2 : 5 counts the elaosed time as three days, i nclud in g the 

day on which the general c ategor y was created. Th e following 

chart represents the oo inion as record ed in each version: 

ver sion Qe ner al day of par ticula r day of 
c reat ion creation creation creation 

Genesis heaven 1 lumina ries 4 
Rab bah earth 3 man 6 

12 : 5 

Palestinian heaven 1 luminaries 4 
Ta i mua sea 2 sea c r ea-
Hao i oah II:l tu res 5 
77d earth 3 livinq crea- 6 

tu res on 
earth, includ-
ing man 

I n each version according to Bet Shammai, the time lapse is 

three days . Each school suooorts its view with scriptur a l 

~ roofte x ts from ~enesi s 1. 

It is nossible that these Ret Hillel-Be t Shammai tradi

tions mioht have orig inally fo r med a senar a te c o r ous . Th e 

r edac tor of the ver sion in th e Palest inian Talmud chose to 

keen the traditions tooether. The redac tor of renesi s Rabb~h 

chose to s olit the traditions , usinq the first tradition 

i n his exeaesis of ~enesis 1:1, a nd the second i n his 

exeriesis of Genesi s 2:4. '·Jhether these two t r ad itions we re 

or i oinal ly toqe ther or not, the orrler of c rea tion accord inq 

to the t wo schools remains the same . 

Never theless , the s pec i ficity of the time lapse tradi

tion leads this wr ite r to see it a s a l ater tradition . 

Reoar dless of the or.lg in<i l meanin!l of the d ispute between 

1et Hi lle l a nd ~et Shammai, i t eventually became the ooint 

of deoartur e for a myriad of soecula tions concerninq the 



120 

c r eation of the world. The time lapse tradition reflects 

t he concern s of a later oer iod when such s peculations were 

c ommon and had a s pecific our pose. This purpose was to 

orovide Jewish g nos i s concerning the significance of the 

accou nt of creation in Genesis 1. If we accept this hypo

thesis , then it mak es se nse to view the a ttribution of the 

time laose tradition to Bet Hillel a nd Bet Shammai to be a 

l a ter a nd oseudepigr a phic att ribution. 

Another interesting possibility is suggested by an exam

ina tion of the alleoory of ki nq who builds the fi r st floor 

of his oalace before build ing the second. As we saw pre

v iou s l y , this a lleqory is used by Bet Hillel to suooort its 

view tha t the earth was created fi r st . The version in the 

Pa les tinian Talmud rea ds: 

After he had built (banah) 
the bottom oart, he made ('asah) 
the upper part. 

Th e Yalk ut Hamakh iri (Isaiah 48:13), which claims to quote 

~enes is Ra bba h 1:15, states: 

He built ( banah) the bottom pa rt, 
after which he created ( ba r a ) 
the uooer part. 

The Ya l kut Hamakhiri can be viewed as a Mideval literary 

r ecord inq of the Genesis Rabbah 1:15 version. The word 

for "uope r part" in the Pa lestinia n Talmud, the _Ya lkut 

Hamakhiri, a nd in the Pa r is manuscript of Genesis Rabbah is 

"elyonim." I n Ra bb inic texts , includ inQ the Palest inia n 

Ta l mud and Genesis Rabbah , the wor d " elyonim" may also refer 

t o t he hea venly retinue of a nqels . Thus the intent of t h is 

a llenory could have been (either orig ina lly or as interpreted 

lat e r) to show that the a nqel s were c r ea ted after ma n, for 

ea r t h, created fi r st , included man . If the Ya lkut Hamukhi ri 

ve r s ion is a n accu r ate reflection of the of".iJinal Genesis 

Rabbah versio n, then the usage of the wor d "E.!.!:.!," he 

c r eated , woul d fu r ther st r ess tha t the earth and man were 
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created before the anqels. As a result, it wou ld be 

incorrect to assert that the: o rincipal a ngel of the Sup reme 

God , the demiurge, created both man and the physical world . 

As stated earlier, this writer does not see the oriq inal 

debate between Bet Hillel and Bet Shammai as being a debate 

about the account of creation. Therefore, the original 

intention of this allegory was p robably not the intention 

described immediately above. 9y changing the wording of 

the allegory from, "he mad e the uooe r part" to "he created 

the uoner nart," a later redactor could have had the threat 

of Gnosticism as his concern, and as such the above inter

n r e t a tion becomes p lausible. 

The trad ition concernin g the creation of the hea ven a nd 

the earth is a tradition with a long history of development. 

In its early stage, it involved a dispute over the inter

o r etation of the written l aw . In its later stage, it 

re~ resents s peculation concerning the creation of the world , 

~r ovi:iin~ , if you will, a Jewish concomitant to Gnost ic 

crea tion soeculations. As such, the tradition concerning 

t he c reation of the heaven a nd the earth may be viewed as 

J ewish nnosis . 
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H. The Trad ition of Ben Zoma and R. Joshua 

Paseaqe 12 

For the purposes of analyses, the versions of this trad ition 

a r e list ed compar a tivel y . 

Tosephta 
Hao 1siah 2 : 5 

1 It harJo ened 
th a t R. Joshua 
was walkinq in 
oublic a nd Ben 
Zoma was com-
in q towa r d him 

2 \'/hen he 
aoo roached hi"\ 
he ( Ben Zoma) 
d i d not i:i reet 
him 

4 Sa i d CR. J os hua) 
to him: From 
noth in f') t o 

5 

no t l1 in n (or 
From where to 
\'lh er e ) Ren 
Zoma? 

Genesis 
Rabbah 2:4 

Once, Shimon 
Ben Zoma \'las 
stand in q and 
was confused. 
R. Joshua 
r> assed 

He ( R. Joshua) 
g r eeted him 
once a nd a 
second time, 
but he did not 
respond 

At the third 
time, he 
CR. Joshua) 
a nswe red him 
in confusion 

He sa i d to 
him: \'!ha t i s 
th is Ben Zoma? 
\'Jher e a re 
your feet? 

He said : Not 
from no t h in ri 
Rabb i. 

He CR. Joshua) 
said t o h im: I 
call upon 
heaven a nd 
earth to wit
ness tha t I 

Pa lestinian 
Talmud Haai9ah 
II : l '17a, b 

Further it 
hapo ened that 
R. Joshua was 
wal k in g a lon g 
the road a nd 
Be n Zoma was 
comin g towar ds 
him 

He ( R. Joshua) 
greeted him, 
but he d i d not 
r espond 

R. Joshua 
said to him: 
From nothin g 
to nothing (or 
Fr om where to 
wh ere) Ben 
Zoma? 

Bab~lonian 
Ta l mud 
Ha2igah 15a 

The Rabb i s 
t a upht: It 
haopened th a t 
Joshua b . 
Hanina was 
standing on 
the sterJ of 
the Temple 
mount 

a nd Ben Zoma 
sav1 him a nd 
d i d not rise 
in his pre-
sence. 

( R. Joshua ) 
sa i d t o him: 
From nothin n 
to noth inQ (or 
From where to 
where) Ben 
Zoma? 

l 
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7 He sai d 
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to him : I 
have been 
looking 
(mistake l) 

into the 
account of 
creatio n 

and be-
tween the 
uoper 
wate r s a nd 
the 1 o \·Je r 

th e r e i s 
not even a 
hand breadth 

11 as it is 
said : "And 
the ' ruach ' 
of ~od 
hove r ed 
over the 
face of 
the waters 
{Gen .1: 2 ) 

12 and as it 
is sa i d : 
"L ike a n 
eaol e 
stir r in o up 
its nest 
hove rinQ 
over its 
youn q" 
{Deu t . 32 : 
11) 

Genesig 
Rabbah 
s hal l not move 
from here until 
you let me know, 
\'/he re a r e your 
feet? 

He said to him: 
I have bee n 
lookin g 
( mistakel) 

into the 
account of 
c r eatio n 

a nd bet wee n 
the upper 
water s a nd 
th e lowe r 

there i s 
only t wo or 
th r ee fin qers 

It i s not 
written here 
" And the 'ruach' 
of God b lew but 
r ather "hovered , " 

He said to 
him: I have 
been look in~ 
(mistake!) 

into the 
account of 
creation 

a nd bet wee n 
the uoper 
waters and 
the lower 

there is 
only a n ooen 

- ha nd 

I t i s said 
here "hove r
in g," (refe r
ence to Gen. 
1: 2 ) 

a nd as it is 
sa i d , "Like 
a n eagle 
stirrin q up 
its nest 
hove r in p 
over its 
young" { Deut. 
3 2: 11} 
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He said to 
him: I have 
been lookin g 
(tsofeh) 

between the 
upper wa ter s 
and the lowe r 
waters 

a nd between 
this a nd 
that 

there are 
only three 
f inqe r s 

As it is 
said, "And the 
'ruac h' of God 
hovered on the 
face of t he 
wa t e r s 

Pl 
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j ust as an 
eaqle flies 
over its 
next , 
touch in}! 
but not 
touching 

4 s o there 
is only a 
hand breadth 
between the 
Ur.>')e r a nd 
the 1 owe r 
wa ter-s 

5 (At the 
same time) , 
R. Joshuna 
SP. i d to his 
s tude nt s 

G nen Zoma 
is al -
r ead y on 
the out-
side 

7 I t ~·1as only 
a f e\·1 rlc.i.ys 
unt il r-le n 
Zoma was 
taken 
a •:1a" 

Genesis 
Rab bah 

as a bir d which 
flies and flaos 
its wings, and 
its wings touch 
but do not 
touch 

R. Joshua 
tur ned and 
said to his 
students 

8en Zoma has 
qone 

Andit was 
only a fe\': days 
and Ben Zoma 
was (not) in 
the wo r ld 

PT 

Just as hover
ing in the 
latter case 
means touch
ing but not 
touching 

s o hovering 
i n the latter 
case means 
touching but 
not touching 

R. Joshua 
sai d to his 
students 

Behold , Ben 
Zoma is on 
the out
s i de 

And it was 
only a few 
days until Ben 
Zoma d ied . 
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BT -
1 ike the dove:: 
that hovers 
over its you nn 
a nd does not 
touch 

R . Joshua said 
to his 
s tudents 

Sen ·zoma remains 
on the outside 
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When compa rinq the f our versions of the Ben Zoma -

R. Jos hua trad ition, one is struck by t h e fact that of ou r 

four te xts, the Genesis Ra bbah text see ms to b e the most 

unia ue version, hav~ng less in common with the other three 

v e rsion s . In Genes is Rabbah 2 :4, the question asked by 

R. J oshua to Ben Zoma i s , " Where are your feet?" In the 

other ver sions , the ~uestion is~rom where to where" or 

"From nothing to nothin g ." Be n Zoma ' s enigmatic a nswer in 

Ge ne s i s Rabbah , " Not from nothing Rabbi," i s not found in 

t he other versions . It is ind e ed difficult to under sta nd 

t he n u e s tion, its a ns wer, and R. J o s hua ' s a nqered r esponse. 

On one h a nd , the intent of the q uest ion could have been 

simn l y to ask Be n Zoma where he was wa lking . Notice that 

in t he Tosephta a nd Pales tinian Ta lmud vers ion s , Ben Zoma 

was wa l k inq towar d s Rabb i J o s hua. Thu s the oues t ion, 

"
1

•
1here d i d y ou come f r om?" could have been l e r,titimate . On 

t he oth e r h a nd , the intent of the question might not h a ve 

~een s o s im~ le. The q uestion in Genesis Ra bba h coul d have 

been a way of a ski no a q uestion o f doctrine. In other word s , 

t he inte nt of t h e a uestion could have been, "~here d o you 

stand on this oa r ticular matte r?" or " Wh a t is yo ur o p i n ion?" 

Likewise , the i ntent of t he q uest ion in the other three 

ver s io ns also could have been to ask a question of doctrine. 

The q ue s tion may a lso r ead as "F rom nothing to nothi n g?" 

The exact meanin g o f the q uestion r ead th i s way is not 

clear. I t is c l e a r, however, f r om th~ Ge nesis Ra bbah ver

sion th a t Ben Zoma ' s r esc onse was an evas ive r e soonse to the 

~ uestion , for R. J oshua then p roceed s to try to e l icit from 

h i m ~ etails of his n o s ition o r op irion. 

Th e~ e i s a lso a ton e of s hock a nd indig na tion in R. 

J o sh ua ' s r e action in the Gene s i s Ra bbah ver sion. Pe rhaps 

Re n Zoma ' s a nswe r was not mea nt to b e eva sive . Perhaps 

8en Zoma ' s intention was to maintai n that he d id not come 

f rom nothing . In a t r a d ition i n Avot d e Ra bb i Natan B, 



ch a oter 32 , R. Si meo n b. El eazer, a seco nd ce nt ury 

oa 1estinia n authorit~ asks : 

Fr om where d i d he come? From a p l ace of 
f ire and he returns to a pl ac e of f ire . 
From whe r e d i d he come? From a place to 
t he out s i de a nd he r eturns t o th e ol ace 
t o the outside (or "outside"). 
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The Hebrew text in the Sch echter ed ition of Avot de Rabb i 

Na t a n is defective in tha t it is not clea r wha t sort of 

"> r enosition s hould o r eceed the word "chuts " o r "outs i de " 

a t the e nd of the oassape quoted . The following passage from 

t he Gos pe l of Thomas , pa r ag raph 50 , may hel o us under s t a nd 

the fi r s t pa rt of R. Simeon b. Eleazar' s an s wer: 

J esus sa i d : "If they say to you, 
tlhe r e d i d you come from?" say to them, 
" \·Je c ame f rom th e light, the place 
where th e light c ame into being on its 
own a cco r d a nd establis hed itse l f . 26 

The im~l ic ation here i s t hat R. S i meon b . Elea zer' s fir e i s 

e~ uiv al en t to the plac e of liQht s poken of i n the Gospe l-2.f. 

Thomas . The clue to under s t a nd in g the second oart of R. 

S im~on b. Eleazer' s answer lies in the phras e " f r om the 

nlac e t o th e out s i de ." Th e end of th e phrase , wh i ch as 

noted a bove i s def ective, s hould be tra nslated "a nd he 

r etur ns to t he ol ace from th e out side." The oass ao e in 

. vo t de Rabb i Na t a n ha s a Gnos tic t o ne . Th e · ~ lac e' in th is 

nassa~ e ma y mean proba b l y the seventh heave n from which the 

e sse nce of th e Gnos tic i s d r awn a nd to which he desires 
27 

to r etu rn. 

Let us now return t o t he Ren Zota- R. J os hua trad ition, 

~nd let us for th e sak e of a r gument accep t the Tosephta 

~al ~ stinian Ta l mud , a nd 9aby l onian Ta lmud ver s ion of t he 

nues t i on of R. J oshua accor d inq to its s i mol e mea ninn . 

P. . J oshua ac c or d inn to it s s i mn l e meanin9 . R. J oshua r a th e r 

i nnoc ently ask s ~e n Zoma who was comino t owar ds him, " Fr om 

~her e t o whe r e ?", mea nin n "~h er e have you bee n a nd whe r e a r e 

you gtiin~ ? " qe n Zoma , a s the t e xt s t a t es , had been conside rinQ 
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the a ccount of creation. With t his on his mind , he i nte r

nr eted the q uestion as "From nothin q t o nothin~ ?" His 

a nswe r to R. J oshua becomes ( as renorted in Aenesis Rabbah ), 

" Not f r om nothin o ~ Rabbi!" In such a way , Ben Zonna inte nd ed ' 

tha t his a nswe r be a neration of the q uestion as he under

s tood it. If Ben Zoma had a nswe red positively , might not 

his answe r have been, "From the o lace to the outside a nd 

f r om th e outsid e to the place " as R. S i meon b . El eazer 

su~oested. Another a nswe r could have been, "From a o l ace 

of liqht" or " F rom a p lace of fire ." In add ition" because 

this t r ad it ion speaks of the uoper waters i n contradistinct ion 

to th e lowe r wa ters , his a nswer could h ave been, " From the 

~ lace of th e uoner waters." In other words , it i s possible 

th a t Re n Zoma saw the unoe r waters as beino part of the 

seven th hea ven . We shall discuss this in q r eater detai l 

short l y . At this ooint , however, it is clear that 9 en Zoma 

rl id not want t o q ive a positive a nswer to R. Joshua' s 

nuestion . A positive a nswer mi aht have s hown Be n Zoma to 

ha ve had Gnostic tendencie s , and 'possibly could have led to 

his excommunication f rom the c ommunity . 

It is oossible tha t those Jews who had been influenced 

hy n nost ic thought used the word "chuts," "outside ," to 

rlesc r i be earthl y life. If this was so , then we can bea in 

to und e rsta nd wh y the word "chuts " was not uded a t the end 

of the Genes is Rabbah version of the Ben Zoma- R. Joshua 

trad ition . In thi s versio n we r ead : 

Gen Zoma has oone, 
And it was only a few davs that ~ en Zoma 
was (not, Oxfor d Ms.) in the world. 

From the other ve r sions, it is c l ear that the intent of 

this oassan e i s to s t a te th a t it was onl y a few days until 

q en Zoma d ied . Howeve r why then does i t say that Ben Zoma 

had ~one? To wh e re d i d he ~o , fo r he certainly was still 

a live? " Be n Zoma has o one " cou l d ha ve meant ma ny thinqs . 
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oerhaos it meant that he had lost his mind , or ne r haos it 

meant tha t, because of h i s views he wa s no longer con

sidered to be a Jew. Th e other three ver si6ns all r efer to 

~en Zoma a s be in!=I on t he "chuts" "outside ." 

It is possible that the absenc e of the word "chuts" from 

the Genesis Rabbah version was not an accident. In the 

oo inion of this writer, the redactor of Genesis Rabbah seems 

to have had a grea ter understand ing of Gnostic thought than 

his counter oart s in the other ve1rsions . Th e r edadDr of 

~ enesis Rabbah mi qht have under stood that to say that•qen 

Zema is on the outside " would be a statement with which a 

f:1 nost ic would agree, for-to a Gno:stic, "bein~ o n the outside" 

would be the eq uiva lent of non-cosmic existence. Sy contrast , 

the other ve rsions wh ich use the 11'lord "chuts" did not have 

th e same awareness of the Gnostic usage of t he word "out

side ." Th is is not to say howev1er that the r edactor s of 

these version s were not concerned with the threat of 

Gnosticism, bu t to say t hat fo r them the wor d "outs i de " 

orobably meant t hat Be n Zoma held beliefs which were " out

side " the accepted Rabb inic view of th e account of credtion. 

Ben Zoma ' s exposition on the na tur e of the upper and 

lower water s seems to be the core of thi s trad ition. Eac h 

of the ve r sions pives a slightly d ifferent answer as to the 

d istance be t ween the u npe r a nd lower wa ter s . However, the 

intention of each ve r sion seems to be to state th a t Be n 

Zoma f elt that the dista nce bet ween the upper and lower 

water s was a short d istance. 

The d istance in the Ba bylonia n Ta}mud is three fing e r s . 

This led Samson Levey to maintain that Ben Zoma was a 

Ch ristian . I n his a l"tic le , "The De s t Ke !') t Secret of th e 

Rabb inic Trad itions ," Levey asserts that the def initive 

" th ree fi nge r s (in the Ba bylonian Talmud ' s version of this 

tradition) ind icate o r renr esent t he Christian t rinity. 

In add ition , the "dove that hove·rs over its younq" in th i s 

version renr esents a veiled refe r ence to Ma r k 1:9- 11 , 
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1·1he r ein Jesus i s i de ntif ied as a dove. 28 

Much of Levey ' s a r gument is based upon the followin g 

nassaQe from BT Hagigah 14b-15a: 

Be n Zoma was asked: May a high o riest marry a 
vir~ in who has become o reona nt? Should we t ak e 
into cons i deration Samuel' s s tatement that he 
could have repe a ted s e xual intercourse without 
ru oturinQ the hymen or was ~s ability r a re? 
He ( Ben Zoma} replied: Th e a b ili t y of Samuel 
is r a re, but we do cons i der {the ooss i bility ) 
th a t she may conceive in a public bath {into 
which a male had dischar~ed s emen). Nevertheless 
Samuel maintai ned tha t an emission of spe r m 
which doe s no t s hoot forth like a n a rrow 
c a nnot i moreqna te. I n th e fi r st instance, it 
also had shot fo rth like a n a rrow. 

The meanino of this oassaqe is quite obscur e. Levey f elt 

th a t the ouestion referr ed to the viro in birth of Jesus . 29 

Sol omon Ze i tlin , in his a rticl e , "The Pl a que of Pseudo

~a~b inic Scholar shio, " has attempted to show that th e 

~ uestion to ~en Zoma d oes no t refer to the vir~ in birth of 
10 Jesus . Frankl~neither Ze itlin nor Levey is convincing 

co nce rn i nn t he me a ninq a nd imoorta nce of th is passaoe . 

'levertheless , the conflated na ture of t he text i s demon

str~ted by the fac t that Sen Zoma , who liv ed near th e end 

of th e fi r st century a nd early second century in Palestine, 

soeaks with Samue l , who lived in the thir d century in 

,.,ahy lonia . 

Samso n Levey feel s that the Babylonian Talmud ' s version 

of the 9en Zoma- R. J oshua trad ition "records the orininal 

Ta nna itic statement in its most accu r a te fo r m."31 Howev er 

"Jhen we 2. na l yze th e differences bet ween the four versio ns, 

"J e not i ce in at lea s t thr ee nlac es the inferiority of t he 

~abyl onian Ta l mud ' s version . Fir s t,this ve r s ion, unl ike the 

other th r ee , omits the \'lor d s " Ma ' aseh bereishit," "the 

~ccount of c r eation ." The r e is no doubt i n this writer' s 

mind th a t the fundamental issue of this oassaqe i s how man 

"1as c r ea te a nd oe r haps how he i s to be redeemed . See inq 



130 

Chr istia n ity a s t he c onc ern of t his t r ad ition s e ems to be 

a mold inq of th e f acts to fit a desir ed end . Second , it i s 

only the Ba by l onian Ta lmud ' s ac count i n whic h the distance 

be t we en t he upper a nd lower wa t e r s i s descr i bed as bein9 
0 t hr ee f i nne r s ." I n the Tosephta a nd Pale s tin ian Ta lmud , 

the d i s t a nc e i s a ha ndbr eadt h , whe reas in Genes i s Rabba h t he 

d is t a nce is t wo or three f i nger s . As mentio ned above , the 

nr i ma r y i mpor t a nce of thes e d ist a nces i s to show that t he 

~istance betwee n th e l owe r a nd upper wa ters i s s mall. Third , 

it is onl y th e Ba bylonian Ta lmud ' s ve r s ion wh i ch me nt ions 

a " r:l ove. " I n t he Tos ephta a nd th e Pales tinia n Ta lmud , a n 

" eaci le" i s mentioned , \'Jher ea s i n 'ie ne s is Rabba h a " b i r d" i s 

mentioned . The s e th ree dif fe r enc es , ~h ich a re a ll r elat ed 

to cr ucia l ~oints i n Levey ' s t heor y , lead us t o conc lude, 

cont r a Levey , t ha t the l eas t r e liab l e of the four versions 

of t his trad ition is t he version recorded i n the Ba byl on ian 

Ta l mud . 

Levey ne ol ec t e d fo r t he most pa rt to us e redac tion 

c r i t i cism a nd when he d i d , as in the case of the ~virg in 

nr erina nc .v," he d id so o nly f or his own pur pos e s . Per haps 

the ~ r eatest mistak e of Levey was t hat he negl ec ted to 

a ttemJ t to a nalyse eac h of the f our ver s i ons i n i t s own 

~ar ticular cont e xt. Thu s fa r in e xamin i nq th e sh a red trad 

i tion s of ~enes is Rabba h a nd PT HaQi Qa h I I:1, we have yet 

to c ome ac r oss a ny c l ear r e f e renc e to Chris tian ity . More

over in the followi na t wo chaot e r s , we s ha l l see t ha t one 

woul d be har d or e s sed to orove t ha t th e over a l l th r us t of 

~e ne s is Rab bah c ha pter 2 or ch ap ters 1- 8 and Ha g i ga h II :l 

of the Pa les t i nian Ta l mud is t ha t of a n a nt i-Chri s t i a n po l emic . 

In add it i on , with the e xceot i on of t he "pa r des " or t he 

"fo ur who e nt e r ed oc>.r ad ise" t r ad i t ion wh i ch he e xamines a t 

t he be q in nin ~ of h i s a r ticle , Levey f a i l s t o exa mine other 

t r ad it i ons wh ich a r e ascribed t o Ben Zema . Ev i de nce of 

Chr istia n infl ue nce in t he s e passa a es , would cer t a i nly 



131 

bo lster Levey's position . 

Thus far, this writer has not attempted to q ive ~is 

intern retation of the meani ng and significance of the Ben 

Zoma- R. Joshua trad itio~. In attempting to undertake such 

a n interpretation, this writer has chosen to use a method 

\'!h ic h: 

1. will attemot to understand the Ben Zoma 
traditions and thus to paint a composite 
of him 

2 . will use all four sources, not just one 
3. wi ll in the next chapters use redaction 

criticism to ind icate the overall con
cerns the Palestinian Talmud-Genesis Rabbah 
versions of this tradition 

It is to the first of these which we now d irect ou~ 

a t tention. 

The character of Shimon Ben Zoma is one of the most 

d ifficult to understand in the entirety of Rabbinic Liter

?tu r e. First and foremost , there is a oaucity of both 

lenal a nd non-le~al statements ascribed to him. The total 

nu~be r of tradi tions seems to be 18 , 10 legal a nd 8 non

l e~al . These traditions are best classified into t wo q roups , 

th ose d eal in g with esoteric knowled qe and these which do not. 

We shall beo in with the l a tter cateqory. In Mishnah 

~ 9 :1 5 , Ben Zoma is called the last of the "darshanim," 

" inte r nreters." It is a poarent that 9en Zoma was admired 

f or his scholarl y ability . In BT Berachot 57b, it is sta ted 

that one who sees Ben Zoma in a dream could hope to achieve 

wisd om. Moreover in ST Sanhedrin 17b, we read : 

It was d iscussed before the saoes. This 
r efers to Shimon b. Zoma , Hunan the 
Egyp tian and Hanina t . Hak inai. 

The common element of all of these men was the fact tha t 

none of them was orda ined . The siqnificance of the Sanhed rin 

oassaqe is that these men were allowed to join in leqal 

d iscussions in the p resence of ordained Rabbis .
32 

On 

occassions, Ben Zoma a pparently acted as a le ~al dec isor. 

• 



If Shimo n Ben Zoma particioate s in leqa l d iscussions and 

offers his o p inions , then why was he not orda ined ? 
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Th e tradit ional a nswer to thi s o uestion ma y b e found in 

Rashi ' s commentary on BT Ki dd us hin 49b . Therein Rashi writes , 

Ren Azza i a nd Sen Zoma were s tudents a nd we r e 
bo ys who d i d not r eceive ord ina tion a nd the r e 
we r e not a ny like them in Torah in those days . 

ny c a llinn them " boy s ," Rashi o r o bab l y felt tha t Ben Zoma 

a n1 ~ en Azzai d ied a t a youn n aqe . S imilarly Bertinora in 

his comme nt a r y on Mishnah Avot 4:1 writes : 

Re n Zoma d i d not live a lon gl life a nd d id not 
r ec eive ord ination . 

~oth stat e ment s seem to ind icate that the reaso n f or the 

non- or Aina tion of Ben Zoma lay in the f act of his e ~rl y a nd 

untine l y death . Th is view would a lso a ccount for the 

~aucit y of s t a tement s ascribed to Ben Zoma . 

In a n a rticle e ntitled , " Shimo n Ben Zoma ," Meir Wa xman 

~uestion s th is trad itional assumption. In a r ather comolex 

a r ~ unent , i·:axman seeks to o rove that Be n Zoma 1 ived a lon'J 

life . Th e t wo k ey element s of this a r gument a re a s fo llows . 

Fir s t . in 1T 8 e r a chot 58a , we see tha t Ben Zoma was a live 

~e fore the destruction of the Temple. From this passage , 

,.,.., xnan asseri:s tha t Be n Zoma must have been 15-20 years old 

~t th a t time. Thus he mus t have been born a round 50 C.E. 

Seco nd to establish a "te rminus !!~ g uem," Waxman cites Mi s hnah 

~e rach ot 1 : 8 which s t a te s that R . Eleaze r b . Az a ria hea r d 

a n i nter n r e t a tion of Ben Zoma ' s when Be n Zoma was ol d . From 

th is ~assage ~axman asserts th a t Ren Zoma must have bee n 

a l i ve in the oeriod immed i a tely or eceed ing the Bar l< och ba 
33 r evolt (1 35 C . E.). Thus O. en Zoma lived a round 80 year s . 

If 1e n Zoma d id live to b e 80 y ea r s old , then why was he 

not o r da ined ? Frankl y , this wr iter does not have a theor y . 

·~hich wo uld ad e q ua tely a ns we r this q uestion . 

En ua lly a s p uzzl i n q is the s t a tement in Mishnah Sota 
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9 :15 that Ben Zoma was the last of the ' darshanil'l\• 3 4 Al<iba 

and Ishmael , Ben Zoma's younqer contemooraries, established 

schools whic h wer e to create sets of tannaitic mid rashim. 

I f a nyone deserved to be r eferred to as a ' dar s ha n,' Ak iba 

and Ishmael wo uld certainly have been prime candidates. For 

s ome reason or other, the term ' dar shan' fell into d isuse. 

As a matter of fact , Ben Zoma was not the "last of the 

dar shani~' This title belon gs to Eleazer b . S i meon , a late 

s econd centur y Pales tinia n authority . In Leviticus Rabbah 

30 : 1 , Eleazer b . S imeon is eulog ized as : 

a reader of Sc rioture, a teacher of Mishnah, 
a oaytan a nd a darsh a n. 

·1oreover, we have no evidence which would su ggest that the 

t itle ' da r shan' became a pejorative term. If we d i d possess 

such evidPnce, then it would hel o us to understand why the 

title fe ll i nto d i s use. 

The l a test ' dar shanim ' a re Sen Zoma, Ben Azzai , and 

Eleazer b . Simeon. In Gene s is Rabbah 5 :4, Ben Zoma a n j 

, en Azzai a re referred to as the "last of the da r shanim." 

Thi s r eference occurs in a passage which has a definite 

gsoteric a nd mystical tone. As this is not the only eso

ter ic or mystical trad ition in which Ben Azzai a nd Ben Zoma 

a r e me ntioned , it is possible that the title ' dar shan' fell 

into d isuse bec ause it become associated with unbridled 

nystical s~eculations. ~e d o not need to see this as a 

conscious orocess , but rather unconscious cultural p rocess 

which occurr ed over a lonq oeriod of time . 

Le t us now oroceed to the Ben Zoma trad itions which deal 

·:1ith esoteric sneculation, the pur oose of which v1as the 

ac 11ievenent of knowledoe or qnosis.The function of kno\'/l ed .e , 

in Rabb i nic tra dition is exact l y the same as the funct ion of 

kno•·1l ed'le in r. nostic myth. In each rel i Q ious/oh ilosoph ical 

svstem, knowledq e has the potential to brin g red emption a nd 

salv a tion . Within the Jewish community durinQ the fi r s t 

three centuries C. E., certa in facto r s ( as we have seen in 
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sec tion D of this chapter) dete r mined t he a llowable limi t s 

of suc h s peculation. Th is i s a n i mpo r t a nt concept, for one 

a s nect of the conf_lict between th e Rabb is a nd 8 en Zoma 

concerne d the t yoe of esoteric s peculation oermitted . The 

issue never involved a oerfunctory ' y e a ' or 'nay ' vis-a -v is 

the esote r ic. Rather, the is s ue s eems to h a ve been one of 

d eqr e e, me thod , a nd inte r p r eta tion. 

In BT Berachot 12b , we s ee Ben Zoma ' s attitud e towar ds 

r ed emo tion . In this trad ition , Be n Zoma mainta ined , a qa in s t 

the Rabb i s ,tha t the coming r e d emo tion would ob literate the 

Memory of the r e demo tion of the people f r om Eoy p t . The 

ex istent ial rea lity of the J ewish peoo le, then as now, is 

that the redemption f r om E qy~t , as i mp orta nt as it was , was 

an i ncomo l e t e redemp tion. Red emp tion from Eqyot is to s erv e 

as a 9ar a d i qm f or futu r e red emption. In the i r a nswe r t o 

h i~ , the saqes do not d eny the i mporta nc e of t h e exo d us , 

~ut r ath e r asc r i be to it a secondar y s tatus . 8 en Zoma ' s 

d isa~r eemen t in thi s trad ition i s one of s ma ll d e o ree . For 

this r eason , Ben Zoma i s not chas tized for his oo inion. Ben 

Zoma ' s e ffo r ts s eem to b e a imed a t has teninQ th e future 

ret1 em'1 tion. I t i s oossib le th a t v1ithin the normative Jewi s h 

commu ni t y , th ere e x i s ted a g roup of oeop le who , lik e Be n 

!oma, wi shed to hasten the future red emption . 

Let us t ake a n examp le f r om ea rly Chris tianity which 

':Jill illustra te the significa nce of such a g roup . In Aqainst 

He r esies I : l3 , 1 - 5 , I renaeus a ccu s e s a her e tic by the name 

of !1a r cus of a ll s orts of misd e eds. 35 One o f these mi sd e eds 

is desc r i bed a s b e i n q that 

The y a re a~c ustomed to d r aw the 36 lot a nd b i d e ac h o t he r to o roph esy . 

In o t he r wo r ds , the followe r s of Mar cu s felt tha t knowl ed q e 

of the r edemnt iv e p r ocess was s ometh i n th a t was a v a ilabl e 

to al l neople , includ ing wome n . Polit ica lly soeak in~ , 

such a belie f would ha ve under mined the very s tructure of 

the chur c h with i ts b i s hops a nd d e a c o ns . Mi gh t someth i ng 
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similar to this hav e occurred in Judaism? 

"'axman, in his article,states· that Shimon ben Zoma • believed 

that leg itimate Rabbi or sag e d i d not possess a ny spec i a l 

ua lity of the s o ul , but r ather d r aws his k nowled g e f rom 

a l l o ua r ters . In other wor ds , the real saQe learns from 

a ll people , a nd the diffe renc e between th e sag e a nd the 

Cla s ses i s o nly one of quan·tity of k nowled Qe . \'Jaxman mis

take nly concudes that these beliefs a r e def initely a nti

.,nostic . 37 On the contrary, these beliefs may shot\'/ a g reat 

dea l of Gnostic influence. Accord ing to Ben Zoma , k nowled a e 

cou l d be d iscovered by all oeople. The institutionalization 

of esoteric k nowledge would maintain Rabb inic a uthority 

only if it a ssumed that the novice seeki no enlighte nment 

~ust o bt a in it f r om a Rabb i. Ben Zoma ' s a ttitude would 

have been in o pposition to this institutiona lizat ion. It 

~ou ld also have reflected a definite Gnostic tend e ncy , ~ iven 

the fact tha t d esc riptions of orqanized hie r a rc hical or 

institutional structure s a re comp letely l ac kin g i n Gnostic 

lit era tu r e . 

Th e ~ e n Zoma- R. Joshua t r adition s peaks of the u ~o er and 

lo~e r ~aters . If , as this wr i ter bel ieves , the maj o r conc e rn 

of this t r ad ition is how to b rinq about r edemption , then 

i t sh oul d not sur prise us to see a d iscussion of water in 

this trad ition. The usag e of wate r as a symbol of redemn tion 

is ~ell-attested in Ra bb inic thou Qht . The Ge nesis Ra bbah 

ve r sion of the Ben Zoma- R. J oshua tradition (in ~~ :4) is 

immed iately o r eceeded by the followin q tradition: 

" And the ' ruach ' of God hove r ed" : 
( Gen.1: 2 ) Th is a lludes to the 'ruach ' o~ 
the •lessiah, as y ou read , " And the 'ruach ' 
of th e Lor d sh a ll rest u pon him~(Isaiah 11 : 2 ) 
r y wha t merit will it s e r ve a nd come? (For the 
sake of th a t ~hich) " hover ed over the f a ce of 
th e wa ters; " by the merit of reoentance which 
is likened to water, as it is written,"Pour 
out your h ear t like water" (Lament at ions 2 :19 ). 
R. Ha~aa i sa id in the name of R. Pedat: A cove
na nt was made wi th ~he water that even in the 
hot season a b ree z e s tir s over it. 
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The ' sp irit of the Messiah ' in the a bove oassaqe is eoui

vale nt to redemp tion. This r ed emption is to be brou ght 

about by r epentance which is symbolized by water. Each of 

the t wo t r ad itions in Genesis Rabbah 2 : 4 discusses t he 

" so i ri t of God ," the "ruach elohirr\" f r om Ge nesis 1: 2 . The 

connection bet\·1een the two traditions i s not merely exegetic , 

· ut could a lso be th ematic. Each pa rt s eems t o s tress that 

r edemotion ha s s ome connection to water. R. Ha~Rai ' s s t a te

men t tha t a br e eze a l ways stir s over the water means that 

r e,enta nce , which lead s to redemotion, is always ooss i ble . 

In s uch a way , the trad itir, o rovides the bel iever with a 

c ~lc u lus fo r red emotion. This calculus is , ' Reoent, the 

· essia h will come , a nd you will be r edeemed f r om your 

suffer in'l .' 

''e shall now a ttemot to p r ove that the Ben Zoma -

nab~ i Joshua t r ad ition in Ge nesis Rabbah 2 : 4 , i n add ition 

to b ein ~ related exeqetically to that w~ich preceeds it , 

is a lso rela ted thema tically in that it seeks to deny the 

~~se ~ith which the Messiah may be brought . The preceeding 

tra...; it ion seeks to encouraqe man to wor k for t lie '..l r i.1- i 11 

of the !:ess i a h . In 1 i ght of th i s a sse r tion, we s uqgest 

~hat the r elationship between Ben Zoma and water as a s ymbol 

of red em~tion has not been fully und e r s tood . 

The t r ad ition of seven heavens found in BT Ha, i ga h 

12hf hel os us to und er s t a nd the relation shi~ between Be n 

Zoma a nd wate r a s a symbol of r edemntion . This t r ad ition 

is a lso fou nd in non-J ewish sou r ces .-3$ Th e Haoioah 12b 

,as sa~e i s cited in the name of Re s h LaRish . S i meon ben 

Lak ish , or Resh Lakish , was a thi r d century Palestinian 

author i t y who s tudied in the ac ad emy of R. Yocha na n in 

Tibe rias. Thus the seven heavens t r ad ition e xisted in 

Ti berias 100 years afte r ~e n Zkoma . 

For the pur poses of our d iscussion, the most impor tant 

"hea vens " a re the sixth and the seventh . The sixth heaven 

ca lled "machon ," con s i sts of s now, ha il , har mful dews , 
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ha r mful rain, whirlwinds , stor ms , a nd har mful vaports . 

Th e doo r s to the s i xth heaven a re made of fi r e . By contrast , 

the s eve nth heaven consists o f ri~hteou sness , the treasu r es 

of neace , life , and b l ess ing , the soul s of the righteous 

an~ th ose ye t to b e born , a nd the d ew wi th which Go d * i ll 

r ev ive the dead . When one compare s the i maq ery of water 

( o r d ew ) in the t wo hea vens, one is s truc k by the apparen~ 

cont r a st of good and evil. Simila r ly , in BT Ha g i gah 14 b 

of R. Ak i ba warns : 

~hen you come to the p l ace o f c ure mar b le 
plates , d o not s a y "~ate r! Water!" for 
it i s sai d , " He tha t tells lies shall not 
tarry in My s i ght ." 

This ~assaQe may b e und erstood in te r ms of a Hekhalot te x t 

~h ich states : 

At the ga te of the s i xth palace, it 
seemed as though hund reds of thousands 
of waves of wate r were stor ming a gainst 
him , a nd yet , ther e was not a d rop of 
wa t e r, only the ethe real p litter of the 
mar ble p lat~ with which the palace was 
tesselated.~9 

In one version , the door s to the sixth heave n a r e made of 

fi r e and in the other the door s a re mar ble. In both ver

s ions , the mystic has the impression that the composition 

of th e sixth heaven is ha r mful wate rs. 

For the mos t nart, Jewish t r ad ition emohasizes ~ater' s 

more ~osit ive symbolic aspects . This is cer tainly related 

to th e climate of Palestine. ~e have nevertheless seen 

how water wa s viewed in ne gat i ve te r ms vis-a-v is the sixth 

heaven. Hippolytus of Rome ( 170 - 236 c . E.) in Th e Ref u ta

t ion of All H~r es ies V: l 5 a ttemot s to r efute thirtytwo 

heresies exta nt in his time . I n s n e a kin g of Se t hian 

~nasties , he writes : 

nut not as rega r ds the tenet that the s u b 
jacent water below, which is dar k , ou ght , 
because t he liqht has set (over it) to convey 



upwa r ds and receiv e the s pa r k borne down f rom 
(the light) itself; in the assertion of this 
tenet, I say , the all wise Sethians appear to 
derive (their op inion) from Homer " By earth 
I swear, and the heaven above a nd St yg ian 
s tream beneath, the weigh t y oa th Of solemn 
Qower, to bind the blessed ~ods ." 40 (Iliad XV , 36 - 38 ) . 
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The Sethian Gnostic s believed that good a nd evil were 

commin qled with each other. In their system, wine i s often 

the svmbol of aood , whereas water i s definitely a negative 

s ymbol . Hi ooolytus a l s o r eports that t hey asserted the 

f ol lo\·Ji no : 

I n like manner, the r ay of liqht which has been 
commin gled with the wate r, havinq obtained f rom 
d isc i n 1 ine and instruction its own o.ioer 
l oc a lity , hastens towar ds the Logos. 

Thus the Se thia ns seemed to have believed that in this 

co rru~ ted ~o rld , liqht , the force of good , had bee n comminoled 

···5.t• the :lar k \·Jate r belo\·1 wh ich i s d estructive. The key to 

selja r a tin n the commin 0l ed forces is qnosis, which tells 

t :1 e k no 1:1er to 
Lea r n that i ll things wh ich have been 
comm in n lfi d may be s e~arated in th e ir o roper 
,..,laces:4 

Even in Je~ish tradit ion , one sees that the lowe r or 

su~te rra n ean waters a r e con s i de r ed to be o ~tentiall y 

h ~ rmfu l . They a r e s aid to be hel d back by either clay , the 

.-,ountains , n iants, or th e Torah . 43 i:!he t her \'le see th e lowe r 

'"JR te r s a s hein n s ub t e rr anean or oa rt of the s i xth hea ven, 

the~ a re a l ways seQa r ated from the wat e r of th e so iritual 

~orl d or th e seventh heave n. Therefor~ it is nossib le th a t 

the term ' lower waters• i n the Oen Zoma- R. Josh ua tra d ition 

coul d have r ef e rred to th e waters which existed in the 

s i xth heaven. 

I n Genesis Rabbah 5 : 4 we r ead the follow in ~ : 

R. Levi sa i d : Some inte r or e ter s , Be n Az za i 
a nd Ben Zoma , inte r o r et : Th e voice of the Lor d 
bec ame Me t a tron to the waters as it is wr itten, 

r 



"The voice of the Lord i s over the water s 0 

( Psalm . 29:3). 
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The concent of Metatron , accordinq to Scholem, oriq inates 

i n the ea r ly s econd century .4+ The ori~ in of the conc e t is 

f ound in 3 Enoch wherein we a re tol d of Enoch' s ascension 

to heaven , the orotest of the a ngels , a nd how Enoch 
45 

1)ec arrie !·le t a tron. Enoch becomes l<nown as Metatron after 

~is flesh was seared by flamin~ torche s . His place is sa i d 
4'5 to be above a ll the a nnels. The name ' Meta tron' never 

occu r s in non-J ewish s ources , although the concept of a 

~ rinci~al anRel is, a s we have seen, wi desnread . Thus it i s 

no t su r nrisinq to learn that Graetz conside red Metatron to 

~e the J ewish demiurge or principal angel of creation.
47 

The ~or d ' Metatron ' is usua lly interpreted to mean a 

""" u id e," but a gu ide tn what? In Sifre Deuter onomy 34 : 4 we r ead : 

Th e fin" er of God became a Metatron to ~oses 
and showed him the l a nd of I s rae l. 

I n 3 Enoch, ~etatron becomes R. Ishmael's quide in his 49 . 
vis ion of the d i v ine throne C Merkabah) . · In a"oca l yot ic 

l ite r a t ur e , ~etatron is seen as a s oecial a noel who had 
4"9 

~ehel ~ t he face of God . In BT Ha q i qah 12bff, there were 

no a nge l s a bove the fifth heaven. The implica tion here is 

t ha t ;ie t a tron was considered to be a s pecial angel a bove 

t he fif th heave n whose t ask was to guide the righte~us 

th rouqh the har mful water s of the sixth heaven to the de v1 of 

the seventh heav en ( which r evives th e dead ). I n gr Hag igah 

15a , Elisha b . Ab uyah, or Ahe r as he was known , says upon 

seeino !.le t a tron, " perhaps the re a r e t \"lo po\'Jer s ." Aher, 

t he r efore, viewed Me t a tron as a second d i e t y , a nd as a 

re sult , bot h Ahe r and ~etat ron were ounished . ~e s hou l d 

contr a s t this l a tter tra dition wi th th e trad i tion in 

~e nes is Rabbah 5 : 4 quoted above . It i s cl ear tha t Ben Zoma 

had a concept of Meta tron. Nevertheless , he d i d not con

s i de r Metat ron to be a second ooner a s d id Aher, for no 

c hastiseme nt of 9 en Zoma ' s s t a tement in Senesis Rabbah 5 : 4 
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is to be found . \Jhatever it was which constituted the 

her etic a l vie~s of Ben Zoma as ind ica ted in his d iscussion 

·1 i t h R. Josh ua , it is clear that Ben Zoma was c a reful not 

to c a r r y his " non-Orthodox" ideas to the same ext reme as did 

!\her. 

One of the most intriguing of a ll esoteric Dassages in 

1abbinic Literatu r e i s is th~ following tradition of the 

fo ur ~·1h o entered par adise or " pa r des." Th is ver sion of th e 

trnrl ition is taken from Toseohta Hagi gah 2 : 3- 4 : 

Four entered par des. Be n Azzai and Sen Zoma, . 
Aher a nd R. Ak i ba . Ren Azzai looked and d ied . 
Conce rn i ng him it is written , " Pr ecious in the 
s i ~ht of the Lord . is the death of his righteous 
ones~ ( Psal~ 116 :1 5). Ben Zoma looked a nd was 
smitten. Conc erning him it is wr itten, "Have 
you foun d honey? Eat as much as is sufficient 
for you" ( Pr over bs 25 :16 ). Aher looked and 
mutiiated the shoots. Concerning him it is 
t1r i tten, "Do not allow your mouth to brin g your 
fless into guilts" ( Ecclesias tes 7:12). R. Akiba 
e ntered in oea~ and went out in peace. Of him it 
is written, " Draw me; we will run after you" 
( Son 0 of Son os 1 : 4) . 

Tli is t r ad ition , which i s a l so found in Hao i aah II_;.l , 77b of 

t he ,ale s tinian Talmud a nd Ha q i gah 14b of the Baby lonian 

Ta l -•ucl , desc rit es four sages wh o enter ed a " pa r des" or \'.'ho 

0n"' :1.-c'I in esote ric s peculation . From the oassages \'lhich 

-ollo"' this trad ition in the Palestinia n Ta lmud , it is clea r 

~h at t he ')hr ase " mutila ted the shoots ," which is written in 

r efe r ence to Aher , is intended to mean t hat Aher became a n 

~~ ostate . " en Azza i is said to have ga zed a nd died , whereas 

~ en Zoma ~az ed a nd was smitten or became d emented . Of the 

f ou r sa 1es , only Akiba entered a nd descended unsc athed . 

~raetz viewed this t r ad ition as a oarad i 1m of the d iffe rent 

s~ctarian ~ ossib ilities the ea rly second c entury . In his 

v ie··.r , Aher r eo r esented the an ti-nomian winQ of <;no s tic i s m; 

~e n Zoma a nd gen Azzai r ep re s ented J ewish Ano s ticism, and 
50 

·~1~~ r en re sented Je~ ish a nti-nnos ticism. Hen r y A. Fischel 
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saw this trad ition as be inn r elated to Jewish eQ icureanism~1 

·1c-.nuel Joel saw the \'Jo r d "nardes" as a metaphor fo r gnosis , 

s ince the t r ee of k nowledge which, as we saw in chaoter I 

i n the nassaqe from the Testimony of Truth , is the pur-
52 

veyo1~ of gnosis a nd is said to exist with in "par des ." 

Or i0 in , in Contra Celsum VI : 33 , r elates tha t the Gnos tic 

sect c a lled the Onhites used the same metaohor . The Oph ites , 

~ho could have been the author s of the Testimony of Truth 

ryassa~ e a nd who mi ght have originally been Jewish Gnostics, 

~e r ived their name f r om the Gr eek word fo r ser oent. They 

fP.lt that the se r pent, by encourag ing Eve to eat f r om the 

t r ee of knowledqe , . was in effect e ncoura g ing Eve to ob t a i n 

., nos is . 

The wor d "oard ~s" is not used i n the Tar oum, but is used 

i n t he Sent:.Jaq int as th e tran~lation for the " garden of 

~de n . " It is evident that thn word ' oardes • eventually 

entered Ar amaic cultu r e due to its usage in the four who 

ente r ed "pa r d es" t r adition. Dav i d Flusser feels that th ': 

Ta r ,., um r ejected the term "pardes" bec a use it \·1as associated 

•:• i th mystical ascent narratives which were too often felt 
53 

to be hete r odox . 

In the ST Ha gi gah 14b version of the "par des" trad ition , 

q . Ak i ha w~rn s the othe r three sages with the wor ds : 

Whe n you come to the o lace of pur e mar bl e 
pl ates , do not say · ~ate r wate r, fo r it i s 
said , "He that tells lies shall not t a rry 
in my sia ht ."'( Psalm 101 :7) 

".'e have a l r eady seen that the palace of ? Ure ma r bl e olates 
1·1as the ent r a nce to the s ixth heaven . Two manusc ri ';) ts of 

the Le sser Hekha lot provid e us with a further under standinn 

of the entrance to the dannerous sixth heaven . In Ms . Oxford 

1511 , Qen Azza i , upon see inQ the qa tes , says "\·Ja ter ! 1:Ja ter ! " 

Irnme~ iately he was d ec ap itated and the text concludes sayin~ , 

Thi s shall be a siqn fo r a ll gener a tion s that no 
one shoul d err at the ga te of the sixth 
oalace . 
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In the s econd manusc r i pt , Ms . J . Th . Sem. 828 fol . l Gb , 

qen Azzai asks , " \'Jhat kind of \·1a te r s a re th ese? '" a f te r 

which he d ied . In this manusc ript , Ben Zom~ sees the 

mar ble olates a nd 

he t ook t hem fo r wate r and his body could 
not bea r it to ask them, but his mind 
could not bear it a nd he went out of his 
mind. 

If Scho l em is correct in his ea rl y datinq of the Lesse r 

Hekhalot , we c a n be g in to unde r sta nd the t ype or e soter ic 
M 

mysticism that existed in the second century. 

In t he " oar d e s " t r a dition , Elisha b . Abuyah could have 

· ee n a dua listic Gnostic . Ak i ba seems to r e present Rabb inic 

J uda ism' s view of what cons titutes accent ab l e s~eculation 

, n1 the t y'1e of person who may e n1aQe in it . 5~ The trad ition 

as a •:;hole s eems to restrict esote ric s1Jecula tion by say i n"! 

th a t only th e g r eat amo ng t he g rea t , R. Ak i ba , may enaage 

in s uc h soeculation wi thout ha r mful c onsequences . 

Havin ~ e xam in ed the Se n Zoma traditions in Rabb i nic 

Li te r a t ur e , l e t us now r e tu r n to our a na l yses of t he con

versation between 3e n Zoma a nd Ra bb i Joshua . In our 

c r i t i , ue of Samson Levey ' s position we had noted th a t t he 

~2· ylonian Ta l mud ' s ve r s ion of the P. en Zoma- R. J os hua 

t r ac i tio n seemed t o be the lea st reliable version. The 

other three versions al l e xolicitl y s tate th a t Be n Zoma was 

con tem~ l atin o t he a ccount of c r eation. All f our ve r s ions 

n~inta in t hat , in ~ e n Zoma ' s s oecula tion , th e d i s t a nce 

~e t~ee n t he U'1oe r a nd lowe r wa t e r s was a s hort o ne . As a 

"thole , this tra d i t i on i s e;(t r emel y enirrm"'l.tic . t·Jlhy , f o r 

e::an'1le , •·1as 3 en Zoma conce r ned \·1i th s t a tinri that the dis

t a nce ')e t we en t he U'1ne r and lo\·1e r wat e r s was sh ort? \Jhy 

·:1r:.s his vie\·1 c o ns i dered he r et i cal by R • . Josh ua? How does 

this tr~d ition r elat e t o t he o t her 1en Zorna trad itions ? 

These a r e ouestions to which the r e a r e no fi r m answe r s . 

·1~vc r theless , it is oossib l e t ha t a n a i d t o und e1r s t a nd i ng 
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the Sen Zoma- R. Joshua trad ition is to view Ben Zoma ' s 

internretation as arisinn out of Gnostic seven heavens 

mys ticism. We have seen, for example, how only the s ixth 

a nd the s eventh heavens possess water in Jewish trad ition. 

The waters in the sixth heave n are viewed as ne1ative and 

har mful . The waters in the seventh heaven , the dew of 

redemntion, a re oositive and aood . Therefore what was Ben 

Zona s~eak in g of whe n he s ooke of the d istance between the 

l ower a nd uooer waters? One possibility, oiven the 

esoteric na ture of many of the other statements a ttributed 

to him , is that the" lower a nd upper waters were the wate r s 

in the sixth a nd seventh heaven. 

As we have seen , Ben Zoma seemed to be concerned with 

l ea rnin n the secrets of ultimate redemotion . These secrets 

~ e~ e to renlace the memory of th e Exodus from Eoypt in th e 

consciousness of Isr ael . If Ben Zoma ' s vision a s told to 

R. J oshua really is concerned with the distanc e be t ween the 

two hea vens , then the sho r ter th a t d ista nce, t~e a reater the 

ch~nce of a ll the oe ople of r eaching the dew of r esurrection , 

~ ri nn in n the Me s siah , a nd achievina r edemotion a nd ete rnal 

lif(? . 

It mus t be st ressed that this hyoothesis i s a oroduct of 

- e~ Zoma ' s a nd not the Rabb i~ interoreta tion of the a ccount 

of crea tion in 3enes is 1. There is no evidence which woul d 

s unn est th a t the Rabbis viewed the uooer a nd lower waters 

as ~einq enuivalent to the sixth and seventh heavens . The 

hi '1lica l v iew of th e co smos is ex oressed by the ver s e , "Let 

th Rr e ~c a fir mame nt in t~midst of the waters" (Ge nesis 1: G) . 

Th i s v iew of the cosmos indicates that there are waters 

above a nd below the firmament . However when we~ok at the 

te xt in Gene s is 1 , we notice that the f irmament is called 

' hc ~v c n ' or ' sky ' (rak ia) a nd not earth. There~ore the 

conce~ t of lowe r and UQPer wa ters as being reo re sentative 

of th e sixth and seventh heavens need not necessarily contra 

i ic t the ~enesis na rra tive . C.Q.Jltinuin~ in the na rrative , 
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one no tic es th a t while nothing is done with the· upper 

~ate r s , the lowe r water s are made into nhysica l thin as ; 

naMely , ea rth a nd the seas . The d istinction betwee n the 

ma t e ria l of the sixth heaven , a nd the s oiritual of the 

s eventh heaven is thus s uonorted by the b i blica l narrative. 

Th i s writer realizes the r ather tentative na tur e of 

t h is hyoothesi s , and ac knowled ges that its major weakness 

i s th e associa tion of the lo~er waters with the s i xth heav en. 

· !eve rthe le s s , the hyoothes i s does e xo lain certa in th inqs . 

For example , R. Phinehas, in Genesis Rabbah 4: 3 , mainta ined 

t hat t here was a void between the firmament (rak i a ) a nd th e --
u~~ er wat e r s . Such a oass a ge could have been meant to 

c ounte r act thos e , like Ben Zoma , who s a i d that the d ista nce 

~e t~ee n the s i xth a nd seve nth hea ven is short . It could 

also r ef e r to th e belief th a t it is d iff icult i f not 

im~ossib l e for man to r each the seventh heaven . As ~e saw 

in t he " oa r de s " trad ition, only Ak i ba wa s a ble t o enter a nd 

i esce nd in neace . 

~·'axman i s correct when he sta tes that the is s ue in 

t he ~ e n Zoma - n . J oshua trad ition is a theor y of emana tio n. 

The e~anat ioni sm of nen Zoma a nd the Rabb i s was not ou t of 

nec essity de r iv ed from Neoo l a tonic t hou ght a s taxman 

1ainta i ned . St> In th e cos mology of Gno s tics, es r> ecia lly 

in t he ' '.y t h of the Soohia , it is ;Joss i ble ":o see a lev e led 

c~anatio n of God . Th i s leve led emanation may be r eflected 

in t he s eve n heaven ' s theory . The Qoa l of the mystic would 

c to t r a nsce nd the va r ious l evel s a nd to asce nd to t he 

hi~hest lev e l . 1Y a sce nd in g to the hi~hest l eve l , ~an 

~ou ld l eave behind his materia l s elf , a nd become a sp iritua l 

')e i nr . Th us t he fo ur who enter " pa r des" a r e des irous 

of ascend in ~ to the l ast a nd highe s t l eve l. 

A s econd centu r y doc ume nt from iag Ha mmad i , The 

Anoca l ynse of Paul, shows how a Gnostic-Christia n gr oup 

1ea lt with the i dea of emana tioni s m. This document deta il s 

t he a s c e nt of Paul th~ou ~ h th e va r i ous levels of heave n. 
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Howeve r, the vir tues associa t ed with the seve nth heaven in 

Je~ ish t~adition - are in this d ocument a ssigned to th e ten t h 

heaven. ~·!hen Paul reac hed the seventh heaven , he \'las 

confronted by a n old man who is i dentified a s the crea tor. 

The oa l of Paul is a Gnos tic-Ch r istian is to a scend beyond 

th i s ol d man, who ma y be the God of the Heb r ew Bi ble , the 

j em iurne , or a combination of the t wo. This document mipht 

have been comnosed by the Valentinian Gnostics, who con

sider ed the demiu r qe to be a lower a nd d i ffe r ent ema nation 

of the Su~reme ~ein g . As Jo nas noted , Syr ian- Egyptian 

~ ual ism , s uc h a s Valentinia nism , sees the dualism as 
57-

e na na tin o out of the Su9reme Being himself . It is possible 

t hat th e variou s l e vels of heaven in The Apocalypse of Paul 

r e.., r esent, fo r t he ea r l y Gnostic , the diffe r einq emana tions 

of Gorl . Th e goa l of t he Gnost ic bec ame to transcend the 

va r iou s lev e l s of , hysica l emanations in ord er to reach the 

h i nhest non- materia l level. For a Jewish Gnostic, possibl y 

- an Zona , the r oa l would be to tra nscend the ohysica l 

~~te r s of th e s i xth heaven a nd r ea ch the dew of resurrectio n 

i n tl1e seve nth . 

It i s 1oss i hle th e n that the Sen Z ' ma- R. Joshua 

"~ssn"e m~y be und e r s tood by seeing Ben Zoma a s a Jewish 

'"' nos tic . If s o , he would reor esent a rather "mild" fo r m 

of r. nos t i cism; "mild" in th a t it l ac ked a d ua listic notion. 

- Pn Zoma ' s nnos i s ~as ooe n to a ll, not only to th e gr ea t 

'k'1 1,is s uc h as Al<iha. For thos e \'/ho :?ossessed it , the 

iistance ~etwe en t he si~ th a nd seventh heav en is short. 

Th is h_1noth es i s , as mentioned ear 1 ier, i s only one 

~l~usib le a nd admittedly r ath er c ha l lenn in ~ way of v ie~in0 

~n e xt r eme l y e1i~mat ic trad ition. Even if t he reader 

chooses t o deny th e val i d i t y o f tns \·Jr i t e r s hynoth es i s , 

i t is c l ear t ha t t he i ss ue in th e Gen Zoma trad i t ion i s 

esote r i c s~eculation (Jewish qnos i s ) on t he account of 

c r eation , and no t Ch r i s tia nity as ma i nt a ined b y Samson Levey . 

~ - Josh ua ' s ne ~ativ e r eaction t o qe n Zoma and t he l a e l in ~ 
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of r en Zoma as bein o demented (in the " oa r d e s " tra d ition) 

only point to the heretical natu r e of Ben Zoma ' s bel iefs 

accord~nq t o t he Rabb is. Esote r ic s peculation on th e a ccount 

of c r eat ion became an imp o r tant issue within the Jewish 

community d ue to the fact tha t cer t a in oeo ple within th at 

community were influenced by Gnos ticism . One of these 

~eo? le coul d have been Shimon Ben Zorna . In ch aoter s V a nd 

VI of t h i s thesis , we shall exam ine the lar ger c onte xt in 

•:!h ich the ver sions of the Den Z oma- R. Josh ua t r a d ition in 

the Pa l estinian Ta lmud a nd in Genesis Rabbah a re placed . 

T~e context of both of these ver sions seems to ind ic ate 

th a t the main issue of d iscussion was the ty~ e , e xt e nt , a nd 

~ e1r ee of s~eculation on t he a ccount of crea tion . 



I . The Prohibit ion of Be n S ira 

Passaqe 13 

~enes is Rabbah 8 : 2 

1 4 7 

" !<now .vou th i s of old time" (Job 20 : 4) . The Torah knows 
·vhat was before the creation of the world , b ut you have no 
business inq uirin q (into the accou nt of c r ea tion except ) 
'' Since (from the time when) ma n was o laced un on the earth" 
( De ut . 4 : 32 } . R. Leazar said in 8a r Sir a 's name: Do not 
s~ecula te on that wh ich is too gr eat for you. Do not 
investiqate into t hat wh ich is too hard fo r ·you. Do not 
know that which i s too wo nd e r ous for you. Do not ask 
conc e rnin a that which is hidden from you. Guild uoon 
( s tud y ) that which you a r e permitted. You have no busi ness 
··•ith esote r ic thin a s . 

~a l estinian Ta lmud , Hagiqah II :l 77c, lines 18 - 20 

o . Eleazer said in the name of Ra r S i r a : What should y ou 
l<no .. 1 co nc e rn ina that which is too wo nderous for y ou? t·!h r.. t 
should you investiqate concernin q the dea ths of the 
ne th e r-~o rl d . In ou ire (onl y ) into that which has b een 
t r an smitted to you . Yo u have no business ~ith esote r ic 
thin ,.. s . 
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The obvious intention of the sta tement of O. en S i r a is 

th e limitation of esoteric s~ec ulation . The usaqe of this 

statement by the redacto r s of Genesis Ra bbah a nd the 

~al estinian Talmud is a n examDle of a r edactor using a n 

earl ie r well - knonw sou r ce to d emonstrate the validity a nd 

nuthority of a later t r adition . This statement may be found 

in The Wisd om of g e n S ira 3 : 21-22 : 

Do not soe culate o n the thin ns which a r e too 
wonde r ous fo r you. 

Oo not investi"ate th a t which is h id d en f r om y ou 
Bui l rl unon (study) that which you a r e ~e rmitted 
You ha ve no business with esote ric thin q s . R1 

! en S ira , o r S i meon b . Jesu a b . Eleaz e r b . ~ ira , lived 

i~ e ither the thir d o r secon d century ~ . C . E. He is the 

?tt r i~u ted au~ho r of th e book of Ecclesiasticus , or The 

' is1 on of 3 en S ira . This b ook consist s of ooetic maxims 

like those in the book of o r over bs , historical ~oems , a 

i PSC r io tion of daily life in J erusalem a t that time , 

~s~o rte~ ~ salms and hymns, and passaqes which stress the 

i mno rta nc e of wisd om .
62 

Th e boo k , which a nna r entl y was 

·~ i ~ ely r ea~ a nd well - known , was t r anslated into Gr eek in 

th 0 second centu r y ~ . C . E . Despite its oo oular ity , ~ 

' isrtom o f ,,e n S i r a "las not includ e d in the canon of the 

i e '1 r ew C3 i !'> le . 0 3 

The '1e n S i r a wa rnin <'l o receeds the "ly inri lio s " oolemic 

i n the Ha~ i~ah II :l, 77c ve r sion. In this version, 8 en 

~ i ra is n uoted by . R. El e a zer a s if he ( Ren S i r a ) ~ere one 

of the ~?b !) is . The " l 1 in 'l lin s " ~olemic in Genesis Rahhah 

l : ~ d oes not include 9 en S ir ~ ' s warnin ~ . J o b 20 : 4 which is 

conn ec ted to the ~en esis Rabhah 8 : ~ ve r s ion , is not 

~entio"e1 conti ~ uously to t he Han i qah I I:l 77c version . 

1 en S ira o r th e book of Ren S i r a is mentioned fou r tim~s 

i n ~enesis Rabbah . ij4 In q e nesis Rabbah 8 : 2 , 8 en S i r a ' s 

''l:'l rn in Q cone e r n ing the 1 irni ts of SQecu lat ion aooear s as 

,~r t of a ~ roem based uo on J o b 20 : 4 : 
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Know you this of ol d time 
S ince ma n was n laced unon the eart~ 

This '1 roem lacks a r.>e r icoo e ve r se , bu t seems to r elate to 

the creation of man in Ge nesis 1: 26 . The r:i roem ·d iscusses 

the eve nts wh ich o r eceeded the creation of man on the six th 

Jay . In the o r oe~ , a stor y by R. Hana b . Hanina e nds with 

the s t a t eme nt th at th e To r ah o r eceeded the c r eation of the 

··1o rld by t wo thousand year s . This statement is o r oved by 
0 r over bs 8 : 30 ; 

I was His delinht day afte r day . 

The re~ etition of the wo r d " day" in this verse is inte r

~ r eterl to mean t wo days . The subject of the verse is con

s i dered to b e the Torah . Then Psalm 90 : 4 

For a t housand year s in Your sioht 
Are as yester day wh en it is past . 

is used to orov e that one d ay fo r Go d is one-thousand years 

fo r ma n . Thus the To r ah p r eceeded the c r eation of t he 

··1orld by thousand y ear s . 

The i dea here is tha t bec a use it or eceed e d creation, 

the Tora h knows what occurr e d in creation . One who wishe s 

to kno\·1 ··1hat occurr ed r ior to the c r eation of m:an should 

look into the Tor ah for his answer s . The lena l position of 

th i s ~assane is that one should not s o eculate up on wh a t 

occ urred ~ rio r ~ the c r e a tion of ma n on the s ix~h day . To 

su ~~ort this he lief , the a uthor of the o roem reoeats Job 20 : 4. 

The •·1or-is , " mini ad " i:1hich mea ns " of old time ," can be 

inte r o reted to 1ilean " f r om God " since the •:1ord " a d " can in 

~ahb inic Litera ture be a s y no nym fo r God . 65 The definit a 

a r ticle in " h a zot ," " thi s , " i s inter p reted to me1a n the 

s,ecific Tor ah iven b y God . The He~ r ew text in Job 20 :4 

r ead s " hazo t yadata ," " know y ou this ." The Mi d r iash r eads 

the 11e:) r e~·1 a s " h a zot y ao aat ," " this kno \·1s ." Thu s \"/he n \'l e 

~ut tonether the e nti r e intero r etation of Job 20 : 4 by the 

'i i rl r ash , we o b tain: "Th i s (the Tora h) k nows f r om God 

{what occu rred o rior to the time ) whe n man was n l a c ed uo on 
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the ear th ." It i s at this point th a t the a uthor of the 

~ r oem cites Ben S i r a 's limita tion o f esote ric s nec u lat ion 

i n s u oport of his inter o r eta tion o f J o b 20 : 4 . 

I t i s imoorta nt to no te th a t 9 en S ira ' s warnin ~ i s 

al ·~ays us ed to s uooort the mor e s trict inte r o r e t a tion that 

one may not s pecula t e concerning the events of c r eat i on which 

or ece eded the crea tion of ma n. Thi s warn i ng , like th e 

' above , b e low, before a nd a f ter'' ohrase, might have been 

· ~e ll-k nown amon a the g e ne r al oub l i c . Bo th we r e used b y 

teac her s who des i r ed to l imit the d e gr e e a nd na ture o f 

~ern i ssib le s pecula tion concerning the creation of t h e 

1or l d . Al t h o uqh it mi qht b e merely coincid e nc e , it i s al so 

i nteres t i n g to no t e th a t both 8 e n S ira ' s wa rn i ng in ~ e nes is 

1a~bah 8 : 2 a nd the " above , below, before a nd a fte r'' phra s e 

in ~ e ne s is Ra bbah 1:10 eac h contain fo ur s pecific 

h •b • t• r,6 , r o 1 i ions . 
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.J. Conmon Tr ad itions in Senesis Rabbah chaoters 9 - 94 a nd 

Ha~ iaah II : l of the Pa lestinian Tal~ud 

Passaqe 14 

Senesis Rabbah 9 : 1 

R. Lev i in the name of R. Hama b . Hanina bena n his discourse 
"Ii th the v e rse : " It is 1J lor y of God to cone eal a th ino , but 
t he nlory of k in ns to sear ch out a mat t e r" ( Proverbs 25 : 2 ) . 
~ . Levi sa i d in R. Hama b . Hanina ' s name: From the 
~ en inni n ~ of the book (of Genesis) up to this point , " It 
is the ci lory of God to conceal a thinQ" (Ib i d ) , but f r om 
th is ooint onv1a r d , " The olor y of k in qs is tosear ch out a 
ria tte r " (I b i d ) . It is the qlor.v of the words of the Tor a h , 
•:1h ich a re 1 ik ened to k in qs , as it is said , " By me kin gs 
r e i nn" ( ,., rove r b s 8 : 1 5 ) , " to sear ch o ut a mat t er ." The r e 
.i:-o r e , " Anrl llod saw _ever y thing that He had made , a nd behold 
it • ·:~s ve r y qood ( Genesis 1 : 3 1). 

~alesti nia n Ta l mud Ha~ inah II : l 77c lines 29- 30 . 

q . Levi 
1"1 Ut the 
..,5 : ~ ). 

to th e 
seCt. r ch 

sa i d , " It is the 11 lor y of God to conceal a thinq , 
i lor y of kin~s to sear ch out a matte r~ ( Pr ove r bs 
" It is the ci lo r y of God to conceal a thino ," r:> r ior 

creation of the \l/Or l d ; " But the ci lor y of k i nqs to 
out a matte r," f r om the time of c r ea tion . 



152 

In this sec tion we shall exa mine t he common t r ad itions 

of PT Haq i qa h II:l a nd Ge nesis Rahbah which do not occu r in 

chapters 1- 8 of Gene s is Rabbah . Due to the limited nature 

of this s tudy , these oassaRes will not be a nalyzed to the 

same de~ th a s th e o r eviou s oassages in this ch a p ter . ~e 

have a l r eady d iscussed in s ection G of this c haoter th e 

intero r e t at ion of th e a ccount of creation by the schools of 

Yillel and Sh ammai wh ich occurs in Genesis Rab ba h 12 : 5 

( nassa'le 11 ). 

~assaqe 14 p r e s ents us with R. Levi ' s limita tion of 

esotP. ric s oecula tion . R. Levi was a ttird c e ntu r y Pal estinia n 

authority ~ho s tud ied in R. Yoch anan ' s acad emy i n Tibe r ias . 

In the Genes i s Rabbah ve r sion , which is in the f orm of a 

short ~ roem bas ed u non ° rov e r b s 25 : 2 a nd Genesis 1 : 3 1 , 

~ . L~vi uote s R. Hama b . Ha nina , a n earlier t hi r d c en tur v 

nalestin i a n a uthor it v . 

"e nesis Rabbah 9 :1 i d entifies the ooint whe r e specula tio n 

-,~" •rn,.. in a s ~enesi s 1: 3 1 , the o e ricop e t ext of t he n r oem . 

The 0 T Haqi~ah II :l 7 7c oassaQe i dentifies the ooint as the 

ti~e of c r e a tio n of the wo r l d . As a ~hole , the intero r etation 

found in both ve rsions seems to b e r a ther f r a menta r y . 
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Passaoe 15 

Senesis Rabba h 12:10 

R. Judan the Nas i asked R. Samuel b . Nahman : As I have 
hear d that you a r e a master of inter or etation, tell me 
the mea nin q of " Extol Hi m who r ides upon the sky . ' be- yah ' 
is his name " ( Psalm 68 : 5 ). He a ns we r ed: There is no p l ace 
~h ich lac k s a ruler. ( Fo r exa mple) a qove r nor of a state 
is aQo ointed to rule it (a nd ) a maq istrate ~n a s t ate is 
a~n ointed to rule it. S imil a r ly , who is appointed to the 
rule r ship of the world ? The Hol y One , 8 lessed b e He, 
,e-y~h is His name , the ru le r is His name . (In A~eek the 
''/Or d i a is "rule r" or lfqovernor"') He said : '>Joe to those who 
a re l O'St a nd \•Jill not r eturn . I a s l< ed R. El eazer a nd he 
~id not a nswe r thus. But the verse ("Trust ye in the 
Lor ri fo r eve r,") fo r Se-yah the Lord is an ever lastinn 
rock~ (Isa iah 26 : 4 ). Th is means : Ry these t wo letter s, the 
Lor d c rea ted His world . Now we do not know whe t her t his 
~orld was c r eated with a "he" or the world to come with a 
" yod ," but R. Abbahu said in R. Yochanan ' s name , " Behibbar am" 
11e;-;:ls with a " he " he c r ea ted them ( b ' he- barram). It follows 
that this world was c r eated wi t h a " he ." NO\'J the " he " is 
closed on a ll s i des a nd ope n undern eath : This is ar1indi
ca tio n that a ll the dead descend into sheol . Its upoe r 
hook is a n indication that (those who d escend ) a re des-
tine~ to a scend; the openin q a t the side is a h int to 
·::en:itence . The world to come was created with a " yod :" 
Just as the " yod " has a cu rv ed bac k , so the faces~ the 
"1ic l< ed : the ir 11 ostu r e shall be bent and thei1• faces 
~lac kenEd in the messian ic futu r e , as it is l'!r i tten , " And 
the loftiness of man shall b e bowed down" (Isa iah 2 :1 7 ). 
' .'hat will he (the \'J ic ked ) s ay? " And the i dols sh a ll utterly 
nass away . 3e-hibbar am : R. Aerekiah s a i d in the name of 
~ . J u1an b . R. S i mon. The Holy one. Blessed be He . d i d 
not c r eate the wo rld by means of l Pbor or toil, b ut 
"~ y the , ·.-1ord of the Lord " (Genesi s 2 : 4 ), a nd the hea vens 
•:1ere al ready mad e . Be- hibba r am: ~·J ith a " he " He created 
ther;i . I t 1,·1as l i ke a l< in11 VJho r ebuked hi ss e r vent , so that 
he stood s till in be~ il derment; even so , "The o il l a r s of 
hea ven tremble a nd a r e a stonished at His r e buk e '' ( Job 
.,,.. : 11 ) • 

~<'.. lestinian Talmud I lag i qah II : 1 77c , 1 in es 50- 63 

q • Abbahu in th e name of R. Yoh a na n. With two letters , 
t .. 10 '!JOrlds \•Je r e cre <".ted : Th is wor ld and the \'/orld to come . 
0n~ ('va s c r eaterj ) 1:1 ith a " heh " and one (was c r eated ) with 
a " yod ." ''!ha t is r easoninO"'?""'Fo r the Lord ( Bet- y od- heh ) 
is GOd r-. n eve r lastin ri r oe!< " ( Isaiah 2 11 : 4 ). (read he r e as 
" For 1:1 ith a " yod " a nd a "~" the Lord created \'Jorlds ) 
' o : :l'J not k no1,· 1 wh ich \'/as created '.'J ith a " heh " a nd \'lh ic h \'Jas -
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c r eated with a "yod ?" Yes, fro m th a t t1hich is written, 
"These a re the oenera tions of t he heaven a nd the earth whe n 
t hey ~e re created " ( Gen . 2:4 ). ( Be - hibbar am read as a e- heh
'">a r am } with a " heh," he created t hem. Thus this \'/O rl d was 
created with a 'TF'fleh " a nd the \•1orl d to come with a " yod ." 
'!o\·1 the " heh " is-OOen underneath • Th is is ~n ind ication 
to a ll thepe6o l e of the world th a t they \'Jill go d own to 
Sh eo l. f-J ow the "h eh " has a point a bove it ( t1hich means 
tlrn.t } from the tin;e-they descend they ( a r e destined ) to 
",sc end . Even as the " heh " is open on all sides , ae a 
h int t o a ll 1:1oul d b e oeii'Itents (that they may s till repent ), 
s o the " .vod " is bent as a ll the inhabitan ts of the world a re 
1-.ent ( as-It is written ): "All faces a re bent lo\.'J •:1 i th 
si1~r71e " (.Jeremiah 30: 6 ) . ~·Jhen Dav i d sa •1 this , he b e qa n to 
~ r PiSe the two lette r s , " Halleluyah . Pr a ise O ye se rvan t s 
of t he Lord . Pr a ise t he name of the Lor d " ( Psalm 150 :1). 

,..., .Ju--lah (II) Mesia h a sked R. Samuel b . Nahman : ' \'/hat 
i s the l a~·! concernino that which is wr itten, " Ex tol him th a t 
r i 1cs uoon t he skies , n e- yah is His name , a nd exult y e 
'- efo r i:? h im" ( r s . 6S : 5 ). He answe red , ' You \•J ill not find a 
s i n" le ~ lace which lacks someone a prointed to rule over 
it . And ~h o i s a poointed tor r ule over it al l? Th e Holy 
one ·-. 1ess b e He . '3c-Ya h {the ruler) is his name , fo r 
" Yo·' - heh " is his name . 1 
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This tr ad ition reo resents a s o eculation on the c r eation 

of the ·.-1orl d based u pon the letters "~" and " yod ." The 

l)ases of the tradit ion is the inter pr etation of " b e - hibbar am," 

.... ,lle n they were c r eated" in Genesis 2 :4. " They " in this 

ve r se r e o r esents the heaven a nd the earth . Th e l1 i d rash 

inte r n r e t s " b e - hibbar am" a s " be- heh-ba r am," with t he letter 

" ll eh " ~od c r eated the heaven a nd the ear th. 

Each ver sion also cites Psalm 68 : 5 ; 

Extol Him that r ides in the sk i es 
Ge - yah is His name . 

From t h is ve r se the letter "~" is add e d to the lette r " heh " 

~s one of the letters of crea tion . Each letter is said to 

have created a l'JOr ld . The "~" is said to have created th is 

1orl cl . The shap e of the "~" is d iscussed . The b ottom 

o eninri of the u~:· is said to sig nify that the dead qo 

;J o":n to the nether- world ; the u pper hook si i:i ni f ies that they 

"1h o 11 0 d own t1 il 1 ascend; a nd the openin g at the sid e i s 

s~id to be a h i nt to the wicke d t hat rep ent ance is a l wa ys 

:. ., oss i "'>ility . The " y od " is said to have been the aoent of 

cre~tion in the world to come . Its shao e is said to b e 

symbolic of o eoc le in the world to come who a re bent with 

sha~e ~ecau se of their sins. In b oth versions, this i nter

, retat ion is said to be the position of R. Yochanan ( d ied 

~71 C . E. ) a nd his o u p il , R. Abbahu . Each in his time was 

the head of a n important school; R. Yochanan in Tibe r ias , 

and R. Abbah u in Caesar e a . Each a lso was k nown for his 

.,olemics aga inst Ch ristia n a nd Gnostic cla ims . 

Also common to both ve r sions D t he co nversat i on be t ween 

~ . Ju1ah II Nesia a nd R. Samuel b . Nah man , each of whom lived 

in t he second half of the t h ird century . The inter p r e t a tion 

of t h e n erd " Be-yah " in th is conversation is a p lay on t h e 

-:: r eek "or d 0~" \·1h ich mean s " r ule r sh i p " o r " q overnor sh i os." 

In t he ~enes is Rabbah ver sion, this conversa tion ~ rec eeds the 

inte r ~r etation that t wo lette r s crea t ed t wo world s 
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(1 iscussed i mmediately a bove ). In the Palest inian Talmud ' s 

ve rsio ns , the conversation follows the inter preta tion of 

th e t wo l e tter s . 

Uninue to the ver sion in Genesis nabbah is a s~ecu -

l a t i on \"Jh ich maintains that the letter " heh " c r eated th is 

.. orl d :·J i th out effor t. As th e letter " heh " is sa i d without 

ff or t , so this wor l d was c r eated withou t effort. Thi s 

inte r ? r etation is also brou gh t as the position of R. Abbahu 

~nd ~ . Yochanan . Genesis Rabbah 12 : 10 e nds with t wo more 

in t e r ;J r eta tions of the wo r d " be- hibba r arn ." In the fi r st , 

" . ~ c rekiah in the name of R. Judah b . R. Simo n re peats the 

i i ca th a t the letter "heh " signifies tha t the worl d was - . 
c r eated 1ithout toil . Fol lowing this i nt e r preta tio n is a 

r e fe r ence to Genesis Rabbah 8 : 8 , whe re i n God tells the 

"'Or l d to cease lts exnansion before it dest r oys itself. This 

oc c ur s d ur in, the c r eative orocess itself . The letter "heh" 

i s see n ;i.. s a r ebuke , simila r to the En1 l ish , "Hey ·:!ha t a r e 

" OU lo in "" ?" Therefore , the Hebr ew lette r "~," bein '1 a 

•o r ' l e s s sound , is also a n utte r a nce of contemry t . 

The t r ad ition in passao e 15, ~iv en its h i ohly s~ ecu-

1~~ivs n~tu r e , reflects a mo r e lenient view towar ds 

S"' ~r:·1 l ::- t ion on th e events which '.) r eceede d ma n in the c r ea ti on 

of t'1 c •·1o r l d . The f a c t tha t Genesis Rabbah include s mo r e 

i ntc r i r e t a tions within this t r adit ion could s i nnify th a t 

th ~ r c~~c tor of r enesi s Rabbah 12 :10 had a more lenient 

., ttitur'c towa r 1s s ·1 ecu l ation that t he r edactor of PT Ha o i ah 

! I : l . ''' ith t h i s in n ind , ~·1e 1·1ill no~·J nr oceed to examine 

t~~ non-conmen trad itions in each literary sou r ce . In 

t h j s c" an ina. ti on , 1:.1e sh all a ttemry t to a na l y ze the over-

~ 11 ~t t :tud es of the r edactors to ~enesis Ra bbah a nd the 

~n l n~ t inian Talmud towa r d s s~eculation on t he crea tion of 

the ·:o rl ci . 
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Havinn examined t he common trad itions of Genesis Rabbah 

a nd Haoioah II : l of the Palestinian Talmud , let us now 

exar1ine the Hagiaah traditions as a whole "nit , t ak in 'l 

esnecially i nto a ccount the t r ad itions which do not apoear 

i'1 ~~nes is R~~. 1 The ove r all structure of the trad i

tions i n Ha~ iaah II : l 77a - d is determined to an extent by 

:.i i sh na h Hari i oah II: 1. Th e be o inn in q of the aemar a in 

~a~ i ~ah II : l 77a- d aQoears to be based upon the fi r st 

s e'1tence of th e !1ish nah . The remai nde r of 1-~ ish na h Haq i oah 

II : l , n lthoua h rel:d::ed thematically , is not mentioned in 

the nemar a to the first halacha . 

The qemar a be o ins ~ith a d iscussion of the for bidden 

1 ec r ees of marriage . The qemar a uses this d iscussion to set 

u~ a nd ~ ive its view of the conflict between Ak i ba a nd 

Ishmael concer ~ inr the valid ity of the fi r st sentence in 

·:ishnah 1:aq i 1Jah II:l which r eads : 

The forbidde n dec r ees of f1a r riage may 
not be ex oounded before th r ee pe rsons , 
nor the account of c r eation before two , 
nor the account of the chariot befor e 
one alo ne . 

,\k i ')a, a lon Q with R. '3a a nd R. J udah ll lJesia , felt that 

t~e 0 rohi ~ ition of t he ~ishnah wa s valid . R. Ishmael and 

, • \~i , a l a te third c e ntur y Palestinian a uthority in 

Ti)erias , d isaa r eed with the ~ ishnah and connequentl y 

~ermitte d the s peculation a nd exposit ion of that wh i ch 

the 'i i sh na h orohibited . The ge mar a acceo ts the Ishmaelite 
•t. 2 ) OS 1 ion . 

In te r ms of the account of creation , the qemar a a"n in 

u~h ol ds the more lenient inter , r ctat ion of R. Ishmael . 

\s i f to prov e its point a nd illustr ate i ts l e~al oosition , 

the ri e mar a o res~n ts R. Juci~h b . Pazi ' s d iscourse on the 

accou nt of c r ea tion , which~ its very na ture , de nies the 

'.tie·;1 in the f1ishnah that the account of crea tion may not 

>e d iscussed before two oeo~ le . 3 Nevertheless , his 

rl isc ourse , 1·1h ich -.·1e ma.v l abe l as a fo r m of Jewish onosis , 
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does th e honor a nd unity of God t hrou gh its supoort 

of every assertion by a b i b lical p rooftext . In s uch a way , 

it may b e a r qued th a t the position of the PT Hag i gah II : l 

77a- d r e dactor is that s peculation is o e r mitted wh en it is 

d one with the und er s t andinn th a t the Hebr ew ~ ible is the 

sour ce f or a ll q nosis . With such a n under standing , 

s~ec ulation on the accoun t of creation is not on l y per

missible , bu t even des irable in that it s hows what t y p e of 

s~ ecu lation is a cceptab le a nd the method by which accep t a b le 

s~eculation may b e done. 

One of the ve rses used by R. J udah b . Pazi in his 

~ isc our se is Amos 4:13 ; 

Fo r lo , He that for ms the mounta ins 
and crea tes the wind . 

This v e rse se r ves R S the connectin q link to the ne x t 

trai ition in which six ver ses are listed wh ic h a re said to 

he verses t ha t R. Judah ha - Nasi would rea d and over which h e 

"Jould 1·1een . In a dd ition to Amos 4: 13 , R. Judah h a - Nasi is 

s a id to have we o t a t Zeoha niah 2 :3 , Amos 5 :15 , Lamentations 

3 : 29 , Ecclesias t es 1 2 :14 , a nd I Samuel 28:15 . All of these 

ver ses seem to str e s s God 's o ower to b r inn the worl d to 

iu ~"ment . God ' s ledper is also d iscussed he r e . This trad i -

tion s eems to h a ve had nothinn in common wi t h Mishnah 

Yn ~iqah II:l . Fu r the r more, it i s no t a n examo\e of 

crea tion s neculat i o n. I ts 0 l a ceme nt her e seems to b e the 

r esult of Amos 4:13 ' s apoear a nce i n this a nd the p r evious 

t r ~d ition ( R. Jurlah b . Pazi ' s discou r se on c r e a tion ). 

The nex t t r a d ition in the semar a is b r o URht forth by 

n .Juda h b . 0 ?.zi in R. Yosi b . J u da h' s name . This t r ad i

tion consists of a d iscus s i on between Had r ian a nd Aquila 

i n whic h th e l at t e r ? roves that the world stand s u on t he 

.... i n'1 ( r uach ). This rJisc ussion is ') r o ba b ly rel a ted to th e 

accou n t of crea tion , quite noss i b l y to Ge nes is 1 : 2 , " a nd 

the ' ruac h " of God hove r e d over the fac e of th e t.iater s ." 

The term "ruach " he r e may b~ see n as beina syno nymous 



1GO 

wi th r od himse lf . Ther efor e , t h e n u r o ose of R. J udah b . 

Pa zi • s d isc u ss io n was t o s how ttal:: t h e God of Isr a el was not 

onl y the c r eat o r of t he world , b ut t he su o~or tin ~ a~ ent of 
4 

the ~or ld a s well . 

The a emar a ' s d i s cussion of the Mi shnaic oh r ase, " No r t h e 

account of c r eat i o n be f o r e tw~' seems to lack b oth thematic 

and e xe oetic unity . Th e con nection of the six v e r ses t r ad i

tion to R. J udah b . Pazi ' s d i s c o urse on c r eat i on seems to 

hRve bee n d one wi thout cons i d e r at i o n of theme . · Th i s d is

cuss ion between Ao uila a nd Had r ian s e ems to b e r a t he r h a o

haz P r d l v laced her e , f o r no n r inciole of r e dac t ion known 

t o this ~r i te r is ab le to a ccount fo r i t s o lac ement. 

The r e ma i n rler of Haaigah I I : l 77a- d is n iven ov e r to a 

~ iscu ssion of the ~ish nah ' s " nor t he a ccount of the char iot 

.,efor e on e ." 

I n t h i s sec t i on , the Qemar a onc e a~ain tells u s that 

the · iish na ic OJ r olibi t i o n r enr esen ts the oosi t ion of R. Ak i ba . 

The n e mar a a lso br in~s fo r th an a r oument a t the e nd of th& 

.. i s hnah ; namely , t hat man s hould b e s e nsi tive to t he honor 

of ~o~ . The ~emara te l ls us the method b y which a n aut~o r i ty 

~ould actua lly tea ch th e account of t he ch a r iot , o r 

" ma ' aseh r.ie r kabah ." It seems th a t the teac he r wou l d only 

tell the stud e nt t h e oe n e r a l a r eas of c oncern. If a t t h i s 

noint , the t e acher fe lt th at th e s tud ent ooss rssed 

s uf ficien t und e r s t a ndinQ of t hese "ch a o te r headinn s ," the 

stu j ent could t h e n contin ue on his own to s t udy t he a cc o u nt 

of t h e ch a r iot . However , a s tudent who stud ied wi t hout 

h i s teacher ' s aoo roval 1·Jas subject t o o unishment by God . 

The intent of this ~assare is clea r in th a t it no t o n l y 

; lac es a ce r t a in limit on ch a r iot s oec u l a tion , ~ut it also 

establishes and u~holds a theoc r a tic - oolitica l structur e 

fo r th~ tra nsmission of suc h s~eculation . The tr a d i tion 

ends ~Y say ino th at t he tea chin'1S conce r nin a the c h a r iot 

a r e like t wo oath s , one of fire a nd one of s now. The only 

~~Y to specu l a te on the c hariot a nd survive i s to t ak e the 
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midd le way betwee n t hese two oaths . Only a qreat a nd know

ledaeable Rabbi, one wh o possesses the k nowled~e of the 

, i dd le 1ay, may se rve as one ' s guide i n chariot o r 

" ''er kabah " spec ula tions . 

The ne xt t r ad ition in Hag i qah II : l r elates how R. Yoc h

anon b . Zakkai pe r mitted his student , R. Eliezer b . Arak , 

to exl')ound on the account of the cha r iot . As s uch, it 

ser ves a s a n illustra tion of the o rec eed ino limitation of 

ch~ riot s oeculat i on . El i ezer b . Ar ak ' s descriotion of 

the chariot is not fou nd with in the text. Never theless , 

the text te ll s us tha t his descriotion of th e chariot was 

3 0 cor r ect t hat a n an~ el ac k nowl edqed i t s ver aci t y a nd the 

t re es be~an to sino . Af t e r t his occur red , Yocha na n b . 

!akk~ i blessed his s tudent a nd or aised him fo r the f act that 

~ is ~o rds we r e in accor dance with his actions . This trad i

tion sh ows the c a r e a nd c a uti6n with wh ich one of the 

~ reatest Rabbis a po r oached esote r ic s oeculation on the 

~ccou nt of the chariot wi th his s tudent . 5 

The qemar a cont inues wi th a desc r i ry tion of the soecu

le.tions of R. Yosi the priest a nd Simeon b . fJathaniel . The 

:o~nect ion to that which it follows is no t mer ely a t hematic 

Jne , f or like Eliezer b . Ar ak , R. Yos i the oriest and 

3imeon h . Nath a niel we r e a lso discioles of R. Yoch a non b . 

:~kka i . R. Yosi a nd S i meon a l s o seem to ha ve s oeculated 

on the natur e of the chariot r~erkabah ' ). Du rino their 

a-ecula tion , a Bat r ol , a heavenly voice , c ame and tol d t hem 

th~t th eir ol ac e in the world to come had bee n ry r eoa red a nd 

that they we r e to sit in the third nroup befo~e the Di~ine 

Pr esence . Th e thir d Qr OU I') was considered b y " merka ba h" 

l"IVstics t o ha ve been the 1·1 isest of th r ee r- r ouns which s i ts 

~efore the d i v ine nr esenc e a nd stu rl ies the d ivine ch a riot. 

~oth of the n r~ceed in r- t wo trad itions illust r a te t ha t only 

~ very r r ea t Ra~ b i , R. Yoc hana n b . Za kkai , and certa in 

se l~cted students of h i s \'Jer e worthy of r ecei.vin "! a nd t r a ns

ni ttinri t each inr- on the acc~nt of the c ha r iot . In t he 
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overall context of the trad itions in PT Hagigah II: 1 

77 a-d, the traditions concerning R. Yochanan b. Zakka i 

and his students seem to uphold both the s tricter view 

t owards e s oteric s peculation a nd th e id ea tha t the trans 

miss ion of esoteric knowled ge is done only in the context 

of a theocratic-politica l structure. As we s ha ll s ee, this 

lat te r idea aooea r s freQuently in PT Ha~ igah II : l, 77 a- d . 

It i s at th is point that the conversation between 

R. Joshua and Ben Zoma appear s . 6 Th e r e is no obviou s 

connection with the previous trad itions c oncerning Yocha nan 

b. Zakk a i and his students. As a matter of fact, the f or mer 

t radit ions explicitly deal with the acc ount of the chario t 

as ooposed t o the Ben Zoma - R. Joshua tradition which deals 

with t he account of creation. As noted earlier, it i s clear 

that Be n Zoma ' s soec ulation i s unacc eotable. This i s seen 

by t he f act that R. Jos hua cons idered Ben Zoma to be 

"outside" t he academy. Furthermore, the fact t hat Ben Zoma 

died a few days a fter his conversation with R. Joshua couJd 

have be en i nteroreted a s a warning to thos e who s pecula t e 

incorr ectly , without the permission of t he i r t eacher , o r 

who who s pecu l ate at a ll. In other words, Ben Zoma' s death 

could hav e been seen as evidence o f d ivine j udgment. As 

s uch , t he Ben Zoma - R. Joshua tradition could have been, 

i n t he view of the redactor, a contrast to the acceptabl e 

soec ulations of Yocha na n b. Zak ka i a nd his s tudents. 

Esot e ric knowledge concerning the acco unt of the cha riot 

may be tra nsmitted a nd held by o nl y t he very greatest of 

scholar s . R. J udah b. Pazi i l lus tra tes this f act whe n he , 

in th e name of R. Yosi , or esents us wi t h a cha in of tra ns 

mission c oncerning e sote ric knowl edQe. The chain consist s 

of oupils who presented th e ir specula tions before their 

teacher. R. J oshua o f the Ben Zoma traditio n i s said to 

have presented his disc our s e to his teac her, R. Yochanan 

b. Zakkai . Ak i ba is s a i d t o have presented his d i sc ou rse 

befo r e R. Joshua, a nd R. Hana nia b. Hanina i s said to have 
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oresented his discourse before R. Akiba. After this chain 

of transmission, the text presents us with the rather 

awkwa r d statement,"From this time on their mind s were no 

longer pure." The meaning of ths statement is not entirely 

clea r, yet the intent is clearly negative. Once a gain, we 

see how the redactor of the Palestinian Talmud stressed 

th e peril of esoteric speculation,as well as the great 

stature a nd knowledge of the authorities who participated 

in it. 

It is at this point that the "eardes" tradition is dis
cussed . 7 This tradition seems to uphold the Akibaite 

oos ition on esoteric speculation found in Mishnah Haqigah 

II : l. Ak iba is s een as the legitimate representative of 

acceptable mys ticism wi thin the parameters of Rabbinic 

Juda ism. 

From the be~ inning of the discussion of the account of 

the chariot to this point, it may be said that all of the 

traditions seem to reflect the stricter view towards 

soeculation. As such, the redactor of the Palestinian 

Talmud by assembling these traditions in this order could 

be telling us of his negative attitude toward s mystical or 

esoter ic speculation on either the account of creation or 

the account of the c ha riot. At this place in the text, 

the red · ctor brings forth a whole series of traditions 

concerned with Elisha ben Abuyah, or Aher. The connection 

of these trad itions to the "oardes" tradition is obvious, 

fo r El i sha b. Abuyah was one of the four who entered the 

"oa r des ." Aher, as mentioned previously, could have been 

a dualistic Gnos tic . The collection of ' Aher• traditions 

is indeed i mpressive in terms of s ize. The redactor of the 

Palestinian Talmud provides us with the largest single 

c ollection of negative ' Aher' trad itions in all of 

Rabb inic Literature. 8 This fact , as we shall see shortly, 

helos us to unde r s tand the overall concerns of the 

redactor of PT Hag i gah II: l 77a-d. If we include the "pardes" 
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tradition in which Aher ap pears, then Aher is d i scussed 

from page 77b line 8 through page 77c line 18 , a total 

of 86 Hebrew lines! 

The redactor be9ins this discussion by identifying 

Elisha ben Abuyah as Aher. Aher is accused of destroying 

the Rabbis ' Torah a nd of . misleading s tudents. We are told 

t hat he attempted to oredict the occupations of his students , 

but that God confounded his predictions . He is sa id to 

have forced J ews to desecrate the Sabbath by forcin q them 

to carry burdens on that day . For emphas i s , this incident 

i s sa i d to have occurred during a period of relig ious 

oersecution. The incident also reflects Aher's a nti

nomianism. 

R. Meir is sa id to have been Aher' s student. Once, while 

lec turing in the academy in Tiberias, Meir was informed 

that Aher was outside. When Meir went out to greet his 

teacher, Ah er ask ed him with what proem verse he had begun 

hi s lecture. Meir attempts to use the conversation as a 

veh icle fo r obtaining Aher's repentance, but is unsucce ssful 

i n this effort. 

Another tradition regards Aher's circumcision as a 

child . We a re told that his father, Abuyah, was one of t he 

prominent ci tizens of J erusalem. At his circumcision, . 

Eliezer a nd J ushua, both of whom , were s tudent s of Yocha nan 

ben Zakkai , we re in a nother room studying the Hebrew Bible. 

Their study s ession was said to be s o intense that they 

almost caused the hou s e to burn down. Their Torah was 

likened to the Tora h q iven to Moses on Mount Sinai in th a t 

it was a ive n in fire . Abuya , Aher's f ather, upon s eeing 

this miraculous feat of learning , pled ged that if hi s son 

lived to be an adult, he would ded icate him to the study 

of Torah. Aher tells us tha t hi s fa th er lacked the prooer 

intent ion upon makin g thi s vow. As a result, accordinq to 

Ah er, the vow l ack ed meaninq , and he (Aher) l acks Torah. 

At this point, R. Meir o nce a gai n attempt s t o obtain Aher ' s 



repentance, and once again is unsuccessful in his effor t . 

Th e text then records another R. Meir-Aher tradition. 

Ahe r is s aid to have been able to have measured the Sabbath 

bounda ry by the hoof s teps of his horse. In answer to 

Meir' s diligence in trying to obtain his repentance, Ahe r 

relates a s tory that one time he rode past the Temple on 
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Yorn Kippu r. SymboJcally , this was an extremely gr a ve 

offense which str es&es Aher's antinomianism. Ah er appear s 

to have been both adamant a nd vehement in his non-observance 

of t he commandments . This tradition end s with a comment 

that even if he had wanted to repent,Aher's repentanc e 

would not have been accepted by God . 

The redactor of PT Hagigah II:l 77a-d then brings forth 

sever al traditions which a ttempt to acc ount for Aher' s 

havinq becom~ an apos tate. The fir s t tradition says that 

Ahe r became an apost ate bec a use he saw that people who 

observed the commandments , suffered in this world . Th e 

second s t ates th a t he became an apostate when he saw R. v uda h 

the Baker' s tongue in the mouth of a dog . (Obv iously the 

result of religious per secution}. At the ~oot of each of 

these t r adi t ions appear s to be Aher's lack of bel ief i n 

rlivine p r ov i dence. In the late fir s t a nd early second 

centuries , such beliefs must have been common among the 

aene r al Jewi s h populace . Against t his back ~ round, many 

scholars have seen a fertile ground on which Christianity 

develooed. It also should be considered fert ile gr ou nd fo r 

eithe r Jewish or Ch ri s tia n Gnosticism. Gnos ticism offered 

the believer a way of under standing the s uffe rings in this 

wor ld . The lack of faith i n a God whose Temple had been 

violently destroyed , a nd whose peop l e seemed to have been 

chosen only to s uffer, must have been gr eat . Therefor e 

aqains t this h istorica l backd roo it would have been easy 

fo r many Jews to have v iewed the God of Isr ael as the 

demiur qe . 



166 

A third tradition does nGt seem to be related to the 

orevious two traditions. It ascribes Aher's apostasy to 

his mother who is said to have a postatized when pregnant 

with Aher. 

The redactor of PT Hagiqah II:l 77a-d then returns to 

the relationship between Aher and R. Meir . On Aher's 

death bed, Meir once again tries to convince Aher to repent. 

After Aher died, Meir felt tha t Aher had repented before 

his death. Either Aher did not repent or his repentance 

was not accepted, for after his burial, his grave was 

burned . Meir is credited with extinguishing the fire and 

with savinq Aher from eternal punishment in th e world to 

come . The redactor seems to stress that Aher was saved 

only by the merits of R. Meir. It is not clear wh y, 

after makin~ Aher into such a negative examole, the Rabb is 

chose to stress Meir's saving of Aher. 

Two other short traditions concerning Aher end the 

section on him. In the first, Meir demonstrates his 

respect for Aher by stating that he would prefer to visit 

Ahe r befo re he visited his own father in the world to come. 

In the second tradition, Aher' s daughters ask for charity 

f rom R. J udah ha-Nasi. At first, R. Judah ha-Nasi seems 

reluctant to qive them charity , but later is said to have 

chan qed his mind and given the fatherless ~~rl s charity. 

At this point, let us attempt to draw some conclusions 

re qar d ing this rather large collection of Aher traditions 

by the redactor of the Palestinian Talmud. The redactor 

beoan thi s collection by seeking to justify the aooellation 

of "Aher," "a nother," for Elisha b . Abuyah . Elisha b. 

Abuyah was truly "another" in terms of the Rabbinic 

community , qiven the activities which he is reported to 

have done, the ~eliefs which he is reported to have held, 

and the general attitude of disdain towards him by the 

Rabb i s . Aher seems to have actively attempted to encourage 

and force his antinomian beliefs uoon the Jews. This we 
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saw when he desecrated the Sabbah and tried to encourage 

othe rs t6 do the same. It is quite possible that he 

a ttempted to appeal to others like himself who had a lack 

of faith in reward for observance of the commandments. Aher's 

apostasy is never actually spelled out ln detail. To do 

so would have, in the Rabbis' eyes, given credence to a 

non-credible system of belief. The only clue which we 

have as to the nature of Aher's apostasy would be the place

ment of these traditions within PT Hagigah II:l. On one 

hand , the placement of this collection of traditions could 

have been due so lely to the fact that the collection follow s 

the "pardes" tradition. Aher, the read e r w•1 1 remember, was 

one of the "four who entered pardes." On theother hand , 

his aposta sy might have been related to the concerns expressed 

in the oth~r traditions in this section. With this in mind, 

l et us now proceed with our examination of the remaining 

tradit ions in PT Hagigah II:l. 

The remainin g traditions in this source have been 

discussed in detail in chapter IV. We shall merely cite 

them here in order to show their order of appearance: 

1. Ben Sira's limitation of esoteric speculation-
77c lines 18-20. Passage 13. 

2. The "lying lips" polemic. 77c lines 20-28. 
Passage 1 

3 . R. Levi's limitation of speculation. 77c 
lines 29- 30. Passage 14 

4. R. Levi' s interpretation of Job 20:4 . 77c 
line 3 1. Passage 13. 

5 . R. Jonah and R. Ba's interpretation of 
Deut. 4:32. 77c lines 32-41. Passage 5 

6 . R. Jonah a nd R. Levi's interpretation of 
the shape of the lettPr "bet. " 77c, lines 
41-44. Passage 4 

7. The projectin~ po ints of the "bet." 77c 
lines 44-46 . Passa ge 8 . ---

8 . The "bet" connotes blessinQ.77c lines 46-
50 . Passa~e 1 

9. Speculation on the le tter s "!:!.!!l" and "yod." 
77c lines 50-63. Passage 15. 

10. R. El iezer' s earthly king who builds a 
palace on a dunq heap. 77c lines 63- 68. 
Passage 2 
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11. The Bet Hille"l and Bet Shammai controversy 
over which was created fir st , the heav en or 
the earth. 77c line 68-77d line 21 . Passaqe 11 

The order of the common traditions in the Palestinian Talmud 

and Genes is Rabbah is significantly different, as the 

followi ng chart us in g the number s above suggests: 

Palestinian Talmud 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 

Ge nesis Rabbah 

8:2 
1:5 
9:1 
8 : 2 
1:10 
1:10 
1:10 
1:10 

12 :10 
1 :5 
1:15 and 12: 10 

To th is we may add the interpretation of Job 37 : 6 in 

PT Ha~ iqah 77a lines 4-15 and Genesis Rabbah 1: 6 ; a nd the 

conv e r sat ion between Ben Zoma and R. Joshua in PT Hagigah 

77a line 63 th rough 77b line 5 and Genesis Rabbah 2:4. 

It is only natural that we should expect a d ifferefit 

orde r in the t wo sources. Genesis Rabbah, being an exe getic 

work , had a totally different bas is of organization than 

the Pales tinia n Talmud. In addition, the p roemial form 

use~ by the redactor of Genesis Rabbah genera~ed its own 

set of principles . of r edaction. For example , in the 

"lyi ng 1 i ps" oolemic we saw how these principles of redaction 

led to the a ttribution of two contradictory statements to 
9 the same authority, Bar Ka ppara. 

There are three oossible ways of explaining the relat ion

ship between these two sources . The first would see the 

redactors of PT Haq i gah II:l and of Genesis Rabbah 1-12 as 

oossessinq a common s ource of trad itions which each used 

i n a diffeeent manner as demanded by their own principles 

of redaction. The second oossibi lity is to see the editor 

of Genesis Rabbah 1-12 as hav in g PT Hagigah II:l as a source. 
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The thir d possibility would reverse this scena r io, havin g 

th e Hagigah red~c tor using Ge nesis Rabbah as a source. In 

a l l three cases, it is clear that the r edactor of eacl1 

source had his own principles and parameters of redact i o n. 

It i s however beyond the scope of t his thesis to determine 

wh ich of the three possib le relations hips mentioned above 

seems to be the most viable. 

Because of the fact that each of the common or s hared 

trad itions in the two sou rces have, fa' the most part, a 

similar attit ude towards speculation, it i s th e non-common 

traditions in the Palestinian Talmud Hagigah II: l which tell 

us the most about redactors attit ude towards esoteric s pecu

lation and Gnosticism. The redactor of PT Hagigah II:l 

was intent upon presenting t he different positions of Akiba 

and Ishmael vis-a-vis s peculation. Akiba , r epresenting the 

st ricter view, is said to have been the author of the posi

tio n held by Mishnah Hagigah II:l . I s hmael rep re sents the 

mo re lenient view. The redactor of Hagigah II:l seems to 

have f ollowed the more lenient view concerning public dis

c uss ion on the forbidde n dec r ees of marriage and public 

s oec ulation on the account of creation. However, in terms 

of s oeculation on the account of the chariot, t he redactor 

seems to have followed the Akibait~ pos ition. As a matter 

of fact, the r edactor never g ives us any evidence as t o 

whether or not Ishmael actua lly d isagreed with Akiba vis

a- v i s s oecualtion on the account of the char iot . 

It is clear regardinq the chariot s pecu l ations, 

that the redactor :emed intent upon upholding the theo

c rat ic-political structure of the Rabbi~ . Gnosis on the 

cha riot is not readil y available to all , nor are all wor thy 

of receiving it . There is a certain way in which it is 

t o be tauqht, a nd there are certain prerequisites that must 

be me t by the s tuden t before he is allowed to s peculate. 

The result of these restrictions i s that only the very 

or eatest of sch olars, such a s.__Xoch a nan ben Zakkai, his 
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selec t ed students and th e ir selected disciples, could enga Qe 

in such soeculation. The authorities listed who were able 

to enpage in this speculation are Rabban Vochanan ben Zakkai, 

R. Elieze r b. Arak , R. Yosi the priest, Simeon b. Nathaniel, 

R. Joshua b. Hananiah , R. Akiba, and R. Hanania b . Hanina. 

It is not clear whether these authorities also engaged in 

soeculation on the account of creation, but it is certainly 

oossible that they d id. 

The co llection of Aher traditions seems to stress the 

dan qe r of spec ulation. These traditions disolay a harshly 

neqative tone towards the heresy represented by Aher. Aher ' s 

heresy was not j us t th a t he viola ted J ewish law and encouraqed 

others to do so, but it included the belief that neither 

d ivine o r ovidence nor r eward arises out of the performance 

of the commandment s . Furthermore, Aher is said to have been 

one of the four who entered the pardes , the realm of eso

te ric knowledge. This fac t plus the qeneral placement of 

th e Ahe r traditions in the framework of Mishnah Hagigah II:l 

seems to indicate the Aher engaged in unbridled speculation. 

This seems to have bee n the root of his heresy. From the 

nlacement of the Aher traditions within PT Hagi qah II:l 77 

a- d , we see that it was not j ust a ntinomia nism which made 

El isha b . Abuyah into a n Ahe r ~another) . 

The history of the Rabbis ' concern for limits on eso

teric soecul a t ion beqins in the post 70 C.E. pe riod and 

extends at least th rouqh the beginninq o f the fourth 

century. It beQ ins with Rabban Yochanan b . Zakkai who , as 

evidenced by this conver sation with Eliezer b . Arak. seems 

to have known of a pr ohibition similar to that of Mish na h 

Haq i~ah I I:l . Nevertheless, his students a nd their 

s tudents seem to have engaged in such speculation. During 

this per iod , there were varient views concerninq the · 

limi ts of acceotable speculation on th e accoun t of creation. 

The more lenient view seems to have been held by Ishmael, 

R. J uda h b . Paz i, and Bar ~appara. The stricte r view seems 
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to have been held by R. Akiba , R. Levi, R. Jonah and Rav . 

I t is imposs i ble to know whether these views re flec ted 

merely the views of individuals or the views of varient 

sc hoo ls of thought over a two hundred and fif t y year period. 

The redac tor of PT Hagigah II:l 77c upheld the more 

lenient position of I s hmael concerning creation soeculation. 

He i nd icates this by his inclusion of crea tion s peculation. 

However, he did not permit public expositions on the account 

of the cha r,iot. His limit on creation sneculation s eems to 

hav e been that s uch specula t ion must be based on the Heb rew 

8ible and , if done in public, s hould beg in only with the 

creation of man on th e sixth day. In gener al, he seems t o 

havP. be lieved t hat speculati on could only be undertaken by 

the gr eat est of Rabbis. Knowled ge concerning the account 

of creation may be obtained only f rom them. In such a way 

he upheld the t heocratic-political structure of t he Rabb i s 

r eqar d ing speculation. Hi s overall attitude towar ds s pecu

lation s eems t o be a negative one. The inclusion of the 

Aher traditions,together with the 'ly ing lips' polemic a nd 

the st r ic t i nterpretati o n of Deut. 4 : 32, would seem to 

supo or t th is observation. The dangers of ·spec ula ti on 

seem to be both spiritual and physical. In order to s pecu

late one must ' walk between f~re and snow.' Ben Zoma is 

said to have died due to his speculation. The reda~tor 

tells us that the dange r s exte nd even to the great sages 

"whose minds were no longer pure" after e ngag in g in specu

latio n. 

In conclusion, the r edactor of the Palestinian Talmud 

ex pressed a conside r able concern over the threa t of 

unbridled esoteric speculation to the Jewish community . 

Ce rtainly , Gnostic i sm and Gnos t ic speculations rank as 

orime candidates for the generative cause of this conc ern . 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE THEMATIC CONCF.RNS OF GENESIS RABBAH, CHAPTERS 1-8 
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A. The Nature of Heresy in Genesis Rabbah 1-8 

I n this chapter, we shall examine the over a rching 

thematic concerns of Genesis Ra bbah 1-8 . Thi s examination 

wil l attempt to prove that these thematic concern s seem to 

have had a r e lationship to Gnosticism or seem t o seek to 

prov id e th e be liever with Jewish qnosis . If th is hypo

thes is is shown to be val i d , then we will be abl e to ~egin 

to understand t he concerns of the redactor of these c hapter s . 

The \'.'O rd for "heretic" in Rabbinic Literature is "minim." 

Schol a r s have lon g debated to whom t he Rabbis were referrin g 

in t hei r usage of the wo r d "minim." It seems to have been 

used in both the tannaitic a nd amoraic periods (from the 

fi r st centu r y B. C. E. to the fou r th century C. E. a t the 

very leas t 1). 1 Adolf Buchler, in an a rticle entitled "The 

Minim of Se phoris and Tiberias in the Second and Third 

Cent uries ," has shown that a "min" may be either a patriotic 

Roman , a Gnostic s uc h as Simon Ma gus , or a heathen Christian , 

:;11ch as Justin Martyr. He sees the year 13 5 c . e. , the year 

of the Ba r Koch ba revolt, as beinQ a water s hed year. Befo r e 

1~5 r. . E., the term "m i n" could apply to a Jew \ltho denied 

the •·1or ld to come, r esurrection, a nd the divine origin of 

the Torah . Some time dur in~ t he late first a nd early second 

centuries C. E., Rabban Gamaliel II ins tructed Shmuel ha

katan to compose a " birk at ha -minim," a " blessing against 

heretics ," which was to be included in the daily pr ayers. 2 

This blessinq sought to excl ude "minim" f rom the synagogu~ 

and was composed prior to 135 C. E. In the per iod after 

135 C. E., Buch ler f eel s that the term "minim" was aoplied 

to heathen Chr istians , to Bible-readi ng heathens who o pposed 

Juda ism, a nd to a ntinomia n Gnos tics . Accor d inq to Buchl e r, 

ther e is no evidence t hat i n this per iod the ter m "minim" 

referred to either J ewish Ch ristians or Jewish Gnostics. 

I n the oeriod followin q 135 C. E., the "minim" in Tiberias 

a nd Sepphoris maintained that : 1) Juda ism and Jews had 

been re jec ted by God in liqh t of the oolit ical situation 
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of the Jewish oeoole; 2 } ~n e Hebrew Bi ble oav e testimony 

to a o lurality of gods ; 3} ~od is ind ifferent to reoenta nce; 

and 4 } there is no resurrection of the dead . 3 This concludes 

our summary of Buchler's position . 4 

Uo until recently most scholars disaa reed with Buchler 

and tended automatically to consider the "minim" to be 

Ch ristians. Travers Herford d i d exactl y this in his book 

~h ristianity in the Talmud a nd the Midrash . 5 c rris Hi~sch
~er o , i n his article "Once Agai n- the Minim," a r gued that 

the term ''minim .. aoo l ies to Pauline Christians a nd not to 

J ewish a nostics . 6 

Even Suchler's a r oument above based as it is uoon the 

rla te 135 C. E. as a watershed , is not without its f laws . 

- wo oost 135 C . E . trad itions make it clear that even du r i no 

this oeriod , the term "min " could be applied to J ewis h sec --
tar ians . In Hulin 13b of the Babylonian Talmud , ".!!!!l" i s 

1efined as a J ew who i gnored Jewish law. In PT Sa nhedrin 

10 : 6 29c , R. Yocha nan (died 279 C. E .} states that the 

of Is r ael d i d not oo into exile until they had become t wenty

fou r d ifferent qrou os of "minim." Most probably R. Yoch 

anan is refe rrin g in this oassa ge to the Jewish sectarians 
- h. t . 7 

OT is own 1me . 

In lioh t oftne eviaence above, this wri te r believes that 

the term "minim" could refer to many d iff erent groups . !t 

is wronq , the refore, to a ttemo t to identify the term "mi nim" 

as o nly a op lying to any one oarticula r q roups of heretics . 8 

The key to understand inq to whom the term "minim" aool ies, 

is to a ttemot to understand , where ooss i t le , the context 

o7 t he a r gument s o resented by or attributed to the oeoole 

to whom the Rabb is refer as "minim." We must remember that 

the Rabb is , with their ethnocentric outlook upon the wor ld, 

could have used the term "minim" in r efe rence to all qrou os 

outside Rabbinic Judaism. With this in mind , let us now 

oroceed to examine the usage of the term "minim" by the 

redactor of Genesis Rabbah 1- 8 . 
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Passage 16 

Ge nesis Rabbah 8:8 

R. Samuel b. Nahman said in R. Yonatan' s name: When 
Moses was wri t ing the Torah , wr iting down the account of 
each day , he came to the ver se , "And God said : Let us 
("na'aseh ") make man etc ." (Genesis 1:26). He sa id, 
Sove reign of theUniver se l ~h y do you fu rn ish a n excuse 
to the heretics {" min im" )? He said to him : write! Let he 
who wishes to err, errl 
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The term "minim" appears twice i n these chapters. In 

each tradition wherein it appears, it a ppears in r elation 

to Genes i s 1: 26 , "Let us make man in our ima~e etc." 

I n Genesis Rabbah 8:8 , the term "minim" is applied to those 

wh o maintained that there was more than one God . R. Samuel 

b. Nahman , a late third century au thority, said in R. Yon

atan's name that when Moses was writing the Torah, he came 

to the word "na'aseh," "Let~ make ,"( Genesis 1:26 ), and 

comolained to God saying " Why do you g ive an excuse to the 

heretic s ?" The memory of this question is why , by us ing 

a plu r a l verb "na'aseh," do you g ive the heretic s a n 

oooo r t unity t o maintain p l urality . 9 In this passage , God 

answe rs Moses by saying that those who wish to err wi ll do 

so a nyway . In other words , R. Samuel b. Nahman a nd R. 

Yochanan chose here mer ely tri i gnor e the heretical inter

pr etation of Ganesis 1:26. In the following tradition, 

we see how R. Simlai took a different a pp r oach to the 

problems of heretical interpretations of Scripture. 

----
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Passag e 17 
Genes i s Rabbah 8 : 9 

The her etic s ("minim") asked R. S imlai: How many die ties 
c rea ted the world? He a nswered them: You and I mu s t inquir e 
of t he first days, a s it i~ •·1r i tten , " For a s k now of the first 
days etc." (Deut. 4 : 32 ) . It is not written here, 'the 
d ieties created ("barw," plu r al) man,rather "God c r eated '' 
( " bar a ; s i ngular). They a gain a sked him,what is the mea ning 
of-n"fn th e beg inning Elohim ( plural)? saru (p lura l) is not 
written here, but bar a ( s ingula r) ElohTrilthe heaven and 
th e earth. 

Pale s tinian Talmud Be rachot 12d 

The heretics ("minim") asked R. Simlai: How many Gods 
c r eated the world? He said to them: Do you ask me? Go and 
ask the fi r s t man as it is written, "Ask now of the fir s t 
days which were befo re you, s inc e God created ( bar a ) man 
uoon t he earth " (Deut . 4:32 ). " Baru " ( plural) "n"'fFley crea ted ," 
is not written here, but "bara,"~ c reated." They sa i d 
to h im: It is wr itten, "Iri"the be g inn i ng Eloh i m ( plu r a l) 
c r eated ." Is it wr itten "th ey created " (baru)? {No) I t is 
only written .. He crea ted· (~ singular). -

Deuter onomy Rabbah 2:13 

The here t ics ("minim") asked R. Siml ai: How ma ny powers 
crea ted the world? He said to them: You and I mu s t ask 
t he six days of creation. They said to him, Why is it not 
'!Jr itten, " ·In the beg i nn i ng God created " (sinqular) instead 
of " t he be qinnin g Elohim (plural) c reated?" He said to 
them: It is not writte n he re " ba r u" ( p lu r al) , but "bara ," 
"He c rea ted" ( s i ngular). - -
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The second place in which the term "minim" appear s is 

in Genesis Rabbah 8 :9. Once again the term is found in 

relation to the exegesis of Genesis 1: 26 . As in the p revious 

oassage, the concern seems to have been that based on 

Genesis 1:26, the "minim" postulated a second figure present 

with and perhaps even aiding God during the time of creation. 

In Genes is Rabbah 8:9, we find a conversation between 

R. Simlai and the "minim." R.Simlai lived in the second 

half of the third century C.E. He was a member of Judah II 

Nes ia's circle and was known for his excellence in "aggadah." 

In this tradition, the "minim" are said to have asked 

R. S imlai, "How many dieties created the world?" R. Simlai 

a nswers, "I and you must inquire of the first days." In 

t he PT Berachot l 2 d version of the same tradition, R. 

Simlai~ answer i s , " Go and ask the first man." In 

Deuteronomy Rabbah 2 :13 , his answer is, "I and you must 

inq uire into the six days of creation." In each version, 

we a re t old to seek the a nswer based upon the authority of 

J eute ronomy 4: 3 2. Deuteronomy 4:32 is, of course, the same 

verse used in Genesis Rabbah 1:10 to define the limits of 

creat ion speOJlation. 10 The different a nswers pos sibly reflect 

a n uncertainty by the redactors as to the p roper legal 

oosit ion re qa r ding creation speculation. Nevertheless , 

the intention here is not to define limits, but rather to 

use t he verse as a j ustification to investigate the history 

of the world orior to the creation of man. R. S imlai's 

leqal oosition follows the position of Bar Kaooar a allowinq 

for creation speculation from the first day of creatio n, 

The a nswer to the "minim" in all versions is based upon 

Genesis 1 :1: "In the beQ inning Elohim created (~)." The 

word " El ohim" could be und e rstood as a ol ura l noun , but the 

usage of the singular verb "~," " he created " shows us 

that the word " Eloh im" is to be considered as a singular 

noun. Thus only one diety, the God of Isra el, was responsible 
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fo r the creation of the world. Note also tha t the question 

itself varies . In Genesis Rabbah 8 : 9 and in PT Be rachot 

12d, the question that the "minim" asked R. Simlai was , 

"kama elohot?", "How many dieties?" Sy contrast, in 

Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:13 , the question is "kama reshuyot?", 

"How many powers?" In addition, both Genesis Rabbah and 

PT Berachot 12d use Deuteronomy 4:32 t o support the reading 

of Genesis l:l. This is done by showing how the seemingly 

plural noun "elohim" is once a gain used with the sinQular 

ver b ",2!.!:.!" in Deuteronomy 4:32, " since the day t hat God 

crea ted man etc ." Thus, it is clear that the "minim" of 

concern to th e redac tor of Genesis Rabbah seem to hav e 

stressed the seeming plurality of the word " Elohim" in their 

oolemics against Jews and in the statements of doct rine. 
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Passage 18 

Ge nes i s Ra bbah 8 : 9b 

R. Simlai s t a ted: In every o l ac e wher e in o ne fi nds a n 
a nswer o f the " minim" (a point wh ic h s upports t h e m) , one 
f i nds its ref utation a t its s i de. They asked him again. 
~h at i s me a nt by , " And God sa i d Let us make man" ( Ge n. 1: 26 l 
He said to them: Read tha t whic h f o l l ows , "And El ohim 
c r eated ( p l u r a l) man"is not wr i tte n h e r e , bu t " a nd &lohim 
creat e d (s ingula r ) man" (Gen. 1:27). When t hey wen t out, 
his s t ud ents s a i d to h i m: You hav e d riv e n t hese me n awa y 
wi t h a reed , b u t what wi ll you a nswer us? He s aid t o them: 
I n t h e oast, Adam was c r eat ed f r om d ust and Eve was created 
from Ada m. But from here on, "In our i mage and i n o ur 
like ness" ( Gen. 1: 26 ). Ne ith e r a man wi th o ut a woman no r 
a woman without a man, nor the two of t hem without t h e 
divine s p irit. 
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In the second half of Genesis Rabbah 8 : 9 , R. Simlai 

states his rule for dealing with the faulty interpretation 

of sc r i pture by the "minim." R. Simlai ' s rule is that where 

a verse aopears in the Tontl which may be construed to 

s upport the "minim," its refutation is to be found in a verse 

close by . It is clear that the issue here is that the 

qr ammatical plural was used by the "minim" to illustrate 

either duality or plurality in the die t y . Whatever the 

exac t nature of the heresy, the remedy , a grammatical singu

la r , is to be found close at hand. Therefore,R. Simlai used 

'3enesi s 1: 27, "and God made• ( singular>, to interpret Genesis 

1 : 26 . Genesis 1:26 r eads "Let us make man," "na'aseh ~·" 

R. Simlai seems to have chan ged the vocal ization of the 

Hebrew ve r b in Genesis 1:26 to "ne'esah adam" which would 

r end er , "man (sinqular) was made" (singular verb). 

It is not clear who a uthored this rul e fo r dealinq with 

the "minim." In BT Sanhedrin 38b, we read: 

R. Yochanan sa i d : In al l passages which the 
minim have taken (as grounds for their heresy ), 
their r efutation is found near at hand. 

However, whether we a ttribute the a uthorship of this rule 

to R. Simlai or to R. Yochanan really does not matter. 

Th i s i s because of the f ac t that both R. Simlai and R. Yoch

a non lived in Palestine in the third century C.E., and both 

we r e involved with r efuting polemics based upon the faulty 

i nte r o retat ion of verses. 

The trad ition in Genesis Rabbah 8:9 b ( passage 18 ) q ives 

t he i mp ression that the heresy of th e "minim" caused 

"doubt s " within the Jewish community itself, specifically 

amonq the students of R. S imlai. This is seen by the fact 

tha t R. Simlai's pr i nc i p le is s ufficiPnt to drive away the 

"minim," but not cufficient i n terms of g iving the p roper 
unde rstand inn to those within the academy . The very fact 

t ha t s uch a further e xplanation was needed indicate s that 

t he i s s ue of "how many PO\~rs or dieties?" was a live issue 
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within t h e Jewi sh community i'tself. It is also interest ing 

to note tha t the " p rooer" understand ing see ms to have been 

reserved for the wal l s ofthe a c ademy itself, ~nd no t fo r 

consumption by the Jewish commun i t y a s a who le. Se veral 

manuscrip t s of Genesis Rabbah, specifically t he Munich, Par is , 

and Ox ford manuscripts, includ e the followin g variant 

read in g at the end of 8:9 : 

They asked him again : What is meant by, " God 
{El), God {Elohim), the Lord He knows " {Joshua 
22 : 22). He answered them, "They k now" i s not 
written here but, "He knows ." His students said 
to him: You have driven away these men with a 
reed , how will you a nswer us? He said to them, 
t he three of them are name s of God, just as the 
man who has synonymou s names , Bas ilogous, 
Caesar, Augustus Caesar. They asked him a~ain 
What is meant by "For He i s holytt( k i doshim, plu r al 
noun) ( Leviticus 6 :10 and elsewhere). He s aid 
to them, "For they are holy" is not written h e re, 
but rather "for He i s holy." 

This var iant il l ustrates another of the heretical arg ume nts 

used by the "minim." More i mportant howeve r is its 

illustra tion of t he phenomenon described above. 

In Tanhuma {Nidpas ) Kedoshim # 4, we read: 

" You shall b e holy " {Lev. 19 : 2 ). See what i s 
written , "Fo r He is a holy God" (Josh4a 24:19 ) . 
Is it nbt that this versd is an o pening for the 
" minim," for 1t would seem to them to be two 
oowers . The " minim" asked R. Simlai: What is 
the meaning of "For He is a holy God ." (Ib i d )? 
You do not ma intain that there is only one p ower, 
for behold f rom this verse th e re a re two powers. 

The Heb rew of Joshua 24 : 19, "ti Elohim kedosh im bJil," wa s 

r ea d by the " minim" as a reference to t wo powers , d ue to 

the fact that " ked oshim ," " holy ," is a p lura l adjec tive 

mod ifying a p lural nou n, " Elohim." Of a l l of the trad itions 

involvi nq R. S imlai a nd th e " minim," only this version 

i dentifies the h eretlcal doctrine as a be l ief in t wo powers. 

It is diff icult to ascer tain whether or not this was a later 

identificat i o n o r o ne p r esent as early as th e third centu ry. 



It is certainly possible that the heresy spoken of in 

Ge nesis Rabbah 8 :8 a nd 8 : 9 was a " two powers" heresy . 

However, even here we may not conclude whether or not the 

heresy to which R. S imlai addressed h imself was binita rian 

Ch ristianity or dualistic Gnosticism. It may seem strange 

i n a n age when Christianity is decidedly trinitarian, but 

it is quite possible that Christ ianity was orip ina lly more 

binitaria n than trinita ria n, emphasizi nq the "Fa ther" and 

t he "Son" only. 11 
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For ex ample, we know from the followinq passage t ha t 

J us tin Marty r (110-165 C.E.) viewed Jesus as th e hinh God's 

messenger in the world of men a nd His aqent of punis hment 

anainst Sodom and Gemmorah~ 

And He (Jesus) is Lord , r eceiv in g from t he 
Lor ri who is in heaven, the duty of br i ng ing 
those punishments on Sodom a nd Ge mmo r ah wh ich 
the word enumerates, saying thus: "Th e Lor d 
r ained o~ Sodom a nd Gemmorah brimston e a nd 
f ire from the Lord out of heav en (Gen. 19:24). 

In this passage , the corporeal son, Jesus , was s een as the 

i nstr ument of punishment. J e s us, for Just i n, solved the 

•• roblem of how an incorporeal God could relate to t he 

nhysical world. Therefore, the s ubj ect of Ge nesis 19 : 24 , 

t he uLor d" who destroys Sod om a nd Gemmorah, is Jesus a nd 

not the God i n heave n. This passage proves tha~ b initarian 

Ch r istians could hav e been among those who we re seen as " two 

nower s tt heretic s . 13 This, of course, does not r ule out 

the ry oss i bility that the "two powers " heretic s could have 

bee n d ua l istic Gnostics , esoecia lly in the late r oeriods 

when Ch r istianity beca me more t rinitarian. 

On the othe r hand , it i s possible that th e • identifioation 

of th e "min im'' as "two powers" here tics , as fo und in 

Tanhuma ( haN idpas) Kedosh im #4, is a l a ter interpr·etation 

As such , the her esy i n the "minim" R. Si ml ai traditions 

is a " ma ny power s - neresy . Th is hypothesis is s upported by 

th e nuestion whic h the "minim" ask ed R. Siml ai , na mel y , 
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"How many d ieties (or powers) created the world?" 

Whether we chose to view the "minim" in the R. Simlai 

traditions as a "two powe rs" or a "many power s" heresy, it 

is clear that in either c ase Christianity or Gnosticism or 

a c omb ination of the t wo could have been likely candidates 

for R. S i mlai 's q ues tioners. We know, for examp le, that the 

Gnostic Simon Magus was referred to in the rseudo-Clementine 

homilies as one who believed that there were many gods in 

heaven . Simon and/or his follower s interpreted Genesis 

1: 26 i s i nd ica ting a plurality of creators. 14 The Pseudo

Cleme ntine homilies are attributed pseudep i gr aphically to 
15 s t . Clement of Rome . Clement, a Roma n, goes to Judea upon 

hearing of th e birth of Jesus. The homilies , however, record 

Ch r istian traditions from Palestine and Syria from the f]rst 

hal f of the third century. 16 In these writings , Peter says 

in refe rence to Simon Magus 

While I bet ake myself to the heathen who says 
that there a re ma ny god s , to preach a nd proc l aim 
th e one a nd only God who made heaven a nd earth 
and a l l that i s therein, that they may love 
a nd be sav e d . Wickedness has anticipated me ••• 
a nd has sent S imon ah ead in order that those 
men who rej ecting the gods assumed to exist 
on the earth, s peak no more of their great 
numbers, may believe t hat there a re many gods 
in heave n. Thu s would men be brought to d is
honor th e monopoly of God a nd to meet se· ere 
nunishme nt a nd eternal perdition.17 

It is clear that in this passa ge th a t the t erm "many gods 

in heave n" r efer s to Si monia n Gnosticism. Thus. the 

oues tioner s who asked R. Simlai , "How many ~ieties created 

the world ?" co uld have been S imo.nia n Gnost i cs . 

Therefor e , we may c onc l ude that the referenc es to 

' minim ' in Genes i s Rabbah 8 : 8 and 8 : 9 may refer to e ither 

binitar ian Ch r is tia ns , suc h as ,Justin Mar t y r , to later 

t r initarian Christians , o r t o Gnostic s , such a s Simon Magus . 

Th e only clue t o determining the rea l conc e rn of these 

~assag es may be f ounrl th r ou qh the e xamina tion of t he a ttitudes 
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found i n the rema ining trad itions in Genesis Rabbah 1-8 . 

Tl1 r ough such a n e xamination, we may be able to su ggest 

wh ether for the redactor of these chapters in Genesis 

Rabbah , the term "minim'' was a ph r ase wh ich a pp lied to all 

heretics , or whether it ap plied only to one particular type 

of heresy . 
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8 . An gels a nd Other Powers in Genesis Rabbah 1-8 Polemics 

Passage 19 

r.enesis Rabbah 1:7 

R. Isaac began his disc ourse with the verse: "The beginn ing 
of You r word is truth " (continues, "a nd all "Yo ur righteou s 
ordinances endure f or ever" Psal m 11 9 : 160 ) . R. Isaac said: 
Fr om the beginn ing of the creation of the world , "The 
beginning of Your word is truth . " (~) " I n the beg inning 
God c reated " (Gen . 1:1) . "And the Lord i s a t r ue God" (Jere
miah 10 : 10) . Therefore, "And all Your righteous ordina nces 
endur e forever~ (Psalm 119 :160 ) . For every single dec ree 
which You decree concerning Your creatures, ~hey (the 
c reatures) affirm righteous ness of the j udgment on them, 
a nd receive it in faith . And no per s on c a n dispute this by 
saying that two JJC/Wers gave the Tora h (or) tVJo powers 
c reated the world . For "And Gods s poke" i s not written here , 
;.,u t rather "And God spoke " ( Exodus 20 :1 ) . " In the begi nn inq 
Gods created" is not writ ten here, but rather " In the 
be9innin9 He c reated " (Ge.1esis 1:1) . 

If 
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Th e f orm of this tradition is that of ·a p roem based 

upon Psalm 119:160 followe d by a s hort " haru zah" or "weav ing" 

to t he per i cope verse, Genesis 1:1. R. Isaac here is 

nrobably the R. Isaac b. Nappaha (2 50- 320 c . E. ) who was a 

student of R. Yochanan. 

Let us be g in by examining th e firs t half of the proem. 

In Rabb inic Literature the word fo r God i n Genesis 1 :1, 

"Elohim, " is usually assoc i ated with God's a ttribute of 

justice , while the Tetrag r ammat on is us ually associated 

with God ' s attribute of mercy. Therefore, in t he fi r st 

half of his proem , R. Isaac was desirous of stating that 

the God who created the world wa s a just God . This, in 

itself , could have been an a nti-gnostics maintained t hat 

th e Creator was unjust, having c r eated a wor ld of sens e less 

s uff er i ng and cruelty . 18 

In the second half of t he proem, we f ind a n a r gumen t 

simila r to the a r gument of the "min im" in Gene s i s 8 :9 . 

I n the latter passage , we saw how the "minim" inter preted 

th e \·1ord for God , "Elohim," as a n lur al noun, a nd used this 

as a ~ olemical weapon agains t Jews . Genesis Ra bbah 1: 7 

acknowledqes existence of such a polemic and combats it 

with Ex od us 20 : 1 , "va-yidabe r El ohim," "a nd God spoke ." 

The singular ve r b "va- yida ber" is used to pr ove the 

s ingularity of the noun " Elohim," a nd t he singular i ty o f God 

1s the c r eato r of the wo rl d a nd giver of th e Torah. 19 
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Passage 20 

Genesis Rabbah 1:14 

R. Ishmael asked R. Ak1ba : Since you have studied twenty 
year s under Nahum of G&mzo who taught that the " . akhe 
(the "except s ") a nd the "raks " (the "onlys") are limitations 
\'Jh ile the 'ets ' ( Hebrew direct ob j ect part icles) a nd the 
' ~ams' (the-;aiso~are extensions, what is the s i gnificance 
oftlie "et" here (in Genesis 1:1)? He a nswe red: If it had 
stated , "In the be g inn i ng God, heaven, a nd earth c rea ted," 
we could have maintained that heaven and earth were d ieties . 
He said to him, " For it is no empty thing from you," a nd if 
it is empty from you, it is because you do not know how to 
interpret (correct ly) , for "Et the heavens" is meant to 
include the sun a nd moon, a nd"et the earth" i s meant to 
include t r e e s , Qr asses , a nd the~arden of Ede n. 

-
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We have noted previously the disagreement between Akiba 

a nd Ishmael concerning the limits of creation spec ulation. 

In this passage , Ishmael questions Ak i ba 's usage of the 

Hebrew pa rticles "akh" (except), "rak" (only), "et" (the - - -
Hebrew d irect object particle), a nd "gam" (also). The 

~articles "akh" and "rak" are said to be limiting particles - -
while "tl" and "gam" are said to be extending particles. 

It is possible that the original d isagreement bet wee n 

Ak i ba and Ishmael was based on a statement by Ishmael 

that "Th e Torah s peaks in the lan gua ge of men" ( BT San

hed rin 64b) . His position was opposed by Nahum of Gamzo 

a nd Akiba, who felt that every "Jot a nd tittle" of the 

Torah had meaning. 20 Therefore, the Heb rew oarticles 

me ntioned above were meant to be either "limitations" or 

"ex tensions • . " The fact that the original d isagreement 

wa s not concerned with a pluralistic interoretation of 

ne nesis l: 1, as shown by the usage ~ ttie same Nahum of 

Gamzo t r adition in Genesis Rabbah 22 : 2 and 53:15 in inter

~ retations of Genesis 4:1 a nd 21:20. 

It is the second part of this tradition, the interpretat ion 

of Gene s is 1:1, is of pa rticular interest to us. In 

this pa rt, we a re never told what constitutes the position 

of R. Ishmael. It ls clear, hewever, that Akiba' s position 

a rises out of a concern that people mi ght interoret Genesis 

1 : 1 to mean that a de ity other than or in addition to the 

r.od of Israel,was responsible for the creation of the world . 

Th e pa r t ic le ",ilu is in Genes is 1 : l a n ''e xtens ion" of the 

ve rse which makes "heaven" a nd "earth" into direct objects. 

''H t h out the''.!;,,!," the ver se could have been read with the 

\'!ords "heaven" and " earth" being subjects . This would have 

led to s everal oossible he r etical interpretations. First 

would be the interpretation which would see three gods, 

"Elohim," 0 eartr, " a nd tthea ve n," as the subject agents of 

c r eation. This i s the i nterpreta tion found in Genesis 

Rabbah 1:14 . A s econrt possibility would have been to see 
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the wor ds "heaven" and "ea rth" as appos itive names f or 

"Elohim." This inter pr etation i s to be found in BT Hagigah 

12 a and 40 a . In this i nterpretation, t he verse would 

read " In the beginning God , ( who was named) heaven and 

earth, created ." The third interpretation is to see the 

wo r d " Elohim" as a plural noun a nd the wor ds "heaven a nd 

earth" as ap positives of this noun. This would r ender, " In 

the beginning the gods, heaven a nd earth , created." This 

inter pretation is to be round in Tanhuma ha Nidpa s 

Aere ishit #8 . 

It is impossible to know whether or not the inter

~reta t ion of Genesis 1:1 found in Passage 20 was orig inal ly 

the interpr etation of R. Ak i ba . Such a possibility may not 

be ruled out . However, it is also possible that the 

orig inal disag reem~nt over the Hebrew par ticles was 

r e inte r preted by later third or fou rth centur y Rabbis as a 

me thod of dealing with the Gnos tic interoreta tions of t his 
2 ~ verse . 

~hichever poss i bility we c hoose to acceot , it is clear 

t ha t Gnostics in the late sec ond century did interpr et 

"heaven " a nrl " earth " as dieties . For example , in Against 

Heresies I : l B, Irenaeus (120-202 C. E.) describes the view 

of the IAa rcos i an Gnostic s who believed that the tetrad of 

orima r y "elements , " earth, air , fire a nd water, was based 

unon emanations from an i nvisible tetrad of c r eators. 

This invisibl e tetrad is derived from Genesis 1 : 1-2 , a s 

t he followin q passaQe ind ica tes : 

~oses, then , they (the Marcosian Gnostics) 
decla r e , by his mode of beq inninq the account of 
creation , has, at the commencement (of the Bible) , 
pointed out the mother (or source) of a ll things 
when he ~ays : " in the beg inning God created the 
heaven a nd the ea rth " (Genesis 1 : 1) , for, as they 
mainta in, by namin9 these four-God, beginning, 
heaven , and earth ,-he s et fo rth the Tetrad . 
Indicating also its inv isible and hidden nature, 
he said , " Now the earth was i nvisible and 
unformed" (Genesis 1: 2 ). 22 
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The passage from Irenaeus tillu s tra tes that a second 

century da ting may be a ttributed to the heres y described 

in Genesis Rabbah 1:14. Whether or not R. Akiba was the 

oriqinal author of"this interpretation of Genesis 1 : 1, it i s 

a g i ven that this interpretation became a tool for dealing 
wi th Gnos tic heretical interpreta tions of Genesis 1:1, and , 

as such, its inclusion here s hows the concern of the 

r edac tor of this part of Genesis Rabbah over the threat 
of Gnos ticism. 



Passage 21 
Genesis Rabbah 1 :3 

Whe n were th e ange l s creat ed? R. Yocha nan said : Th ey were 
c r eated on the second day , as it is writ ten . " \tlho lays the 
beams of Your uppe r chamber s in t he waters" ( Psalm 104:3) , 
f ollowed by , " Who make s th e spir i t s ( ruchot ) his angels~' 
(Psa l m 104 : 4 ). R. Hanina said, "They we r e c reated on the 
f ifth day , as it is wr itt en, "And let fowl fly above the 
earth " (Gen. 1 : 20, par t of the desc r i ption of the events of 
the fifth day) . And it is wr itt en "And with two he would 
fly " (Is aiah 6 :2) . R. Luliani b. Tab r i said i n R. Isaac ' s 
namei \•Jh e t he r we accep t t he vi e\'/ of R. Hanina or tha t of 
R. Yochanan, allagr ee t hat none we r e created on the fi r st 
day ; in order t ha t you should not say : Michael s t retched 
out (the wor ld ) in t he s outh a nd Gabrie l in the north , 
while the Holy- One , blessed be He, measur ed it i n the 
niddle . Ra th e r, I a m the Lord who makes all th in gs , ·who 
str e tches out the heavens a l one a nd the earth by Myself . 
(me-itti) (Isaiah 44:24 ) (Mi- itti) , who collaborated with 
me i n the creation of the world ? In woridly affairs , a 
mortal kina is honored in h is statedllt.t the. gr eat me n of h is 
state a re honored with him. Why? Because they bear the 
~urde n (of state) wi th him. However , t he Holy One , ble ssed 
be He, is not s o , f o r He a l one c r eated His wo r ld , a nd He 
a lone is oraised in His world . R. Tanhuma said: " For 
You a r e grea t a nd do wonders" ( Psalm 86 : 10 ) . Why? (Beca use) 
"You a re God alone" (I bid )"You alone c r eated the world ." 
In the be ri inninn God c;::eated ~' <Genesis 1:1) . 
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The major ques t i on of the tranition in Passage 21 

conce rn s wh ich day the heavenly a nge l s we re crea ted . The 

most im~or tant statement in the trad i tion is R. Luliani b . 

Tabri ' s statement in R. Isaac 's name that all author ities 

ag r ee that the a ngels wer e not c r eated on the fi r st day. 23 

In othe r words , Michael and Gabr iel had no part in t he 

crea tion of th e . wor ld . 

R. Yochanan ' s inter preta tion, that the angels wer e c rea ted 

on the second day , is based upon s eeina the "laying the 

beams" in Psalm 10 4 : 3- 4 as being equ i valent to "div iding 

t he water s ," which God did on th e s econd day (Genesis 1 : 6 -

3 }. l'h us, acco r d in g to R. Yochanan , the angels in Psa lm 

104:4 we r e (accor d in g to Psalm 104:3 , the preceed ing ver se) 

crea ted on the second day . In cont r as t , R. Ha~ira sees the 

a noe ls as being c r eated on the fifth day . His interp r e t a tio n 

is based upon seeing angels as the flyi ng winqed creatures 

r efe rred to in Genesis 1:20 a nd Isa iah 6 : 2 . 

I t is at this point that R. Luliani. b . Tabri mak e the key 

s t a tement in the tradition . We should a l so take note of 

t he fact t hat Michael and Gabr iel a r e said to have "stretched 

out " t he worl d , while only God is sai d to have "made " the 

wor l d (in Isa iah 44 : 24) . An allegor y is then b rou ght fo r th 

whic h is based upon the cha nged vocalization of "me- i t ti , " 

(in I saiah 44: 24) " by myself ," to "mi- itt i ," "who c-olla

bor.ated with me? " The allegory relnforcea R. Lulia ni b . 

Ta~ r i ' s no int that God a lone, without the help of Michael, 

~ab r iel , or a ny other angels, created the world . 

The issue of v1hethe r the e. ng ~ls had participated in 

th e c r eat ion of the world was a live iss ue f or many reasons . 

Fir s t , Chr:istia n ity i nterpr eted the " s p i r it of God " in 

Genesis 1:2 a s be inq a ref erence to Jesus . Thereis also 

ev idence t hat Michael a nd Gab r iel were be lieved to be 

d iet i es by othe r sects . In Deuteronomy Rabbah 2 : 34, we read , 

Thus when the Holy One, blessed be He went 
down t o S inai , groups of angels c ame down with him , 



Michael and his group (and ) Ga briel and his 
grou p . Some nations of the world chose Michael 
as their pa tron, while others chose Gabriel, but 
Israel chose the Holy One , blessed be He . "The 
Lord is my portion" ( patron) (Lamenta tions 3 : 24). 
Behold , "Here O Isra el the Lord our God t he Lor d 
is One" (Deut. 6 :4). 

I t i s d ifficult to t ell whether or not the Deuter onomy 

Rabbah oassage refers to Jews or non- Jews . However, in 

Seder Eliahu Rabbah 31:1, it says that the angels (cherubim) 

existed prio r to the creation of the wo r ld . This would 

sugge s t that even among Jews , there were those who be lievdd 

that the angels assisted God in creating the worl d . 

194 f 
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c . Angels and Advisors to God 

In the previous two sections of this chapter, we saw 

th e ways in which the Rabbis acknowled ged a nd dealt with 

th e oolemics arising out of the Hebrew readinq of Genesis 

1 :1 a nd Genesis 1 : 26 . We saw how in Ae nesis Rabbah 8:8 and 

8 :9 , the wor d "na' aseh , " "Let us make (man) " (Ge nesis 1 : 26) , 

was dealt with by R. Simlai. As a r esult , we hypothesized 

tht R. Simlai r ead the verse as " Man was made" (ne ' esah adam"), 

thus eliminating the problem of plurality c aused by " Let us 

111ake man." 

In this sec tion,we shall deal i n a brief for m with t r adi

tions in wh i ch the Rabbis att~mpted to maintain t he r eading 

of "naaseh adam ," "Let us make man. " By maintaining the 

olur~lity of the Hebr ew ve r b i n Genes i s 1 : 26 , the q uesti~n 

th en becomes , " 1'/ho else , besides e>od , was involved in the 

making of man?," or " With whom d id God consult in the process 

of mak ing ma n? " These traditions r e pr esent specu lation on 

the events of creation on the sixth day . Their speculation 

wou ld be i n accorda nce with the more lenient view of Ba r 

~~onara concerning the l imits of c rea tion speculation . 

Th ese trad itions may be consider ed to be Jewish gnosis . 

Ge nesis Rabbah 8 :3 says that God consu l ted with the wo r ks 

of heaven and earth or the ~orks of each day pr i or to the 

c reation of the world . These oo inio~s a r e those of R. 
'osh ua b. Levi , a Palestinian a uthority of the fi r st half 

of the third century C. E., a nd R. Samuel h. Nahman , who 

livcrl during the same period in both Palestine a nd Babylonia . 

-oth of these a uthorities attempt to soiv e the p roblem of 

"na ' aseh " in Genesis 1 : 26 by saying that God consul ted with 

the things wh ich he had previously created. God , therefore , 

is s een as the "comma nder-in-c hief" s o to speak , of the 

elements by which ma n is c reated . 

Genesis Rabbah 8 : 3 also says th a t God consulted his 

ow n heart before creating man . In such a way , God ts 
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heart becomes the architect of t he universe. The problen 

of "naaseh" in Genesis 1:26 is solved by considering the 

first r erson plural, "Let us," to be like a royal "we ." 

This argument threfore maintains that only God was res 

nonsibl e for the creation of man . Th is v iew is said to have 

been the view df R. Ammi , a Palestinian authority who lived 

in the last half of the third century . 

God is said to hav e consulted the angels re garding the 

c rea tion of man. According to Genesis Rabbah 8:4. God tells 

the angels only of his plan to create righteous men, but 

hides from them the fact ·· that evil men will also come from 

Adam. Wha t is perhaps the mos t striking about this passage 

is t hat s imila r to a typ ical Gnostic myth, it seeks to 

ex ~ lain t he origin of evil in the world. In order to create 

man , God is said to have sublimated his attri bute of justice.If it 

had been predominant , God would not have been a ble to create 

Adam , a man whose offsprin g were d estined to commit unjus t 

acts . 

Th is tradition, in a greement with Gnostic myth, ma in

tained t hat t he world was not created by an entirely just 

~od . However, this is where the similarity ends, for 

Genesis Rabbah 8 : 4 a r gues that if God had created the 

world out of h i s abso lu te standard or attribute of j ustice , 

he would t-e.ve had to dest roy it. For a just God to have 

c r ea ted a n un j us t wo r ld would have been a contradict ion 

in te r ms . Then:fore, the God of creation is not only a 

just God , but a merciful God whose attribute of mer cy is 

~red omi nant in the creation of the world. It is also 

cbvious that the cause of injustice in the world i s man, 

the descendants cf Adam, who, g iven his capacity of f ree 

wi ll , may choose to be eit her righteous or wicked . In 

contrast, Gnostic my th f elt that the world was created by 

an unj ust demiur ge who is, himself , t he cause of evil in 

the world . 

Genesis Rabbah 8 : 5 continues a long the s ame l ine as 
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8 :4 . Here, God is sai d to have consulted the a ngels . Also 

implicit in this trad ition is the understanding of man ' s 

f ree will to choose between good and evil . One-half of the 

angels are said to have recommended that man be created , 

while the other half is said to have recomme nded that God 

not create man. In this tradit i on, the name s of the a ngel s 

a re "Love '' ( hesed), "Truth " {~) , "Ri ghteousness" ( tsedek), 

and " Peace" (shalom). After his decision to create man, 

God casts "Truth" to the earth. "Truth" is also known as 

God ' s seal . The tradition tells us that man must act in 

or der for "Truth" to be present. It i s the ac tions of man 

wh ich will enable "Truth" to blossom and to return to God . 

Th e s econd half of Genesis Rabbah 8 :5 ind icates that, 

while the a ngel ' s were ar guing over whether or not God 

should create man, God we nt ahead and ~ reated man without 

th eir knowl ed ge . This section reads "na'aseh" as "ne'esah ," 

~s d i d R. Siml a i in Passa ge 13 . Thus thefunction of 

'? enesis 1:2R is to state , "Man had alread y bee n created 

in our i ma ge and likeness." It is possible that this tradi

tion was originally an a nti- gnostic polemic and was meant 

t o act as a counter to the previous traditions by main

ta inin ~ that God really d i d not consult with the a ngels in 

c reating man . It goes without saying that the second half 

of Senesis Rabbah 8 : 5 was concerned with the heretic s who 

read plu r al ity into Genesis 1 : 26 , "Let us make man. " 

In Gene s i s Rabbah 8 :8b , in a section which follows the 

version in Passage 16 , God is said to have t aken counsel with 

th e angels before creat ing man . 8y a na logy , God is said 

to be like the great man who accepts the adv ice and counsel 

of th ose less impor tant than He . Once again, however , we 

f ind a c ounter ar gument, this time in the name of either 

R. Levi or R. Hila. This a r gument like ns God to a king 
who ask s h i s s u bjec ts what course of ac t ion t o take , only 

later t o do and act as he wishes . 
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As we have seen , t he problem caused by the plur al "Let 

us make man " i n Genesis 1 : 26 wa s dealt with in one of two 

•'Jays . The f i rst way i nvo l ved the denial that the ve r b in 

r.::enes is 1 : 26 was a plural verb. The second way accepted 

"na ' aseh " as a pl ural ver b a nd a t tempted to account for its 

olurality. 

The mor e fundamenta l issue he r e i s the function of 

an ~els in God ' s r elation to His people . Justin Mar tyr , as 

we have s een , believed Jesus to have been the angel of punish

ment a t Sodom a nd Gemorr ah . For Justin , Jesus was certainly 

the chief angel . For the Gnostics , the chief angel , the 

demiur ge , is considered to have created the physical world . 

Rabbin ic Judaism, by contrast, chose to ~aintain that God 

Himself related t o a nd inter acted with the created world . 

It d id this through the usage of the ph r ase , " Not by means 

cf a n a ngel and not by means of a messenger ." 

J udah I-olden has studied the appear ance of this ohrase 

in Rab binic Lite r atur e. He has concluded that accord in g to 

the Rabbis , God d i d or does the followi ng five t h i ngs 

~ithout t he help of an a ngel : 1) r9deemed Israel from Egyot; 

2) nunishes Isr a el; 3 ) commun ica tes t he Torah d irectly to 
~oses on Mt . S inai; 4) p rovides fo r I s rael on its land; and 

5) in s t ructs I s rael concer ning the Sabbath. 24 

The r eader will notice th a t in Gold in ' s five c ategor ies , 

the category of . man ' s creation is c uriously missing . This 

is bec a us e of the fact , as recorded in Genesis Rab ba h chaptens 

1- S, that t wo op inions rega rding this quest i on actually did 

exi st . One op inion mainta ined that God d id not consult 

with t he a ngels . The people who held this op inion were 

~robably motivated by a concern over t he assertions of the 

"two powe r s " o r " many oowers" heretic s . As seen ear lier , 

a varie t y of grou ps could be cons i de r ed to have been such 

heretics . The point is that f o r both the heretics and the 

Rabb is who maintained this view, man , if c rea ted by an 
a npel , would be tainted a nd evil . The second op inion s ought 
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to explain the "na'aseh " of ~eAesis 1 : 26 in a way which would 

account for th e plurality of this ve r b. It d id th i s by 

attempt in g to answer the question, " With whom did God 

consult? " These pa ssa ges tend to be highly moralistic, 

emohasizing man's, r ather t han God ' s , r espons i bility for 

evil in the world . 

The impor tance of t he rabbinic treatment of angels should 

not be overlooked . Whether it takes the form of a polemic 

or the form of J ewis h gnosis concerning the nature of the 

a ngels, the i ntention of this treatment remains the same. 

Thi s intention was the insulation of t he Jewish community 

f rom the beliefs a nd speculations concerning a nge l s of those 

wh o were outside of that community. The most likely cand i

dates for those "outside" the communi t y would be either 
Ch ristians or Gnostic sects of a ny pe rsuas ion (Jewis h, 

Christian, or Pagan). 

I n orde r to exam ine the poss i bility that Christianity 

was the tar ge t of r a bbinic concern , we must beg in with 
0 h ilo of Alexandria. Philo ( 20 B. C. E - 50 C. E. ) a t tempted 

to harmonize J udaism with Hellenistic thought by exoressing 

the former in the l a nguage of t he l a tter. Philo postulated 

the e xi s tence of what he called the "Logos." The "Logos " 

may best be desc ribed as the mind a nd wil l of God . The 

"Lonos" was in a way God ' s pa rtner in creation. Philo 

often r efers to the " Logos" as "the Beginning ," the "ru le r 

of t hea ngels ," or "the name of God ." The "Logos" for Ph i lo 

is i n a way M emanation of God . It also i s refe r red to as 

t he Torah, a nd was cons i dered by Philo to be the blue

arj nt by which God c r ea ted the worl d . 26 It s eems likely 

t hat Philo v i ewed the "Logos" as the active agent of 

creation itself , refer rinq to it as the " 1\lorld c r eating powe r." 

I f this is ind eed the case , then the philosophical purpose 

of t he " Loqos" would have been to explain how t he 

uncha nginQ and i ncor r oreal God could make his presence 

known in the t he world . 27 Fur ther d iscussion of Ph ilo, 
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oiven his early dates and his geograohica l location, i s 

beyond the scope of th is thesis. 

Wha t is of interest to us, however, is the way in 

which Justin Martyr, one hundred years afte r Philo, inter

oreted Ph ilo's concept of the " Logos." In the Dialogue 

~ith Trypho , a Jew par ag r aph #61, Justin writes: 

I shal l g ive you another testimony , my f riends," 
said I, "from the Scriptures, that God begat 
before all c r eatures a Beg inning , a certain 
rational power ( proceeding ) from Himself, who 
is called by the Holy Spirit, now the Glory of 
the Lord , now the Son, again Wisdom, agai~ a n 
Angel, then God, a nd then lord and Logos . 8 

In this passage , J ustin identif ies Philo's concept of "Logos" 

with Jesus, who was seen by Justin as preceeding the crea

t ion of the world , a nd as being the principle angel of 

c rea tion . I n addition, i t is also c l ear that Just in 

i1el i eved that Jesus was the "angel of the Lor d" wh o a npeared 

to IAoses . 

The Sc rioture , i n announcing that a n Angel of 
the Lord a ppeared to Moses , a nd in afterwards 
declaring him to be Lord and God , s peaks of 
the s ame one , whom it declares by the many 
tes timonies already quoted, to be minis t e r 
to Aod , who is above the world , above whom 
there is no other God.29 

Therefore , we may conclude that based on the evid enca 

of J us tin Ma rtyr, Chris t i a nit y in the s econd centu r y C. E. 

viewed J esus as a orimar y a ngel who med i ates between God 

a nd t he world . As t he med iator, Jesus , not God himself, 
11as th e act i ve agent of c r ea tion. Conseouently , Rab'1inic 

nol emics which s t res s th a t t he angels d i d not participate 

i n c r eation could ha ve been d i r ected a ga ins t ea rly 

Chr i s tianity. 
Gnostic sects , howev e r, a lso provid ed a possible 

t a r ge t fo r such ~olemics. In a typ ical Gnostic myth, t he 

nr imar y a ngel of c reation is , of cour s e, the demiurge . He 

is us ually i qnoran t of both the Hioh God a nd his low r a nk 
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in the pleroma (the heavenly realm). As such, he is often 

a rrogant in that he claims lordship for himself . The Mosaic 

Law which issues from him is considered to b P corrupt . Thus 

a ny truly Gnostic sect could have been t he target of the 

rabb in ic polemics . 

We have also seen how pre-Christian Magharians seemed 

t o have believed in an angel who was responsible for creation 

a nd the anthropomor phisms of the Hebrew Bible. 30 According 

to Al Oirq i s ani, 

The Magharian s a r e said to be opposed to this , 
i . e. , they do not profess anthropomorphisms , 
yet they also do not take these desc riptions 
(of Goe ) out of their litera l meanin g , but 
assert instead that these desc riptions refer to 
one of the angels, namely to the one which 
created teh world . 3 1 

Fu r th ermore , a ccording to Irenaeus, in Against Heresies 1: 23 : 2 , 

the Gnostic S imon Magus is said to have believed that t he 

a noels were comp letely i g nora nt of the highest God . 

The Jewish community itsel f s eemed to have been div ided 

on the issue of the ro le of the an oels in creation. This 

··1e have see n within Genesis Rabbah itself . In ad d ition , the 

foll owing oassage from the Tripartite Tractate of the Nag 

Hammed i Li b rary illustra tes the secta ria n nature o f t h e 

.lewish commu nity as s een through the eye s of a Valentinian 

'>nostics . 

By inte r o retin n them (scrio tures) , they est
abl i s hed many heresies which have e xisted 
to the p rese n t a monn the Jews . Some say that 
God is one who mad e a p r oclamation in t he 
anc ient scrip ture s . Others say that he is 
mRny . Some s ay th a t God is s imple a nd was a 
simp le mind i n nature. Others say that his 
activity is linked with th e orig in of good 
a nd evil . Still others say th a t he i s the 
crea tor of that which has come into bein g . 
Still oth e r s s ay that it was b y h is a n gel s 
that h e crea ted . 32 
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Therefore even within t he J ewish community i t self, there 

we re t hos e who felt that angels and not God had c reated 

the world. These poss i bl y were Jewi sh-Gnost ics. 

Whether we see the tar get of the r abb inic polemics a s 

be ing Christianity or Gnosticism, it i s c l ear t~ Lt the 

passage s in Genesis Rabbah c hapter 1-8 concerning a ngels 

s eem to indicate th a t the J udaism represent ed therein wa s 

not J uda i s m in a vacuum. At th is point, however, we can 

say t ha t based upon the general concerns of the redactor 

of t hes e chapter, the evidence seems t o s uggest that 

Gnost i c ism (Jewish or Chris tian) s eems to be the t a r get here . 

r 
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o. Adam Specu l a tions 

Passa11e 22 

~enesis Ra bbah 8 :1 

R. Jeremiah b . Leaza r said: When th e Holy One , blessed be 
He , c r ea ted Adam ( the fi r s t man), he crea t ed him as a n 
and r oqynous being , as it i s sa i d , " Ma l e a nd fema l e crea ted 
he them" ("a nd called their name Adam") ( Genes is 5 : 2 ). 
R. Samuel ba r Nahma n s a id: When the Holy one, blessed 
be He , c rea t ed Adam (the fi r s t ma n), he c r eated him doub l e 
faced a nd th e n s ol it him a nd mad e him of t wo bac ks , one 
bac k on one s i de and a nother on th e other s i d e ••• 
R. Ta nhuma in th e name of R. Banayah a nd R. Berekiah in 
th e name of R. Leaza r sa i d: He created him as a qolem 
(a l i f eless mass) e xt e nd ing from one end of the world to 
the other ••• R. Leazar said: He was the l a te s t work of the 
l as t day a nd the earliest work of the kst day ••• 
R. Simeon b . Lak ish ma intained : He was the l a tes t work 
of t he l ast da y a nd the earl i e s t work of the fir s t day . 

r. e nesis Rabbah 8 :6 

R. Huna said in R. Ai bu' s name: He crea ted him with due 
deliber a t ' on, for he f irst crea ted h i s fo od requ i rements, 
and o nl y then d id He crea te him. 

Genes i s Rabbah 8 :10 

R. Hos haya said: When the Hol y One, ble s sed be He , crea ted 
Adam ( t he f ; r s t man), the ministerinq a r.qels mis took him 
( f or a d i v ine be i nq ) and wished to say bef ore him, " Ho l y" ••• 
.. Jha t d i d t he Holy One blessed be He do ? He caused s l eeo 
t o fa l l unon h i m, a nd s o a ll knew tha t he wa s a ( morta l) 
man ~ 
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In this s ect ion, we shall e x ~ mine th e Adam speculations 

of Genesis Rabbah 1- 8 . As we shall see , some of these 

specu l a tions seem to show Gnostic influence, while other s 

rl o not . Th e concern of the Rabbis in th ese t r aditions seems 

to have bee n twofold : fi r st , to ma intain that the God of 

I s rael created ~an ; and second , to maintain that the first 

man , Adam , was neither an aid to Aod in c r eation nor the 

Creator himself. 

Th e fi r st man was androgynou s , accor d ing to R. Jeremiah 

b . Leazar, or double- faced according to R. Samuel b . Nah man. 

~ si~ilar conceot is to be found in the works of both Philo 

a nd ~lato . 33 Hi~oolytus, in his Refutation of All Heresies 

r.:3-11:1 , nescribes the beliefs of the Naasene r, nostics. 

In this oassage , the first man is called the 0 bi- sexual 

A..i amas ." He is considered to be the hel per of the Hi!Jh 

~od . He is sai d to be the c r eator , but is said not to be 
i1en tical with a nythinq that he makes . As a c r eator , th e 

hi - s exua l Adamas resemble s a demiurge concep t excep t for 

~h e f Rc t that the Naase ne Gnostics did not consider him to 

~e t he so urce of evil in the wor l d . 34 

~everal Rabbis {cf . Genesis Rabbah 8 :1) believed that 

the fi r s t man was created as a "Golem, " a lifeless mass 

which extended fr om one end of the world to the other. In 

~e ne s is Rabbah 14 : 8 , the golem , receives a s~ul in order 

that he might hav e both mortal a nd i mmortal life . The sou l 

r? kes h i m mortal f or ft makes him into a l iving and breath in ~ 

creative . It also mak es him immortal because it e nables 

h i m to enter into the world to come . 

A<'d it ional so ec ula t ion s on man in Gene s i s Ra bbah 8 : 1 

~a inta in that man was th e f irst and last creat ion on the 

las t or s i xth day of creation. Man ' s soul was considered 

to be the fi r st thin~ c rea ted on th e s ixth day , whereas his 

body was considered to be the las t thing created . Another 

i nt er ., retat ion sug gest that man wa5 t he fi r st creation on 

th e fi rst day a nd last creation on the las t day o f creation. 
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The puroose ~f this interpretation was probab l y to indicate 

that the entire creation, from first to last, was fo r man's 

us-re and enjoyment. 

A similar interpretation is found in Genesis Rabbah 8 : 6 . 

In this tradition, man's creation is described as a deliberate, 

willful event. The cosmos is c~eated for man. As such, 

God c rea tes the thin ps which will feed man before He creates 

ma n himself. In the remainder of 8 : 6 (not quoted in Pass-qe 

22 ), the wor l d is viewed as God's palace. Man is considered 

to be God ' s visitor in this olace , a nd man's creation pleases 

~od . This concept is also found in the following passaqe 

f r om Philo: 

It is obv.ious to enquire why man comes last in 
the world ' s creation: for, as the sacred writings 
show , he was ~he last whom the Father and the 
Mak er fas hioned. Those, then, who have studied 
more deeply than others the laws of Moses, and 
who examine their contents with all possible 
minuteness , maintain th1at God, when He made man 
oartaker of kinship with Himself in mind and 
reason best of a ll qifts, did not beqrudge him 
the other qift s either, but made ready for him 
beforehand all thinqs in the world, as for a 
livin g be inQ dea rest and closest to Himself, 
since it was His will that when man come into 
existence, he should be at a loss for none of 
the mea ns of livi"o and livinq we11.35 

For our ouroos es, th e most interes ting tra ctition of 

Adam s oeculation i s to be found in Genesis Rabbah 8 :10 . 

I n this oassaqe, the anoels mistakenly cons i der Adam to 

~e a div ine be inq. This trad ition i s a ttributed to R. 

Hoshaya , a n early thir d century authority who was the head 

of t he academy in Caesar ea. Many schola r s feel that R. 

Yoshaya came in contact wi th Or iqin while the latter lived 

i n Caesarea. In Caesarea, with its large Hellenistic 

oooulation, there were orobably many d ifferent relig ious 

sects , Ch ristians, ~ nostic Christians and various Jewish 

sects . As a res ult R. Hos haya •s conc erns , given theil" 

context, a re especially r elevant to historians of relicjon. 
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In rienesis Rabbah 8:10 , accor d ing to R. Hoshaya, Adam is 

taken to be a d ivine beino because he was crea ted in the 

i maoe a nd likeness of God . We a re told that as a r esul t of 

the of the a n9els , God c a us ed Adam to sleep in or de r 

tha t the a nqels would know that he is mortal . Sleep is 

therefor e the sign of man's mortality. 

The sub j ect of Adam, as a <A.tine or sem- d ivine beinQ as 

hinted in Genesis Rabbah 8 :10 , frequently appea r s i n Gnostic 

litera tu r e . In the Poimandres of Her mes Tr ismeoistus, God 

himself was cons idered to have been a n and r oqynous nrinciole 

of c rea tion . He ~as a combina tion of "Li" ht" and "Life ." 

The fi r st man was felt to have been an emana tion of God 

Hi mself. As such , t he Poimandres viewed the fir s t ma n as 

a d ivine beino . 

Anothe r examp le of a Gnostic i nte r pretation of Adam i s 

to be found i n the Apocal ypse of Adam f rom the Nag Hammadi 

Lihr a r y. 37 In this doc ument, Adam is considered to have 

been the demiurqe • s heloe r in creation. Al though he him

self is the c r eation of the demiu r qe , he is considered to 

be "hiaher" t han his c reator. As a r esult , the demiurge 
becomes _j ealous of Adam, a nd c auses sleep to fall upon him. 

Slee~ therefor e, is the aqent of the demiurqe by which man 
is subj uqa ted . Sleep i n this system also entail s the for

~ ettino of the d ivine or i gin of man, or th e for gettinq that 

man was oriqinally "highe r " than the demiurge . Sleep is 

clea r l y the onoosite of Gnosis. The Aoocalypse of Adam 

is a document i n which there a re no Ch rist ian r eferences. 

I t is possibl e that the document was written by Jewish 

f"3 nos tics . 

\'lhethe r or no t Jews ac tually viewed Adam as a d ivine 

beinq, or whether such views were confined to non-J ews , it 

is clear that the r efutation of such a v iew was a q r eat 

concern of th e Rabb is. For examole i n Mishnah Sanhedr i n 4: 5 

we r ead : 
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Again (only a single man was crea ted ) for the 
sake of peace among mankind, tha t none should 
s ay to his fellow: ' My father was grea t e r th a n 
your f a ther ; ' als o that the 'minim' (heretics) 
should not s ay , 'There a r e many ruling powers 
in hea ven.• 

The inte ntion 9f this Mi s hna h is to indicate th a t only one 

God crea ted only one ma n, a nd not tha t many God s c reated 

many men, or th a t many Gods created man. Notice that the 

he resy i n this pa s s age is referred to as a "many powers " 

her esy . This oass a qe could have referred to the e labora te 

ole roma (heav e n1y realm) s pecua ltions of Gnostic s ects . 

Another pa ssa-ge which attempt s to refute the view th a t 

Adam was God ' s partner in creation is found in Tosephta 

Sa nhedrin 8 :7: 

Our Kabb is t a ught: Adam was crea ted on the 
eve of the Sabbath (i.e. at the l ast moment 
on th e s ixth day.) Why? So that the "min i m" 
c ould not say 'The Holy One, Blessed be He , 
had a partner in crea tion. 

Accor d i nq to this passage, Ada m was created on the last 

day as t he l ast crea tion. As a res ult, Adam c ould not 

oossib l y have been a partner of God ' s in the crea tion of 

the VJor ld . 

Numerou s other Adam s pecula tions are to be found in 

the aema r a t o Mi s hna h Sanh ed rin 4: 5 , in BT Sanhedi· in 38ab. 

Th ese soec ulations a re too numerou s to ment i on here. 

Neverthe l ess , t he. bulk of trad itions a nd specula t i ons con

ce r nin q Adam su g~est tha t the Rabb is speculated freely on 

the na tur e of Adam , but avoided a t a ll time s mak ing i t 

apoear t ha t Adam was a d i vine beinq. With this i n mind , 

let us now exa mine th e Rabb in ic and Gnos tic views df the 

wor l d i n which Adam lived . 
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E. Ma n and the Nature of the Cosmos 

In Greek thought, the cosmos was considered to be order. 

The concep t of 'order' is the most funda mental aspect of 

life. Physics (mathematics) and metaphysics ( philosophy) 

helo us to understand the order of the universe. The 

oa rticular things within the cosmos participate in this 

or dered universe to the extent that they cesemble their 

ideal forms. Perfection is found in the cosmos as a 

whole, though the particulars in the cosmos are not perfect 

a nd ordered in and of themselves. Man, for example, accordin ~ 

t o Cicero 

was born to contemolate the cosmos and to 
imitate it; he is far from beinq perfect, 
but he is a little part of the oerfect. 
( De Nat.,ra Deorum II:ll-14) 

In addition, Greek thou9ht considered the cosmos to po s sess 

i t s own intelli~ence and wisdom ( Sophia). This intelliqence 

or wisd om could be underst6od as a " God concep t." There

fo r e , in Greek thought the order of the cosmos i s orda ined 

b.Y d ivinity . 

The Gnos tic view of the cosmos is quite para doxical. 

On one ha nd , the cosmos is considered to be ord ered , but 

-its o r der is an a nti-divine order. Its order is such th a t 

it i s qoverned by demiurq ical law which in its essence 

thwarts ma n's freed om. The cosmos is ne gative becaus e it 

is the c rea tion of th e d e miurge. Its ord er i s the order o f 

evil i o nor a nce a nd death. On the o t her ha nd , the cos mos , 

~ein q a s ne Qativ e as i t i s , i s q u i t e ch a otic. Ma n lack s 

surety wi t h in th e cosmos . Th e weath e r, fo r e xampl e , i s 

totally unored ictable . Mo r e over, man' s l ac k of s urety i s 

charac t e ri z e d by the fact that he does not know when he 

h i mse lf will d ie. Th e c o smo s , be in o the crea tion of the 

d emi ur oe therefor e i s cha otic. This par adox of Gnostic 

th ou ah t may be e xpresse d i n the following manner: the cosmos 

is o r dered accordinq t o t h e d e s i p ns of the d emiurge. 
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This order however is c haotic. 

The rabbinic perceotion of the cosmos was that creation 

was a well-p l a nned event. With this in mind , Genesis Ra bbah 

1 :13 d i scusses the definite article in Genesis 1 : 1, "In the 

heq i nning God created the heaven a nd the earth." The - -
definite a rticle is said to indicate that before crea tion 

God had in mind the creation of a specific ea rth and a 

specific heaven. In other words, God contempl a ted the 

c r eation of the heaven and the earth before he created them. 

His c ontemplation and planning were e xacting to the smallest 

degr ee . God is therefore not l i ke the mortal king who 

bu i lds a building wherein the top oart is dependent uoon 

the lowe ~. I f the heaven had been dependent upon· the 

ear th or vice versa , God would have not us ed the definit e 

a r ticle in Genesis 1:1. By the usage of the defin i t e 

a r ticle , God ind ica ted to Moses that his creation was well 

nlanned a nd tha t there was no need to modify the o~inal 

,.,lans . 

Genesis Rabbah 1:12 exoresses the i d ea that the cos mos 

is ref lective of the kingship of God . In other words, 
God i s known through his acts. In Genesis 1:1, the Hebrew 

ver b " bara " oreceeds the sub j ect "elohim." In a word for 

wor d litera l trans lation, t his would render, "In . the 

be ginning Che) crea ted God" (subject). Because 3od is 

known through his acts, the Hebrew ver se order i ndica tes 

that God created the world first, and then made his pre

s en_ e known. Furthermore, the word for beg inning , "reishit," 

is often interoreted to mean Tora h. Therefore the intention 

of t his tradition could be to state that God first pro-

vided t he Tora h, a f t er whic h he created the world, and 

only t hen d i d he a llow his name to be known. In conclusion 
' ~od ol aces hims elf a fter the creat ion of the cosmos, 

a nd only then cla ims Hi s d ivinity . In such a wa y , God 

bec omes t he telos , the fina l c a us e of crea t i on. 39 
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The idea that the creation of the cosmos reflected the 

kina ship of God is also to be found in the following passage 

f r om Theophilus, in his Ad Autolycum II:l : 

And Moses who lived many years before Solomon, 
or rather the Logos of God speaking through him 
as a instrument says: "In the beginning God 
made the heaven and the ea rth" (Genesis 1:1). 
First he mentioned "beginning" and "creating" 
and onl y then did he introduce God, for it 
is not right to mention God idly or in vain. 
For the divine Sophia knew in advance that some 
people were going to spea k nonsense and make 
mention of a multiplicity of non-existant gods. 
Therefore, in order for the real God to be 
known through his work and to show that by 
his logole God made heaven a nd earth and what is 
in them. 

Theoohilus was a s econd century c.E. Church Father who 

lived in Antioch. During this period Antioch had large 

Jew ish and Christian popu lations which interreacted with 

each other. In the above passage, we notice the similarity 

of t he Christian argument to the one found in Genesis Rabbah 

1 : 12 . Theophilus also refers to people whose heresy 

i nc l uded a multiplicity of non-e x i s t a nt gods." It i s 

orobable that he was ref erring here to Gnos tics a nd their 

ex tensive pleroma speculations. For Ch rist ians and Jews 

a like , the issue i n these trad it i ons seems to have the 

asser tion that God vas the creator and orderer of the cosmos. 

With God in th is role, Christ i a ns and J ews could only 

s upoose t hat the cosmos was not evil, unordered, and chaotic. 

I n the oassaoe above, it seems that Theoohilus con

s i dered that the word " beg inninq" in Genesis 1:1 refe rr ed 

to the l oqos. This e quation also exists in Philo and, if 

we see the Loqos as be in g e quivalent to Torah for the Rabbis , 

then i t a lso exists in Rabb i nic Judaism. In add ition,the 

word " be qinninq" was often inter preted in hoth Alexandria n 

and Rabb inic Judaism to be symbolic of d ivine wi sdom. This 

i nt er nretation o r e quation is most f r equent l y based upon 

Prove r bs 8 a nd Job 28 . t·Jisdo;n is s een as a n intermed i a r y 
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fo rce in creation.41 and God is sa i d to have consulted 

wisd om or the Torah before creating man. 42 Similarly , in 

the Slavonic book of Enoch, God is said to have commanded 

His wisdom to create man. In addition, ttis book considers 

wisdom to have been the first emanation or emanated attribute 
43 of God. 

In Va lentinian Gnosticism, Sophia, the Greek word for 

"wisdom," is one of the emanations of the Supreme God . She 

is connected to the creative process because of the fact 

that it is she who g ives birth to the demiurge. Thus the 

association of divine wisdom personified with creation is 

to be found in Gnostic thought. 

It is also found in a variety of Greek and Hellenistic . . 
sources. In Plato's Timaeus 29a, we read 

The artificer looked for a pattern to 
that which is eternal. 

It is ooss ible that R. Hoshaya was adapting Plato when he 

wrote in Genesis Rabbah 1:1 

God consulted the Torah and created the world. 

I n the context of this midrashic passage, the Torah is 

equated with wisd om, and the word "beginning" is e quated 

•:Ji th the Torah •
44 

Therefore, it is possible that R. Hoshaya 

was influenced by the Greek concept of a first cause or a 

f irst princiole in the creation of the world . 45 In the 

Re oublic 592ab, Socrates states: 

In heaven perhaps,thepe is laid up a pattern 
of it, which he who desires may behold and 
beholding may set his house in order. 

This oattern for Plato would have been the ~ea of the Good. 

For R. Hoshaya , the i dea of the Good would have been e qui

valent to the Torah or to d ivine wisdom. With this Christian, 

Gnostic, a nd Greek back ground in mind, let us now d irect 

our attention to R. Hoshaya's proem in Genesis Rabbah 1:1. 
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Passage 23 . . 
Genesis Rabbah 1:1 

R. Ho s haya began his interpreta tion with the verse: "Then 
I was by Him, as a nursling Camon); and I was daily all 
delight" ( Prover bs 8: 30). "Amo;;r-mea ns tutor; "Amon" means 
covered; "amon" means hidde;:;:-$ome say "amon" mea:ii'S great . 
Amon is a tutor, as you rea d , "As an ome;;-r.;ursing-fa ther) 
carries the s ucklinQ child" ( Numbers Tr:T2> . " Amon" means 
covered as in the verse, "Haemunim (they that were cov e red ) 
in scarlet" (Lamentations 4:5). "Amon" means hidden, as in 
the ver se a nd he hid (omen) Hadassah" ( Esther 2 :7). " Amon " 
means qrea t, as in the verse, "Are you better than No:::amon?" 
( Nahum 3 : 8 ), which is rendered . Are you better tha n 
Alexandria the Grea t which is located between the r i vers? 
Another i nterpretation: "Amon" is an architec~ (uma n). Th e 
Torah says , I was the architect of the Holy One,"b'i'issed 
be He . In human p r ac tice when a morta l king builds a 
oalace, he builds it not from his own knowled pe, but rather 
f rom the knowlege of a n architect. The a rchitect does not 
build i t from his knowledge (out of hiS head ), but r a ther 
f r om ol a ns a nd diagr ams which he has in order to know how 
he s hould make the rooms and the doors. Thu s the Holy One, 
blessed be He, consulted the Tora h a nd created the world. 
The Torah s t a te s , "In the be ginning God crea ted" (Ge ne s is 
1 : 1),the word " be g innina " here refers to the Tora h, as its 
is said , "The Lord made me the beginning of His way" 
( Pr over bs 8 : 22 ). 
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R. Hoshaya's interp retation may have been influenced 

by either Greek ott Gnostic thou pht. On the other hand, it 

may have been indigenous to Judaism itself. In the opinion 

of this writer, what we are seeing here is a broad cross

cultural concept in which wisdom is seen as either the 

crea tor of the world or the plan used by the creator to 

c rea te the world. 

R. Hoshaya was a Palestinian authority in the first ha lf 

of the third century in Caesarea. He was the head of the 

aca d emy there, and o robably had contact with Orig in and other 

Alexandrian Christians from whom Greek influences could 
4 6 

hav e come. R. Hoshaya us e d Proverbs 8 : 30 as his proem verse. 

As noted previousl y , Proverbs 8 often served as the scrip

tural basis for this t yoe of irnteroretation of " wisdom." 

His i nte r oreta tion centers on the word "amon," which 
~ 

accor d ina to mo s t tra nslator s i s a "nursling ." The s ubj ect 

" I '' o f Proverbs 8 : 30 i s Torah-~ isd om. Tora h-Wi sd om i s fir s t 

cons i der ed to ha ve been a tutor or a p edaqo~ue to God d urin~ 

the creative p roce s s. 47 

Tor ah -~isd om i s th e n c on s i d ered to ha ve b een covered . 

Th is i n te r nreta tion ref ers to the time p rior to Sinaitic 

revela tion, f or before t his time , the words of Torah were 

coesid e red t o hav e been "covered uo" by Go d . 

I n th e third i nteroretation, Torah-Wisd om is referred 

to a s "hidden." The p roofte xt» Esther 2 :7, is understood 

by t he mi d ras h to me a n that Mordeca i concea led Esther's 

beauty a nd protected her from the gaze of the p ublic. The 

i nte ntion of this inter pretation is that the beauty of the 

Torah i s hidd en in that it i s concealed and protected under 

God ' s p rovid ence. In order for o ne t o d i scover the b ea uty 

of the Torah, one must f ir s t look in t o th e Tora h and study 

i t d il i gently . 

In the fourth interoreta tion, Tora h-Wi sd om is called 

" orea t" in that s he is nreater than Ale xand ria the Grea t. 

This oas sage is a n implicit refPr~ nce to Greek culture. 



In Pesik ta Rabbati 33:11 we read: 

Are you better tha n Alexa ndria , better than 
she \•/ho with re gar d to f astid ious behavior, 
became the educ a tor of the entire world. 
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It i s clear then that R. Hoshaya•s intention here is to 

s t ate that the wi sdom of the Torah i s greater tha n the 

wisdom of the Greek philosoohers. 48 

The final a nd most important interpretation in R. 

Hoshaya ' s p roem is that Torah-Wisdom was t he a rchltect, 

\"Jor kma n, or blueprint for God in the crea tive process. 

This i nterpretation, which constitutes more than half of 

th e oroem, is central to its understanding. The Torah is seen 

either as a rchi t ectural bl ueorint or as the architect it

self of the world . God consults with the Torah before 

c r eating the world. The word "bereishit," " beg inning, " 

is inter preted to mean th e Torah. Therefore, the mi d rashic 

r ead inQ of Genesis 1:1 is, "~ith the Torah, God created the 

heaven a nd t he earth."49 The equa tion of Tora h-Wisdom a nd 

the wor d " beginning" i s proved by Proverbs 8:22 ; 

The Lord made me the be g inning of his way , 
the first of his works of old . 

The subject "me" of this ver se i s considered t o be t he Torah . 

The interpreta tion also contains a n a nalogy of a king wno 

builds a oa l ace . J us t as a k ing needs artisans and the 

ar tisans need a plan, so it is for God tha t the Torah serves 

as both the a rtisan a nd the olan. The Torah is ~ iven a n 

essential e xistence. Like the "Logos" of Philonic, Greek , 

a nd Chr istian though t , it is the will a nd ~ind of God. 

Ther efor e , c r eation is not a n ar bitrary act, but a n act 

which i s wel l planned a nd r esults in a n ordered cosmos. 

Proverbs 8 : 22 a nd 8 : 30 each ha ve wisdom as their subject . 

The mid r ash _.. assoc i ates wisd om with the Torah ae we ha•e 
seen. The associat ion of Tora~ and wisdom i s well founded 

in other Jewish sources . Genesis Rabbah 1:4 a l s o us es 

Pr over bs 8 : 22 to maintain tha t God c reated the world for 
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the sake of Torah-Wisdom. In other words, God created the 

world in order that His mind and plan mi ght become 

actualized . Similarly, the Targum Yerushalmi ' s translation 

of Genesis 1:1 is, "With wisdom, the Lord created." The 

ver y first sentence of Tanhuma (ha-Nidpas) states : 

"In the beg inning God created" (Genesis 1:1) 
"The Lord founded the earth with wisdom" 
( Proverbs 3:19) and as God went on to create 
the world, he took counsel with the Torah. 

The overriding ourpose of R. Hoshaya ' s p roem in Genesis 

Rabbah 1:1 was to show that the cosmos is purposive, 

ordered , and (perhaos } good. This~ ourpose is also manifested 

in both Christian literature. However, the Rabb inic desire 

to orove tha t creation was not chaotic, met its severest 

chal lenpe in its attempt to interpret the words "Tohu" and -
"~," (transla ted usually as "unformed" and "void") in 

Genes is 1:2. 

"~" and "~" in Genesis 1:2 provided Gnostics \•Jith 

tex tual suoport for their view that the nature ~the wo rl d 

i s corrupt. Gnost i c anticosmicism has been discussed pr e

viously in terms of the "Lyinq Lips" polemic in Genesis 

Rabbah 1:5. 50 The trad ition of the king who build s a oalace 

on a dun o heap , found in Genesis Rabbah 1: 5 and the 

?alestinian Talmud , most orobab l y reflec ts a oart of the 

nolemic used by the Gnostics a gai nst the Rabbis . Th e 

qabo inic denial of the validit y of this oolemic took the 

fo r m of saying that such a polemic d ishonored Gon as kinr; . 

~ut a s i de from this denial , the Rabbis had many other ways 

of dealin ~ with the exe~ etic al nroblem of Genesis 1:2 , the 

"' roblerr, of "Tohu" and " '3 ohu ." - -
The problem of "~" a nd "~" serves for the most 

~a rt as the underlyino thematic concern of chaoter 2 of 
. . 

r.e nes is Rabbah. In Genesis Rabbah 2 : 5 , the deeds of the 

v1 icked a re called "~" a nd "~·" Contrasted to th is a re 
the deeds of the riqhteous which a re called "Liqht" 



.:. I U 

(Genesis 1: 3 ) and "Good" (Genesis 1:4). Thus "Tohu" and -
"~" repeesent evil a nd darkness. In the same tradition, 

R. Hiyyah interprets Genesis 1:1, " God created," as symbolic 

of the creation of the Temple. In Genesis 1: 2 , "l.21:!.!!." 'a nd 

"Bohu" are said to be symbolic of the Temple's destruction. 

Once again we see the negative connota tion of these Hebrew 

wor ds. Yet, Genesis 1: 3 , "Light," is interpreted by R. 

Hiyyah to be the rebuilding of the Temole in the r.,essia nic 

er a . 
. . . 

I n Genesis Rabbah 2 :1, "Tohu" and " Bohu" are once a ga in -
ne~ative terms . God is said to have created the earth in 

a c l ean and sinless s tate. In her immaturity , the earth 

is said to have rebelled, produced thorns , and became "Tohu" -
a nd "Bohu I" I n th is tradition, "Tohu" a nd "Bohu" are seen - - -
as beinQ the result of man's sin. The intention was a l s o 

to maintain that even though the earth bec ame "~" a nd 

"~ohu" because of man' s actions, sh e will be redeemed in 

the f uture a nd returned to her origina l, pure state. It i s 

a lso interesting to note that a logical consequence of s uch 

an inte r pr e t a tion is that man's condition on earth is "Tohu" -
a nd "Boh u " even thounh it is due to man' s own actions a nd -· "' not God ' s crea t ion. 

Genesis 1: 2 s tates , "And the earth was Tohu and Bohu." - -
I n a later interpretation, Genesis Rabbah 2 : 2 interprets 

"Tohu .. a nd "~" as mea ning "bewildered." The earth is 

sai d t o be bewildered because of the fact that ea rth ly 

beinqs , t hou gh created at the same time a s the C$lestial 

beinqs , do not l ive in God ' s palace a nd must toil or f ace 

s t a rva tion. The theme of man's responsibilit y for "~" 

a nd "~" is a l s o repeated i n this inter preta tion here 

in the name of R. Tanhuma. Accord in ~ to R. Tanhuma, the 

world was created perfeci, but sat bewildered beca use she 

fo r esaw that she would meet doom bec a use of man. Earthly 

life becomes filled with s uff ering a nd death due to man' s 

actions . The celestial beinq.o a r e s a i d to enj oy eternal 
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life . Man, by contrast, could have been immorta l, but 

his own actions caused his downfall. The Rabbis seem 

\'J illing to acknowledge that the present state of the 

world i s ttS of "Tohu" and "~•" or corruption. Once 

aoa in , however, the ultimate responsibilit y for tt"E state 

of affa ir is not God's, but man's. 

I n Genesis Rabbah 2:3 Genesis 1:2-4 is interpreted 

exeqetic ally , word by wor d . Adam and Cain, as sinners, a re 

cons i dered to be "Tohu" a nd "Bohu," while Abraham a nd Jacob -
a r e considered to be "liQht" and " Day" resoectively. 

Ab r a ham a nd Jacob in this tradition a re oroba bl y meant to 

be messianic prototy pes of future redemption. As such 

th is tra dition is a oaradlgn which shows that j ust as God 

r edeemed his oeople in the past from "Tohu" and "Bohu " so - _, 
He will redeem them in the future from their present state 

of a ffair s . 

Tlie theme of redemn tion from the current "Tohu" and -
"3ohu " is a lso the theme of the first half of Genesis Rabbah 

1: 2 is a gain interpreted word by word. "Tohu" is seen as -
svmbol ic of Babylo nia, "Bohu" of Medea, "Cfa. r kness " of Greec e , -
and the " deeo" as Rome. All of these a re negative s ymbols 

"Jh ich a r e an11 l ied to fore i on oower s who had or who were, 

i n the c ase of Rome, persecuting Isra el. The oositive a nd 

r edemntive symbols a re the "snirit of God," which symbolizel:> 

the spiri t of the messianic redeemer, and the "water," wh ich 

symbolizes reoentence itself . 51 

I t i s clear th a t "Tohu" a nd "Bohy," a lonn with " dar knes s, " 

a r e interpr eted i n the a bove oassaoes as neoa tiveel ements . 

These neaative e lements reflect t he cond ition of the world 

in neneral , a nd of the Jewish oeonle i n particula r. I n 

~enesis Rabbah 1 : 5 , we sa~ that some Rabb i s attemoted to 

deny t his condition. Unlike this oassage, the "Tohu" a nd . -
"~" traditions in chapter 2 of Genesis Rabbah seem r eady 

a nd will ing t o acknowledoe the corr up t c ond ition of the 

earth . Thi s aG-knowledoeme nt i s most likely the res ul t of 
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the severe political and economic hardsh i ps exoerienced 

by the Jewish people in the second and third centuries. 

These hardships could not be ignor ed . Furthermore, it i s 

not by accident that these trad itions seem tinqed with 

mess ianism, for it is during times of oersecution a nd 

noverty that messianism flourished. Therefore, with two 

qualif ications , the Rabb is were willinq to ac knowledge the 
. 

existence of "Tohu" and "Bohu" in the created world. The - -
firs t oualification was tht man, not God , is to be viewed . . . 
as t he cause of "Tohu" and "Bohu." The second qualification - -
was that as God had r edeemed His peoole in the past, so He 

will redeem them in the future . In this regar d "water" 

a nd " Li oht" i n Genesis 1:2-3 a re used as symbols of 

rerl emotion. 

I t is clear to this 1:1r iter that the Rabbinic concern over 
. . 

the exegesis of "Tohu" a nd " Bohu" in Genesis 1: 2 was generated - -
hy the th r eat of the Gnostic interpr etation of these wor ds. 

I n Gnostic myth , "Tohu," "~•" a nd Dar l<ness are the tools 

used by th e demiurge in his subjugation of man. Gnostic 

messianism may be said to have depended only up on knowled ne 

or ~nosis . Gnosis could enable one to transcend one's 

c ond ition after death or, even in some sects , in the oresent 

life . The cause of the human cond ition was not . ~an' s sin, 

but rather the design of the demiurge. Escape or r edemption 

i nvolved the overcoming of this design, a nd, in contrast to 

the Ra bb inic concept, was not dependent uoon man ' s act ions 

or God 's (the demiurgds) will . 

The demiur ge subjugated the earth by surroundinq it ~i th 

"Toh u " "Bohu " a nd " Darkness." Echoes of this Gnostic idea -· -· . . . 
a re to be found in BT Hag igah 12a wherein ne read: 

It is tau ght: Tohu is a qreen line that 
encircles the entire world, out of which 
dar kness proceeds, as it is said , " He ( God ) 
made darkness his hiding place round a hout Hi m. 
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In t his tradition, t he world i s surrounded by "~" a nd 

"Dar kness," which hide the apprehension of God from the 

oeople of the world , and which seem to hold the world in 

their grip. In this trad ition, darkness is not a n absolutely 

neoat ive symbol , for it serves as the cover for God's liqht 

by which He will redeem His people. 

In contrast, for the Gnos tic s , " Dark ness" was symbolic 

of the demonic power controlling the world. The Gnostic 

eouivalent to ".!2!!.!!" in Hag i gah 12a is the i dea that a great 

s eroe nt-like creature surrounds the ea rth. In the Hymn of 

the Pear l we r ead : 

~hen you qo down i nto Egyot, b r i ng up the 
o ne oear l which lies in the midd l e of the 52 sea wh ich is encircled by the snorting ser oent. 

In this nassaqe, the ser oent is similar to a n earth-encirc ling 

dr anon . Eqyot here is symbolic of the materia l world . Th e 

nnost ic s who wrote this oassaqe viewed the Ex odus as be ino 

a na r adiom of redemotion. 53 El s ewhere i n the Gnostic Pistis 

So~hia , we find the f ollowinq : 

The outer dar kness is a gr eat d r aqon wh ose 
tail i s i n his mouth in that the dar kness is 
outside the ~orld a nd encompasses it. 54 

Finally , Orinin in his Contra Celsum VI 25 : 35 , describes 

the Ooh ite Gnostics . In their seven heavens tradition , eac~ 

heaven is ru led by a n a r chon who controls the level below 

hi"'l . Th ese seven a rchontic soheres a r e olaced \•athin a 

lar oe r circle which is c a lled the Leviathan. 

In conclusion , \'le may note that "Tohu ," "~,"and 

"Dar kness . " or ese nted the Rabbis with rea l pr oblems of 

inter oretation . The ir task seems to have bee n to deny that 

an evil demiur ~e had cont rol of the wor ld . Genesis Rabbah 

chapters 1- 8 shows evide nce of t wo res po nses to this 

or oblem. First, some Rabb i s chose to deny the corrupt 

natur e of th~ \'IOrld al to ether. The wor ld for them was not 

built out of nor was it i n i ts esse nc e "~," "~," and 
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"Dar kness ." This aoproach was the a pp roach the a1Uthor of 

the ear thly k inq allegory in Genesis Rabbah 1:5. 55 The 

second response ack nowled qed the corruot nature o·f' the 

world , and emohasized that the source of thi s corruption is 

man, not God. As opoosed to the Gnostics, man ' s actions in 
. . . 

t he world , i . e. doing the commandments (mitsvot), a nd God ' s 

mercy helo to r everse the chao~ state of t he wo rld . The 

c ul mina tion of this r eversal will occu r when God r edeems 

Hi s oeool e . Thus man, a nd not the demiurge , is in control 

of the fate of the world . 
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F . ~a ' aseh Bereishit and Ma 'aseh Me r kabah 

Ge r shom Scholem, in his book , Jewish Gnosticism , 
- -

Ue r kabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Trad ition, disc usses the 

Hekhalot literature. This literature is reolete with 

d iscussions of the heavenly chariot (or throne), k nown as 

the "merkabah." These disc ussions, often referred to as 

"ma ' a seh merkaba h," a re based upon inter pretations of 

Ezekiel 1. Scholem feels that this literature was wr itten 

b y a qrouo within Jewi sh c irc les which may be viewed as 

be ino a naloqous to the Gnostics described in the writing s 

of the early Church Fathers . Sch olem labels this early 

merkabah mysticism as " J ewish Gnosticism."56 

The early merkabah myst i c a t t emo ted to understand a 

~erceotion of C~d · ~ throne on its chariot, rather than the 

true na ture of ~od himself. 57 Accord in g to Scholem, the s e 
. . 

ear l y me r kabah soeculations a re oa r a llel within "Jewish 

t r ad ition to the r evelations on the realm of the d ivine in 

r.. t" . 11 58 ,. t' "t' h d t t , nos 1c1sm. ,,no s 1c wr1 1ngs , owever, o no seem o 

b e overly concerned with the exegesis of Eze k iel 1 : 1 or the 

'> e r ceot ion ofthe throne of God on its chariot. Scholem has 

state d that the Qual ities (midd ot) o f God, such as wi sdom 

k no ~ led ~ e, truth etc., a re pa rallel t o the Gnos tic theory 

of a rchons wh ich fil l th e n leroma . (the d ivine realm). 59 

Th e emohas i s i n o leroma s neculation in Gnosticism i s the 

a ttem'> t t o ac count fo r the creation of the world and man' s 

o lace in it, more than to attemp t to imoart an under

s t a nd ino of the nature of the Hioh God . Gnosis means 

under s t a nd i n q the " fo r qotten" div ine or i o l n of man. Man's 

soul is consid e red to have within it divine soarks from 

th e Su or eme Bein q . I f we wish to under s tand the relation

sh i o of Gnosticism and J uda i sm , then we should e xamine the 

Ra bb inic trad itions on th e creation of the world, which 

ev i de nce such a re lationsh i o . 
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Wh y then, it may be a s ked, was Scholem so intent u pon 

s e eina the relationship between Judaism and Gnosticism a s 

centered upon "ma'aseh merkabah?" Scholem's interest in 

merk a bah mysticism was derived from his interest and exoertise 

i n the Kabbalistic s p eculations of the merkabah. His 

book attempted to establish an· early date for· the 

He kha lot merk a b a h trad it i ons as precursor s of Ka bba listic 

t r ad itions . In thi s a rea , it a ooears that Scholem ha s been 

s uc c essful. However, his account of the rel a tionship 

be t we e n Hekhalot litera ture and Gnostic literature is far 

f r om c onvincino . As we have seen, the relationship between 

Gnostic litera ture and e a rly Jewish s peculations on the 

a ccount of creation is ootentially a much mo~ fruitful 

f ield of study. 

It i s clea r that "merkabah" mysticis m is not the focus 

of conc ern of Genesis Ra bbah chap ter s 1-8 . The onl y o o s sib l e 

r ef e r e nc e to the " merkabah" occurs in Genesis Rabbah 1:4. 

The r e in, t wo thinqs are said to have been created before 

the c r eation of the world : Torah (as in Genesis Rabbah 1:1) 

a nd the t hrone of Glory . It is not clear, however, whether 

the Tor a h or the throne was created first. In all of Genes i s 

Rabbah chao t e r s 1-8 this is the only noss i b le ref erence to 

th e me r kaba h. Thi s , to be honest, is to be e xpected, for 

~e ne s i s Rabha h 1-8 d e a l s e xe qetically with the account o f 

c r eat ion i n Genes i s 1. 

Th e c oncern of thes e ch ao ters in Genesis Ra bbah seems 

t o be d i r ected a t counterinn the threat of Gnos tic.ism b y 

ei t h e r ool emic s o r by e ncourao ina the p roper und erstand in~ . 

Th·e Rabb inic nolemic s s o uqht to d eny th e v a lid ity of Gnostic 

c l a i ms a nct t o l i mit s necula tions which could l e ad to here 

t ic a l or n nos tic b e l i efs . The • n rooe r under s t a nd ino • 

"Jtic h the ~abb is s o u 1"1 ht t o e ncoura oe was an understa ndinq 

wh i ch retained th e honor of God , stres s ed kingship , a nd 

emoha siz e d h is inh er e nt oo od n e s s in th e crea tion of th e 
1·Jo r l d . In liqht of th is c oncern, it rnal< es f a r more sense 
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t o soe ak of Jewi s h q no s i s in terms o f " Ma ' a seh Bere i shit," 

the account of crea tion, r ath e r th a n•Ma ' a seh mer ka bah.u 

It i s to this t ype of J ewish ono s i s which we now turn 

e xa mininq first the s pecula tions about the na tur e of Go d 

as fo und in Gene sis Rabbah 1- 8 . 



s . The Theolo9 ical Speculations of Genesis Rab bah, 

ch a1J ters 1-8 
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~enesis Rabbah 1-8 contains t wo basic categories of 

theolo q ical s peculations. The first category consists of 

mora l statements which stress God 's Qood ness. In Genesis 

Rabbah 6 : 5 , God's g ifts to the world are discussed . God is 

described a t the ~ iver of the Torah, the lumina ries, a nd rain. 

Other g i fts of God include peace, salvation, compassion, 

the ab ility of travelers to cross the sea safely, and 

v en~eance uo on those who persecute Israel. The discussion 

of these g ifts is meant to illustrate Go d ' s concern and 

comoa ssion fo r His peo p le. 

In Genesis Rabbah 3:9, God 's qoodnessis illustrated by 

His d esire to b e man's oartner. God is sa i d to ha ve des ired 

f r om th e time of man's creation to enter into partnership 

with ma n. This partnership , however, was not fulfilled 

until the day on which the Ta bernacle was comp leted . Th e 

Tabernacle is the p lace wherein the d ivine o resence, th e 

shekhi nah , dwells on earth. With the comp l etion of th e 

Ta ber nacle , God ' s orig ina l desire is fulfilled . The day on 

wh ich the Tabernacle was comp leted is described as "the 

f ir s t day . 1160 Therefore, the c reation of the world is no t 

rea lly como le ted until man does God's will which is 

symbolized here by the erection of the Tabernacle, at vrhich 

ti~e Sod 's orig inal desire was f ulfilled . 

The second categ o r y of theolog ical s peculations consists 

of s t a t eme nts about God Hi mself . God ' s o ower is such that 

h e has the a b ility to d raw fi gures uoon t he sea in the same 

~ay that man may d raw fiq ures on l a nd - {Genesis Rabbah 7:1) . 

I n Ge nesi s Ra bbah 8 :11, God is s a i d to h a ve created "man 

a nd his a pertures" ( Genesis 1: 27 ) instead of "ma n and 

'.'/Oman" or "ma l e a nd f emale," as i s the commonly accepted 

tra ns l ation. S ince man i s said to be created in th e i mag e 

a nd like ness of God in Genesis 1: 26 , the issue in 8 :11 is 
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the i d ea that God's imaa e is not both male and f emale , bu t 

o nly male . God' s speech is a source of consid erable 
-

soeculation. It is cons i dered to b e an inst rument of powe r 

a nd crea tion. For example , God i s said to be able to s uspend 

the heavens by Hi s words ( Genesis Rabbah 4:4) . Crea tion 

i tself is d ong not by labo r or toil, but by Go d ' s s peech 

( Genesi s Rabbah 3 : 2 ). The first time tha t God o p ens Hi s 

mo uth to speak, He q ives li qht to the world (~~sis Rabbah 

1 : 3 ) . This is see n by the Rabb is as illustr ative of God' s 

concern for a nd benevolence toward His creatures 1, for Lioht 

is a oositive symbol of ooodness ( Ge ne s is Rabbah 3 :1). 

~od is considered to b e u b i quitous . In ~enesis Rabbah 

4 : 4 , we find a d i s cuss i on of how God , who fills all of heaven 

a nd earth, coul d ha ve s ooken to Moses f rom be t ween the 

staves of the a r k . The a nalo qy of ma n's u sao e of a mirror 

is used to illustr a te that just as man can cha ng e his image 

f r om l a r ci e to small , d e oen-..inq on the size of th E~ mirror 

he us es , s o S od c a n a lter His imaqe from larq e to small as 

He o leases . 

This may have been an e a rly fo r m of Shiur Koma mystic ism. -----'-
Sh iu r Koma mysticism discussed the s ize and me a surements of 

~od . The d a te of these t r ad itions is in d ou b t . However, 

the y a re nseudeoio r a phic in that they a re ascribed to R. 

Al( i ba a nd R. I shmael. Nevertheless , accord inq te> Scholem, 

the subject matter in these trad itions may b e dated as ea r ly 

as second centur y C. E. 51 Also similar to Shiur K~ 
mysticism would b e the idea of a Qarment of lia ht in whic h 

~od enwr ano ed himself as fou nd in Ge nes is Rabbah 3 :4. 

Accor dio n to Sch olem, s oec ulat ions s uch as this a r e of ~ reat 

s i , nificance in He kh a lot Rabba t i ' s d iscussion of the acc ount 

f t
. 62 

o c r ea ion . 

Th e two cateoor ies of speculations conc e r ninq th e nature 

of ~od seem , for the most par t , to hav e o ne common element. 

This common element is the i dea tha t ~od is th e c reator of 

the unive r se . Th e associat ion of " LiQht" as a n attribut e 
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of f.1od may be found in trnostiic sm, but th ere it jls an 

a ttribute of the Supreme God . Of course , of a ll the attri

~utes of the Supreme God in Gnosticism, the attribute of 

creator, ruler, or judge is never fou nd . In conclusion , 

the theolo nical soeculations concerning the nature of God 

i n Genes i s Rabbah chaoters l-8 , a r e a s ort of Jewish qnosis 

a nd r eflect a oositive approach to esoteric soec~lati6n on 

the account of c r eation . 



227 

H. Jewish Gnos is - Soeculations Concerning the Nature of 

the Firmament 

I n this section, \'Je shal l examine the spe cul a tion s in 

~enesis Rabbah chapter s 1-8 concerning the na ture of the 

fi r mame nt. These soeculations e mphas ize Go d as t he creator 

of t h e universe , a nd s eek to e xp lain how the firmament or 

sky was created . They comorise the bulk of ch a pter 4 of 

Genesis Rabbah. 

The firmament is said to be made of water . This 

obser vation o bviously arose out of th e sky 's blue color. 

Nevertheless , the water in the firmament i s d r y water. Go d 

is sa i d to h a ve caused fi re to burn the face of the firma

ment a nd d r y it u o . Thu s R. Samuel b . Nahman c al led it a 

"middle l ayer of water which had solid ified" CQ!!~ 

Rabba h 4:2 ). It separate s the u poer a nd lower water s 

( ~enes is Rabbah 4:5), or the u poer sohere, cons isting of 

the cel estials , from the lower sphere consisting of men 

(Genesis Rabbah 4 : 2 ). 

There i s much s pecula tion concerning the thick ness o f 

the fi r mament ( Ge nes is Rabbah 4: 5 ). One a nonymous view 

said that fi rmame nt was as thic k as the earth. R . Aha 

~aintai ned that it was only as thick as a met al p late . 

R. Josh u a b . R. Nehemiah sa i d that it i s onl y two (or th ree ) 

fi n0 e r s in thickness. It is not clear what is the back q round 

of these s n ec ul a tion s . They a r e o robab l y related to Ben 

Zoma ' s stateme nts concernin g the dis t a nce between the u poe r 

a nd lowe r waters. If the r eader a cceo ts the hypothesis 

e xn r essed i n ch ap ter I V, s ection H, of this thesis con

ce r nin o t he sionif icance of the Ben Zoma statements, then 

the d ista nce between the upoer waters is rela ted to redemp

tion. The smal ler the d i stance, the closer man would b e to 

b e in q redeemed . S imila rl y , the trad ition in Gene s is Rabbah 

4 : 3 s tresses the void be tween t he fi rmame nt a nd the uoner 

•·1ate r s . This could indica te , in a s imila r way, that man i s 



228 

not close to the time of redemption. 

The name of the firmament, "shamayim," or sk.v is also 

d iscussed in considerab le detail (Genesis Rabbah 4:7). The 

name is discussed b'Y a series of Hebrew word plays or 

notarikons which ind icate, for the most part, the com

position of the firmament. Of particular interest to us, 

however, is the word play which states that the name 

'shamayim' is derived from the verb "mishtomemim," "they 

i:1onder." In th is interpretation, men are said to wonder at 

the composition of the firmament. Thusthe midrash recognizes 

man ' s natural curiousity to know and understand the nature 

of the universe. This t ype of speculation was obviously 

des i qned as an attempt to provide answers to man's \'/Onderment. 

The sianificance and meaninq of these speculations is 

often ouite obscure. However, we can say that at their 

lowest level, they sou ght to speak to and answer the questions 

of ma n concernina the nature of the universe. At the same 

time , they a lso emohasize God's role as creator of the 

universe. Thouqh obscure to us in meaninq , these s peculations 

mos t c e rta inl y constituted s peculations on the account of 

c r ea tion and, as such, ma.v be described as being Jewish gnosis . 

\'.'i th th is in mind , let us now proceed to another examole 

of such s oeculations. 
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I . Speculations Concerning the Ga thering of the \·Ja t e rs 

In this section we shall e xamine the specula tions con

cern i no the gathering of the wa ters. These soeculations f orm 

the bulk of chapter 5 of Ge nesis Rabbah. 

Accord ing to the midrash , if God had not ~athered the 

water s , the world would not hav e been ab l e to ex ist. The 

nather i ng of the water s i s s a id to have been done by God ' s 

s~eech or r ebuke ( Genesis Rabbah 5:1) . The voice of God i s 

s a id to have been a "meta tron," a ~uide to the water s , 

oste nsibl y telling them where to collect. This trad ition 

is a ttr i buted to Ben Zoma a nd Ben Azzai (Genesis Rabbah 5 :4). 

Uo to thi s noint, the trad itions wh ich we have men

tioned hav e d iscussed how the wate r s we re qathered . Ma ny 

of the t r ad itions in chapter 5 of Genesis Rabbah deal with 

the l"I Uestion of ~ the water was qathered. For e xample, 

ass umin n th a t water was ever ywhere before God gathered the 

wate r s , Genesis Rabbah 5 : 7 asks the question of how the 

"1ate r s could ha ve be P. n oathered into one place. The a nswer 

to t he nue s tion is not a n a nswer as to how they we1re gathered , - . 
irn t as to~ th e waters were ~athered . The tradl ition in 

~ : 7 tells us that the wat er s wer e ga t hered in or der to teach 

~Rn the nrincinl e that a smal l area may hold many thinqs . 

Thus , f or examole, in the Temnle of J erusalem all oeople 

woul d be nac ked ti qhtly toqether, yet whe n the time c ame 

fo r them to oros tra t e thems elves, each would have1 o lenty of 

room. 

Anothe r examole of t his t ype of speculation is f ound in 

t r ad i tions which state that the wat e r s we re oathered fo r a 

fu tu r e ournose; name l y , the flo od . The ourpose of t he 

~ather in" of t he water s , therefore , was seen as erua blino God 

to have the Dotentia l to brin g the wicked of the earth to 

judnme nt ( ~enesis Rabbah 1:1 a nd 5 : 6 ) . 

Another tradition (Genes is Rabbah 5 : 5 ) ma intai ns th a t 

the nath e ring of the water s was done fo r the sake of 

Isr ael ' s futu r e crossing of th e Red Sea . Thu s , once aqain, 
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t he mi d rash seems to stress that God a s a crea tor was 

ourposeful. R. Jeremiah in the same tradition takes this 

i dea one step farther, maintainint that everything which 

Sod created during the first six days of creation, was 

c rea ted for a pur pose. ThiS purpose,according to R. Jeremiah, 

is a l ways related to God 's covenant with Israel and to His 

f uture redemption of Israel. 

These s peculations, thou gh seemingl y obscure and 

unimportant attempt to provide a certain gnosis concerning 

th e account of creation. As we saw in relation to the 

spec ula tions concerning the na ture of the firmament, these 

soecula tions seem to emphasize God's role as creator. The 

oatherinq of the waters wa s done by God in order that the 

wor ld a nd man might exist and for future purposes such as 

the ouni s hment 0 f the wicked and the redemption of Israel 

as God ' s oeople. Fina lly, and perhaos most im~ant, these 

so ec u l a tions a nd those discussed in the las t ch apter, seem 

to s tress tha t God crea ted the world with a definite ourpose 

a nrj Ql a n. As a result, the world is to be seen a s ordered 

a nd not c haotic. 



J . The Creation of Liqht and the Garment of Go d 

Passaq e 23 

r,enesis Rabbah 3 :4 

R. S imeon b . R. Yehozedek asked R. Samuel b . Nahman: 
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Becauae I have heard that you are a master of haqqadah, 
te l l me from where was the light created? He r eplied : The 
Ho l y One, blessed b e He, wr a one d Himself in it as if it 
we r e a robe and it shone from the lustre of His majesty 
f r om one end of the world to the other . He a nswered him in 
a wh i soer . He said to him , 'There is a verse which 
e xolicitly state~"Who covers Yourself with liqht as a 
qa r me nt"( Psal m 104: 2 ), yet you say it in a whisper!' 
He s aid to him: Just as I heard it in a whisper, so I h a ve 
told it to you in a whisper. R. Berekiah remarked : Had 
not R. Isaac t a u oht it, could we have said it! 
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I n p revious sections , we have seen that the Rabbis 

viewed light as a symbol of goodness . In this section , we 

will deal in Qreater d etail with the sp eculations concern in g 

the nature a nd creation of light. These specu l a tions , for 

the most part, a r e to be found in Genesis Rabbah chanter 3 . 

Ge nesis Rabbah 3 :4 o res ents us with a discussion of 

Sod ' s na r ment of light. The discussion takes place between 

R. S imeon b. Yehazedek a nd R. Samuel b . Nah man, 'The maste r 

of the Haqqadah .' The conver sation, however, is a rtificial, 

f or while both men lived in Palestine, R. S imeon b . R. Yeho

zedek who l ived in th e fi r s t half of the thir d c en tury lived 

s ome fifty y e a r s o r ior to R. Samuel b . Na hman . 

Neve rth e l ess , the o uestion whic h is attr i but ed to 

~ . S i meon b . R. Yehozedek is the ~uestion of wher e lia ht 

"1as created . :i . Samu e l b . Nahman' s a ns\'1e r was that it was 

c r eated from Go d ' s qa r me nt. The implied sense of the 

~assane is th a t light had existed o r ior to its c r eation fo r 

~an , f or it was see n a s being co-existent- with God. It is 

~ robab le that R. Samuel b . Nahman fel t that God ~as ab le 

t o c r eate usinq li nh t. Acco r d ing ly, liqht n r eceeded 

eve rythin ~ else in creation . 

Th e ry reex i stenc e of light is also implied by the 

1uestion itself , " Fr om \"!he r e was the liqht c r eatod ?" The 

""' Uestion seems r a ther str a n ne. \'!hy does it say "From 

""Jher e " instead of " how" as in , " How was the light c r eated?" . . . 
S i mil a rly , i n Leviticus Rabbah 3 1:7, the o ues tion reads , 

"From whe r e d id li nht come out into the world? " I n th is 

1ue s tion , the intent i s even clearer . Both a uestions imo l y 

t h a t linht was o r e- existent to the creation of the world . 

This means that the liqht in Ge nes i s 1: 3 was not really 

c rea ted , but r ather "came out ," p robab ly f rom God ' s garment. 

As s uch, many author ities seem to tllve maintained that light 

n receeded the c reat ion of heaven a nd e a rth. For examole , 

-::>sal m 10 4 :1-5 , wh ich is a poetic account of the c:reation of 

the wo r l d , reads : 



(1) Bless the Lord , o my soul 
O Lord my God , you are very q reatl 
You are clothed with honor and majesty, 

( 2 ) Who covers Yourself with liqht as a 
garment, 
Who has s tretched out the heavens like 
a tent, 

( 3 ) Who has laid the beams of Your chambers 
on the waters, 
Who makes the clouds Your chariot, 
who rides on the winqs of the wind , 

(4) Who makes the winds Your messengers, 
Fire a nd flame your ministers. 

( 5 ) You se t the earth on its foundation s , 
so that it should never b e shaken ••• 

Genesis Ra bbah 3:4 used verse 2 of this Psalm to p rove that 

Aod coverse Himself with a garment of light. Exodus Rabbah 

15 : 22 cite s Psalm 104 : 2 as a p roof that liqht was created 

before the heaven and the earth. This interpretation would 

hav e been based upon the aooearance of heavens in the second 

half of verse 2 a nd earth in verse 5 . Aecause Psalm 104 

was seen by the Rabbis as being a poetic account of creation, 

the mention of light before heaven and earth in this 

Psalm proved for the Rabbis that the creation of light o re

ceeded the creation of heaven and earth. S i milarly, in 

Genes is Rabbah 3:1, we read: 

In this 

c r eated 

a na loo v 

R. Judah says: The light was crea t ed first. 
This is similar to a k iaQ who wished to build 
a Palace, but the site was shroud ed in 1ar k ness. 
What d id he d o? He lit lamos a nd l a nterns in 
order to k now how to a ffi x the foun dations. 
Thus, the lioht was created fir s t. 

trad ition, R. J udah maintai ned that li ht was 

before the heaven a nd earth, c :i tin3 as p roof by 

t he fact th a t a builder needs light in order to 

kno\·1 where a nd h O \'/ to buil d . 

Once a ga in, it i s clear that in order to reconcile 

t h e view t~at liqht was created before heaven and earth 

wi th the ord er of the b i blica l verses in Genesis 1: 3 

Mi eaven and earth" in Genesi s 1: l and •1 i ght• in Genes is 1: 3 ), 

we must see linht as bein a preexistent with God a nd "cominq 
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out," as it were, when it was created for the cosmos. 

Another way to reconcile the r abb inic view with t he b i b lica l 

o r der it to see the light in Genesis 1: 3 as being a physical 

or created light, which comes from the uncreated spiritual 

lia ht of Go d . This soiritual light would a ppear to be 

part of the essence of God. This view would a~count for 

R. Simeon b . Yehozedek's Question, "From where was light 

created ?" as oppo s e d to "How was light created?" 

A s i milar d ichotomy between ph ysical and s piritua l 

liaht or c rea ted and uncreated (or p reexistent) light is 

to be fo und in Ph ilo. I n On the Creation of the World, 

chapters 26- 29 , Philo maintained tha t there were seven 

thin~s which were crea ted on the fir s t d a y and th at liqht 

was the l ast thing created on this day . The assertion th a t 

l inht was the l a st creation on the f irst day woul d a gree 

with th e biblical a ccount. However, in De Somniss I:75 , 
0 hilo identifies the light with the "Logos." The Logos, 

as we hav e seen previous l y , was for Philo preex i stent to 

the creation o f heaven and earth. In addit ion, in our 

':l iscu ss ion of Genesis Rabbah 1:1, we sa\'J ho\·1 j ust as Philo 

vie~ed the "Logos" as Go d 's p lan of creation, so th e Ra bb i s 

v ie~ed the Torah as Go d 's o l a n of creation. Therefor e , 

it is not su r nrisin9 to find tha t th e Rabbis themse lves 

r:iad e the e a uation of l i cih t with Tora h. This e a uatior1 \'las 

made in Senesis Rabbah 3 : 5 , where i n e ach book of Tonah i s 

c a lled "li'lht ." 

I n Ge nesis Rabba h 3 : 4 Psalm 104 : 2 is u sed to p rove th at 

~od ' s na r ment consists of li <Jht, a nd a s such i s the " home" 

of the o reexistent light. In Song of Songs Rabbah 4 :10 , 

the same R. Samuel b . Nahman lists ten ga r ments of Go d . 

Other qar ment s include maj esty , oowe r, a nd j ustice. Obviously 

R. Samue l b . Nah man had a fond ness fo r the motif of God's 

oa r ment. The Song of Son gs Rabbah trad ition also s hows 

us t hat R. Samue l b . Nahma n consider ed ligh t to b e a n 
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Th us once again we see how the preexistent light was part 

of th e essence of God . 

The Qa rment of God was a n important part of the . . . . . . 
s~eculations found in Hekhalot literature. In Hekhalot 

. . 
~abbati, it i s called a "ha luk ," which i n Ra bb inic literature 

is s impl y a "lonq sh irt-like robe." It ~ said to have been 

worn by Zohariel, Lord , God of Israel. In Hekhalot Rabbati 

3 : 4 Vie read: 

The attribute (middah) of the garment of 
Zoh a riel, the Lord, God of Israel, who 
comes crowned to the throne of Glory. 

Accor d ing to Scholem,the early merkabah mystics were tau Qht 
6 4 to exoect to see such a garment covern g the throne of God. 

I n both Rabb inic literature and Hekhalot literature, 

the liqht of God 's garment was considered to have been a n 

i ns trument of creation . For example, Pirkei d e R. Eliezer 

cha~te r 3 states: 

From where were the heavens creat~d? From 
the light of the ga rment with which he was 
robed . 

Si mila r to this is Hekhalot Rabbati 4: 2 : 

The Pleides , Or ion, the olanet Venus, the 
constellations , stars and signs of the zodiac , 
a l l flow a nd iss ue forth f rom the gar ment of 
He who i s crowned a nd shrouded in it, sits 
upon the throne of his Glory . 

In the latter passage, it is understood that the s tars 

wer e c r eated f rom the liQht of God ' s Qarment. The Hekh a lot 

oa ssage is tal<en from a hymn wh os e composition Scholem saw 

a s occurring i n the third century c . E. in Palestine. 

Th erefore , this hymn is significant to us because it was 

comoosed in or around t he time in which R. Samuel b. Nahman 

lived . 

According to R. Samuel b . Nahman (in Genesis Rabbah 3 : 4) , 

info r mation concerninQ the preexi s tent light was to be 

communicated in a \'Jhisoer. R. S imeon b . Yehozedek asked 

why it was to be commun~a ted in a \•Jh i s per when Psal m 104 : 2 . 
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"~ho covers Yourself with light as a ga r ment," is so 

explicit? Sa muel b . Nahman answered tha t that was the way 

he had heard it. R. Serekiah, a fourth century Palestinian 

a uthor i t y , tau ght that "if R. Isaac had not tau ~ht it, could 

we have said it?" Th is statement is rather obscure. R. 

I s aac was a contempory of R. Samuel b . Nahman in Palestine. 

~h at d i d R. Be rek iah mean by this statement? As this writer 

sees it, there a re three possible interpreta tion s . First, 

R. Isaac d iscussed the detail s of God ' s narment of lipht in 

nub lic in front of more th a n one o erson. The Venice, Paris, 

a nd Oxfo r d manusc ripts of Genesis Rabbah all read,"Had not 

R. Isaac d i s cussed it in p u blic etc." This, by the way , i s 

a l so t he interp retation or pseudo-Rashi as found in the folio 

ed i tion of Genesis Rabbah. The second intero ret a tion is t o 

see R. Isaac as discussin g the nature of God' s garment of 

linht even though it was esoteric s peculation of a sort which 

~·:as fo r b i dd en. The third interp retation is to see R. I saac 

a s d iscussi na the qarment of lioht even thou gh such die

cussion seemed to indic ate that God was corporeal. 

Re~ard less of which interpretation the reader chooses , 

it i s clear that this sort of s pe culation was, a ccordino 

to R. Samuel b . Na hman , to h ave been communicated i n a 

~h is~er. In Rabb inic Lite r a tur e ,thinns which are communic a t ed 

i n a wh isoer often a re d one so because they ha ve a .>ort of 

ma a ical oower a nd , as s uch, are to be renarded as secret. 

Fo r example, in BT Sanhed rin l Ola we read that one may 

wh isne r a ch a r m or incan tation over a s nake b it on th e 

Sabbath . Rut in DT Hag i ga h 14a, th e sec r ets of the Torah are 

sa~d to be communic a t ed from one person to a nother in a 

~hisce r. From this trad ition a nd f rom Ge nesis Rabbah 3 :4, 

it wou l d seem that " s oeak in" in a wh isper" was a t ech n ical 

term for the communication of esoter i c t eac hin g . 

1·1e can now be a i n to d r a w some condusions conieerning t he 

siQnificanc e of R. Samuel b . Nah man ' s d iscourse on the 

creation of l i pht . R. Sam~l b . Nahman• s account of th e 
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crea tion of light r esembles both a doctrine of emana tion 

b y t he "Logo s " as fou nd in Greek thought and in Philo, a nd 

t he i d ea of devolution in Gnostic thought. In Gnostic myth, 

l i ght is one of the a ttributes of the S upreme Go d . The 

Gnostics a lso d i s tinguish e d bet ween the phys ical lipht of 

the world a nd the s p iritua l li ght of th e Su p r e me God . We ' 

have noticed n revious l y that such a d istinction exists 

within Rabb inic Liter ature and in the writings of Philo. 

r; nos is , of course , for a Gnostic s ect would be the a op re

hens ion of this s p iritual light. Similarly , the Hekhalot 

myst ics were t auqht to expect to see in their vision of 

~od ' s throne a garment o f light wh ich covered the throne. 

For a Gnost ic s ect, app reh e nsion of this light would lead 

to r edemptio n from the corrupted p hys ical world . For the 

Rabb i s , a pp rehension of this light had to b e earned . Man 

mus t oe r fo r m c erta in actions, i.e. the mitsvot (comma ndments), 

an d know certa in t hings (the written a nd ora l l aw ), i f he 

ex pects to pa rtake of the p reexistent light. Therefore, 

the p r eexistent light, in the view o f the Ra bb is, has a 

s pecific fu nction, a nd it i s to that function which we now 

turn. 



23 8 

K. The Pr eex i s tent Light 

Rabb inic Literature sees the preexistent liqht as beirig 

stor ed by God for th e righteous i n the world to come. From 

th e b i blical account of creation, it is not clear what 

haone ned to the oreexistent light after Rod "let it out," 

so to sneak , f rom Hi s qa r ment ( Gene s is 1: 3 ). The ligh t in 

Gene s i s 1: 3 is not th e same light as t he ligh t of the su n, 

moon, a nd star s . Because of the uncertainty of what con

s titu ted the linht in Ge nes i s 1: 3 , ma ny Ra bbis felt that 

Rod withdrew the o reexistent lloht f rom the world , because 

~od foresaw the wicked ness of th e fu ture Qenerations, a nd 

d e s i red t hat t hese wicked oeo p le not oartake of this 

l i tJht . 65 Thus it is said to have been stored away fo r the 

rinhteous in the world to come. 

Another r eason as to why the preex istent l iaht was with

d r awn was so th a t it would not ecliose the lioht of the sun 

(Ae nesis Rabbah 3 : 6 ). If God had not n ithd r awn this l i ght, 

t h e r e would have been no need to create the s un. Mo r eover, 

bec a use the o r eexistent liQht was s een as beinn abs olutel y 

nood , it could not have shone at nioht . I n such a way , 

th e Rabb is a ccounted fo r the creation of the moon . However 

if n od cr eated or "let out" this liqht f r om Hi s 1arment, 

a nd then c hose to withd r a w l t , then wh y d id God "let it out " 

i n t he fi r st o lace? Wa s no t th is an unnec essar y a nd supe r

fl uo us act , q iven the f act that He was to crea t e the sun , 

moo n , and star s . 

It was this q uestion which led to the i d e a t ha t this 

l i nht was s tor ed f or th e ri ~hteou s in t he messianic f u ture. 

The author of th is concep t was either R. Judah b . S imeon 

b . Pazi J r R. Eleaza r b . 0 edat . 66 9ecause both of these 

a uthorities liv ed at t he same time, we may date the oria in 

of the conceo t of the o r eexistent liqht wh ich was as hidd e n 

or stored a wa y for the mess i a nic fu ture, to the second h a lf 

of the th i r d century . 
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Some traditions associate this o reex istent lipht with 

the first man Adam. Many sources, all in the name of R. 

S i mon b. Menasysa who lived in Palestine in the second half 

of th e second century , state that the splendor of Adam 

ori~ inally eclio sed the s o lendor of the s un. The similarity 

of Adam ' s ori~ inal s o lend or and the o ree xistnet liQht of God 

was noted b y Alexander Altman i n his article entitled 

" flnostic Themes in Rabb inic Cosmology ." Altman feel s th at 

t he two concepts seem to have mur Qed. As s uch, it is the 

s i n of Adam wnich causes God to With d r aw a nd store away the 

n r eex i stent liqht. 6 7 In Genesj~ Ra bbah 11:2 a nd 1 2 : 1i , we 

read th a t "Ad am d id not retain his Glory fo r a niqht." 

The r efor e , Adam wa s felt to have immediately lost the p re

e xistent liqht after h e had s inned . 

Thus we se e e vide nce of t wo trad itions concernin~ o r e 

e ~ is ten t lioht. One trad ition s ays that this li pht was 

"Ji th d r c:·m by Go d befor e the f o 1;1rth da y in a ntic i nation o f 

t he f u t ure d eeds of th e wicked , a nd in order th a t th e 

c r eation of the s un would not b e s u oerfl uous . Th e seconrl 

trai ition says that the n ree x i sten t light was in Adam ' s 

~ossess ion, a nd wa s taken f rom h i m either in antic~oltion 

of o r d ue to his sin . 

The ~nos tics bel ieved th a t the ~r eexistent lia ht of 

the Supreme God descend s , f a lls victim to the world below, 

an~ is mi xed with dar k ness . The t ask of th e Gnostic , 

acco r d i n o to Ma nichaen Gnosticism, is to red eem t h i s light 

f r om i ts mixtu r e with dar kness . In contr adistinction, the 

~ahb is felt th a t the p r eex i s tent li~ht was t a ken away a nd 

hi1d e n d t•e to the wicked ness of' fu tur e qenerations . They 

believ ed it was stor ed awa y for the r i g hteous who will b e 

r e~ard ed in the f u t ur e . 

I n view of the trad itions which saw Adam as havinq been 

i n nossess ion of thi s lioht , it is oossible to view the 

' lessia h a s Adam ' ~ future t \·J in. Like Adam, he is consta ntly 
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striving to return to the garden. It is he to whom the 

, reexistent light is g iven a s a result of Adam ' s sin. In 
. . 

Genesis Rabbah 1: 6 , R. Abba of Serungayya interprets the 

verse "Liqht dwells within him" (Daniel 2 : 22 ), as a reference 

to the Messiah. 

I n conclusion, the divine, s o iritual, and o reexistent 

liaht accord in g to the Rabbis was not d r a wn into the world . 

The o rob lem faced by the Jew was not how to separate out 

this lipht f rom the darkness of this world. Rather, the 

t ask of the J ew was how to obtain this light in this world 

a nd , a s a result, brin g about the messianic a~e. Brin g in g 

the Messiah or partakinQ of the light stored a~ay by God 

is somethinq whic h must be earned by the Jew through 

ri ahteous livina, i.e. o bservance of the command ments a nd 

stud y of Torah. 
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L. Conc l usion The Over all Thematic Concerns of Genesis 

Rabbah Chapter s 1- 8 

In this chanter we have examined the over all themat ic 

concer ns of Genes i s Rab bah 1-8 . These chapter s exhibit 

a concer n ove r the asser tion t hat a o lurality of diet i es 

created the wo r ld . This concern a r ose out of the he r etical 

inter oreta tion of Ge ne sis 1:1 and Genesis 1 : 26 . The oeoole 

·~ o mad e these her etica l inter o reta tions were l abeled as 

"minim" by th e Rabb is . The in t erpr etation of Ge nesis 1:1 

by the minim 1as based on seeinp t h e wo r d " Elohim" as 

imo l y ino more than one die t y. They also c l a imed that the 

oh r a se in ~enesis 1:2R, " Let us make man , " indicates 

-.1 u r a li t v . 

I n their resoonse to the minim, the Rabb is chos e to 

emohasize th a t ther e was only o n e ~od , the God of Is r a el, 

··1ho was th e creator of the wor l d . The issue of p lu r a l it y 

ex i sted with in the Jewi sh community as well as the non

Jew ish community . The Rabb is in the acad emy were a nxious 

for their s tud ents to hav e the o r o rer u nd e r standino of these 

ve r ses . Amonq non- Jews , the o lur a listic min im to whom the 

Rabb is referred coul d ha ve been either Ch r istians , Gnsotic s 

o r both . 

The Rabb is a lso dow no lay e d the r o le of an~ els ~ c r eation. 

I n the i r interor etat i on of ~ene s is 1 : 25 , the Rabb is main

ta i ned that ~od d i d not consult with the annel s , or , if h e 

':l i d , he did s o out of mo r a listic r e asons . The v sou cht to 

insulc te the communit v from a n Qel soec ula tions, especiall y 

those which conce r ned a nrimar y a noel of c r eation . Ther e 

is evidence that both J e ~us a nd the d emiur ne were viewed 

ind iv i rl ua ll y by different non- Jewish n rouo s as t~i s 

nrimar y a noel. We have a lso seen evidence in this chanter 

tha t t he r e seem to have been Jews who he lieved that anQels 

had c r e a ted the world . 

The Rabb i s en oa o ed in a conside r ab le amou n t of s oecu

l a tion conc e rninn the fi r s t man , Adam . Th e i dea that the 
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the cosmos \'las created for mari-. s usag e and en j oy ment is 

foun d in Philo, as well as rabbinic sources. It is a lso 

clear that the Ra bbis knew of some sects wherein Ad am was 

interpreted as one of the creators of the world. Such an 

interoretation was shown to e x ist in the Apocalypse of Adam 

in the Na Q Hammadi library. The rabbinic conerns are more 

r e flective of a concern over Gnosticism th a n they a re a 

c o nce rn over Christianity . 

Th e Rab b is viewe d the creation of the cosmo s as our

~os iv e and ord ered for the qood. This assertion was con

t r as ted with th a t of Gnostic myth in which cosmos ma y b e 

v i ewed a s o r dered ,bUt its order is for the evil ourooses 

of th e d emiura e. The Rabb is stressed t h e role of the God 

of Isr a el a s kinn of the world . As creator of th a t world , 

He i s a n a qent of a ood . This latter idea wa s shared by 

t h e Church Father s . 

Th e i dea of the Looos as a n intermediary in creation was 

fou nd in ° h ilo. This i d ea res embled the conceo t of the 

So oh i a wh o was wisd o m personified in Valentinian Gnosticism. 

The Sooh i a ~as viewe d a s being the mother of the d emiurQe . 

~abb inic sources includ e an i dea similar to that of Philo, 

seeing the Torah as bein q wisdom personified and as the 

active arc~itect in the creatio n of the world . 

The word s "Tohu" a nd " Bohu" in Genesis 1: 2 c a user! - -
s e r i ous e xegetica l o rob lems for the Rabb is. r,nostic s ects 

cons i d ered ch a otic and evil "Tohu" and "~" to be the 

na tura l s t a te of affa irs in the world . The Ra bbis either 

a ttempted to den y t h is assertion, or the y a cceoted it. 

If t hey a cceo t ed it, they souqht to deny t ha t t he s ource 

of "Toh~' and " Bohu" ~as God , but r a ther was man. Man's - -
r eso on s i b ility for evil in the world is s tressed . God is 

not the source of evil. In these trad ition s , we a lso found 

s everal traditions whose our pose coul d h a ve been to d eny 

t hat the world wa s crea ted or controll ed by the d emiur ge. 
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The bas ic theoloqical assump tion in chapters 1-8 of 

Genesis Rabbah is tha t God is a good a nd benevolent c reator. 

God i s desc ribed as being man 's pa rtner i n the world . Once 

aoain a ny concept similar to a d emiu r ge conceot is denied . 

In these chaoters , we a l s o find several traditions which 

s~ec ulate about t he na ture of God Hi mse lf. On t he whol e , 

these trad itions r enresent a oositive a ttitude towar d s soecu

lation a nd Jewi sh onosis . 

Thes e chapter s also contain numer ous s peculations con

c er ninq the creat ion of the firmament and the gatherinq of 

the water s . One ~ urnose of such speculations was s i mp l y to 

desc ribe the nature of the univer s e. In these traditions , 

God ' s benevol e nce a nd r ewar d of the r ighteous i s once aoain 

str essed . Gorl ' s rol e as Cr eator is emphas ized . Another 

~u r~ose of t hese t r ad itions mi ght have been to provid e 

Je".'S "1 i th a .Jewish alterna tive to Gnostic s oecula tions on 

the account of creation. These trad itions a lso represent 

a more oos i t ive a ttitud e towar ds s oeculation and Jewish 

., nos is . 

Consider ab le soecula tion concerning the na ture a nd 

c r eation of li~ht is found in t his material. The idea . of a 

~reex i stent or nrimo r d ial liaht is to be f ound in both 

qabb i nic a nd Gnostic Litera ture. For the Gnostics , t he 

~ reex isten t lioht was corruo ted by the created world . For 

the Rabbis , t his lioht was removed a nd s tored for the 

ri ~h teous a nd fo r the mess i a nic e r a . On the whole, these 

t r aditions reflect a more positive a ttitud e t owar ds 

s~ec ulation a nd Jewish qnosis . 
It is clear that Jewish onc>sis on " f\1a ' aseh 3e r eishit" 

fo r ms t he basis of chaoter s 1-B. Gnostic themes a nd concerns 

seem to have had a s i qnifica nt infl ue nce of these ch ap ters . 

Th is influence, ace ord inn to t h E! ev i d e nc e nre sented here , 

seems to have been much area ter than the Christian a nd 

n r eek i nf luences or esent in t hese chanter s . The Rabhis 
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r eac ted to Gnosticism in t~o ways. First they sounht to 

d eny its assertions. This denial was often couo led with 

warnin Qs a'lai nst any t yoe of s peculations wl"i:h could lead 

t o " Gnostic-1 ike" cone lus ions. Second, they sought to 

o rov i d e a Jewish alte rnative to the Gnostic understand inq , 

a n a lterna tive Jewish gnosis if you will. Naturally , this 

latter way r eflec t s a more oositive attitude towards the 

~otential benefits of esoteric s oeculation on th e account 

of creation. 

The overall a oo roa ch of Genesis Ra bbah chapters 1-8 is 

~o r e reflective of the second mode of r abb inic reaction to 

r-nosticism than the first . These chapters seek to provide 

the J ew with an alternative Jewish q nosis on the account of 

c rea tion. In comparison to HaoiQah II:l of the Palestinian 

Ta l mud , the red actor of Genesis Rabbah 1-8 and the tradi

tions the r ein e xo ress a much more positive attitude towa r ds 

s~ eculation on the a ccount of creation. It aopear s that 

s ome of the trad itions of Genesis Rabbah ch ao ters 1-8 sou ~ht 

to comba t s oeculation with sneculation. On occas ion, the 

t r ad itions in these chapters seem to have incoroorated 

~nostic motifs into their interoretations ~ Th ese motifs were 

incor~ orated only where they d i d not constitute a threat 

to t he honor o f the Go d of Isr a el and His commandments. 

~he n ~e a dd toqether a ll of these f actors, it aopea ~s 

tha t Gnostic s oeculations on man, God , the cosmos , a nd creation, 

see~ to h a v e been the o ri~e c a nd i date f or the target of 

these a lterna tive s pe cula tions which we h a ve l abeled a s 

" Je\·1 ish r n o s is." 
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CHAPTER VII . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
A REDACTION CRITIOUE OF GENESI S RABBAH CHAPTERS 1- 8 



Chaoters 1-8 of Genesis Rabbah consists of a collection 

of exegetic comme nts on Genesis 1 : 1 through Genesis 1: 28 . 

The actual breakdown of the chaoter s in Genesis Rabbah a nd 

the verses discussed in each chapter is as follows: 

Genesis Rabbah, Chapter 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Genesis 

1:1 
1: 2 - 3 
1: 3- 5 
1 : 6 - 8 
1: 9-13 
1:14-18 
1: 20- 25 
1: 25 - 3 1 

All of these chaoters comment on the first ''parashah" 

a nd the fi r st "seder" of the Torah . 1 In Chao ter 3 of this 

thesis , we discus~ed th e various attemots to exo l a in the 

chanter div i sions of Genesis Ra bbah. As we saw, most of 

these attem~ ts have oroven to be unsatisfactor y , esoecially 

in terms of chapters 1-18 . The reade r will recall th a t it 

is my contention that chapters 1-18 a r e a seoerate a nd earlier 

l itera r y unit . The redactor of chaoters 1-8 was not the 

same as the fi nal redac tor of th entire work. 

I n terms of chapters 1-8 none of the a ttemot s to e xo l a in 

t he chapter divisions aooear to be valid . Obviously, the 

1 ivision of the chapters is not based upon the triennial 

cycle of Torah readina , fo r all eiqht chaoters appea r within 

the same "Seder. '' The oroems in these chapters do not 

account for the chanter d ivisions. Each chapter has a t 

least one oroem, but t he numbe r , size, a nd quality of the 

ry roems in the ind ividua l chanter s var y greatly . 2 The 

len th of the chapters is certa:iily not a criteria for the 

d ivisions . Thouqh it is oossible that the redactor could 

have nossessed a lar Qe amount of homiletic material con

cernino the fi rst ch ap ter of Genesis , it is clear that this 

ma terial was not divided equally in order to de termine the 

chanter s , fo r the lennth of the ch anters varies a r eatly . 

J 
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For examole, chapter 6 contains 31 lines , wher eas chapte r 

1 contains 140 lines. 

The " open a nd closed" verses do not account for ' th e 

cha ote r divisions . This c r iteria is a pp licalbe to only 

5 out of the 8 chapters, chanter s 1, 4 , 5 , 6 , and 7 . The 

"na tural break" theory , wh ich sees a na tural br eak accordinq 

to the Genesis narrative as being deter min i tive of the 

chanter d ivisions , i s applicable only to the same five 

ch aoters mentioned immed iately above . In conc lusion , no 

theo r y which has been oroposed pr eviousl y may account fo r 

the chanter d ivisions. 

Nevertheless , the exact identity of the chaoters which 

may be e xo l ained by the "ooen and closed" ve r se theory 

a nd the 'hatural break" theory seemed to be more than a 

curious coincidence . As a r esult, I beQan to search for a 

way to account f or the coincidence , and found what I believe 

to ~e t he key to understa nding the cha pter d ivisions . This 

kev was to see the divisions in terms of the oa rticula r 

da ys of creation . ~h en we use this as a c r iterion a nd 

com.,are it with the "ooen-closed" verse a nd " natural b r eak " 

theories, we find the followina results: 

Chanter Verse Day Ooen- c losed Natural Break 
1 1 1 x x 
2 2- 3 1 
3 3-5 1 
4 6 - 8 2 x x 
5 9- 13 3 x x 
(.; 14-18 4 x x 
7 20- 25 5- 6 x x 
8 26 -31 6 

Thi s chart s hows us how the day of crea tion may account for 

the bec inninn of cha te r s 1,4, 5 , 6 , a nd 7 . These chaoters 

a r e the same ch a ':> ters to \'Jhich the "ooen- closed" verses 

a nd " natu r a l brea k" t heories a 'i'J l y . 

The r eader is correct in askin~ what is the d i ffe r ence 

~etween the " day" criterion and the other two criteria. All 

three theories or criteria account only fo r the same five 
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chapter d ivisions. Never theless , the day c r iter ion is 

si~ nific ant in that it mar ks the be q inninq of a thematic 

a ~ roach . The "natura l br eak " theory , a lthough it was 

thema tic, could o nly account for l a r ge b locks of mate r ial . 

For examo le, the " natu r al b r e a k" theor y , q iven its c r iteria 

a s d iscussed in ch aoter III of this thesis, could only 

account for chao ters wh ich would b e n in with the e x e ges i s 

of 1 : 20 , 1 : 24 , and 1: 29 . It was unable to look at the inte r

med iary verses a nd to search the ra n for cer tain homiletic 

themes \'Jh ich woul d b e of concern to the r edactor . 

A themat ic apo roach looks fo r overall themes rather th a n 

the •·1ay in \'Jh ich t he Genesis te xt r eads . Th e thema tic 

a~n roach becomes extremely useful when , cou p l ed with the 

" (lay" criterion, i t is a pp lied to the f irst eight ch ante r s 

of ~ene s is Rabbah . Using this a oo roach , ~e may b e g in to 

under sta no the d i visio n of chao te r a. Chanter 7 includ es 

exetetic ma terial from both the fifth a nd s i xth days o f 

crea tion . Therefor e the d ivision of chapter 8 is not 

~cco rd in i to the sixth day , but r ather accor d ina to th e 

crea tion of man on the six th day . Chaoter 7 i ncludes 

P.xc ~etic ma t e r ial concern ing the fifth and six th day until 

the crea tion of man . Chaoter 3 constitutes a thematic 

unit on ma n a nd his c r eation. Thus , the d ivision between 

ch anters 7 and 8 i s ex n l ained by a~p lyin o a thematic 

a~n raisal to the material cov e r ed in these ch aoters. 

Such a n aonr a isal may a lso account fo r the divisions 

of ch an ter 1-3 . Chao ters 1- 3 d eal with the exeoesis o f 

t h e events of th e fi r st day of c r eation. Chao t e r l deals 

so lely with Ge nesis 1:1 . The st r uctur e of this chaoter 

is r a ther com~ lex a nd will b e discussed shortly as to its 

over a ll theme . Chao ter 2 deals with the nature of the 

cosmos , basin ~ its d iscuss i on u pon the aonear a nce of 

"~" and " Oohu " in Genesis 1: 2 . r,enesis 1:3 a poe arsonly 

in this chapte r only as a contras t to Ge nesis 1 : 2 . In 

ch aoter 2 "Linht " as in Genes i s 1 : 3 is a symbol of the 
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re\'Ja r d a nd the redemption of the riqhteous from "Tohu" 

and "~· " Chaoter 3 deal s \·1 ith Genesis 1: 3 - 5 . The ' 

thematic basis of this chaoter is its d i scuss ion of the 

na tur e of "Light . 0 Chapters 4-7 a re all based upon th e 

eve nts of creation of th e second throu oh the fifth day. 

Th us we see how the thema tic aop roach when coupled with the 

" rla.Y" criterion may account for the divisions of ch an ters . . 
1-3 of r,enesis Rabbah. 

As a mi d rashic text, Genes i s Rabbah is a bridge betl'leen 

exenetic a nd homiletic fo rms of mid r a sh i m. As such, it is 

a water s hed mid r ash. The t a nnaitic or exe~e tic mi d r ash im 

a r e marked by a verse by verse exeqesis of the b i blical 
. . . . . . . 

t ex t . The Mek hilta de Ra bb i Ish mael , the Sifra, and the 

Sifre, a r e a ll e ~ amo les of this tyoe of mid r a sh. Examoles 

of literary-h~milectic mid rashim a re Leviticus Rabbah a nd 
0 es i k t a d e R. Kahane Leviticus Rabbah is based upon the 

t r iennial c ycle of Torah readina , and has a clear and 

f orma l st ructure . This structure consists of a n introductory 

" r oem o r proems , followed by a body of materia l, a nd 

c oncluded with a messianic peroration. Th is structure 

c r eated a new litera ry form which is called the "litera r y 

hom ily ~' I n his "literary homilies ," the redactor of 

Leviticus Rabbah seems to have collected oroems f rom 

~ ifferent live sermons . He then focused the bod y of the 

homil y uoon the fi r s t ve r se or ve r s es of the " seder," 

sk i~n inq the r emain in p verses in the triennia l Torah 

r ead ino . He conclud~d his homily with a me s sianic oerora-

t
. 3 ion . 

Cha te rs 1-8 in ~enes is Rabbah res emble the literary 

homiletic form in that they possess o roems. However, they 

1 0 not ~ossess messianic oerorations, nor a re they based 

u~on a clear a nd formal s tructure . These chaoters r es~mble 

the t a nna itic or exeoetic mi d ras him in that they embody -ve r s e by verse exeqesis . ~hile c hant e rs 1-8 in Genesis 

labbah , fo r th e most !)ar t, do not " skiQ" verses. th ey do 
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seem to b e based in large measu r e upon the fi r st verse 

wh ich is d iscussed or interp r eted in the particula r 

ch aoter. The fo llowi nq chart .il l u s trates th is phenomenon. 

chanter 1s t verse # of lines .'! of lines 
" 

total 1st verse 

0, 

'"' 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

1 140 140 100 
2* 43 43 100 
3 68 44 
6 67 40 
9 70 54 

1 4~:* 96 12 
20 31 17 
26 107 8 4 

-;,"-: includes verse three only in the contex t of verse 2 
cf . a bove this c haoter 

*-.': breakd o\'l n of the e xe gesis in chao ter 6 is 
v e rse 14-15 - 12 lines 

•• 16 - 30 ti 

" 17 40 " .. 18 - 14 ti 

Fr om the chart, it is evident t hat , with the exceo tion of 

c ha~ ter ~ . a ll of the chapters are built mo r e th a n 50~ 

u0 on the f irst b i blic a l ver se which the chao ter d iscuss es . 

Only ch ao ter si x evid e nces a d ifferent d istribution. In 

conclusion, the evidence suoports my contention that 

" enesis Rabbah constitutes water shed mid rash, a t r a ns i tion 

b e t ween two l iterary forms . ~ith this in mind , let us now 

e:(am ine the inte r nal st ructure o f Genesis Rabbah 1-B, 

be ~ inninq with the s tructur e of chaoter 1. 

7 1 
60 
77 
12.5 
55 
7&5 

The q r eat r esl) ect with \'J~h scribes held these t r aditions 

is e vide nced by a note a t the he n inninq of the Lond on 

manu s c r i Qt which reads : 

Let us not be af r a i d of the sec r ets of q r eat 
holiness . St ren qthen . my hand to . be~ in a nd 
fi nish R. Hoshaya • s Genesis Rabbah. 

More i moorta ntly , howeve r , is a sc ribal note a t the 

be q inninQ of the Oxfor d A manuscrio t of Genesis Rabbah . 

This sc ribal note says that the fi r st six p r oems served 

a s a n intr oduction to the entir e mid r ash. As a result, the 
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sc rib e of t his manuscrio t be oan th e seventh section of 
. . 4 

chaoter 1 of Ge nesis Rabbah by a uotino Genes is Ra bbah 1 : 1 . 

Accord ing to the trad itional ord er in~ of Genesis 

Rabba h, the o roems constitute sections 1 , 2 , 3 , 5 , 6 , a n d 7 

of chao ter 1 . Sectio n 4 , wh ich is not a o roem, s eems out 

of n lace accord in q to the trad it ional enumer a tion, 

eso ec i a lly it we view the p roems as introd uctions to the 

r est of the material in chao t e r 1 . This confused ord e r 

was anoa r e nt to the sc ribe of th e Lond on manusc r i o t. His 

o r ri e r was sections 1, 5 , 6 ,7•2• a nd 3 , wh ich a re the s i x 

, roems , followe d by 4 , 8 , 9 , a nd 10 - 15. J . Th eodor, i n his 

c r itica l ed ition of Ge nes i s Ra bbah , r etained this ord er in~ . 
. . 5 

Fur ther more in his commentar y entitled Or haSechel, R. 

Ab r aham b . Ashe r wr ote : 

Rashi had a d iffe r ent o r der fo r th e b e g innin q 
of the Mi d r ash in tha t some of the d ivisions 
a r e r eve r sed and not organ ized accor din q to 
th e o r de r of our book • . I have a lso found an 
edition of Mi d r ash Ra bbah with a nc i ent sc r i p t 
which a rees with Rashi1 s ord er. 

I t is not c lear •1hich e d iti o n e ither Rashi or R. Ab r a h am 

•sher ~ossessed . Theod or bel ieves qashi' s order to 

e e n that of the London nanusc ri~t. 6 R • .\~raha~ ~ . 

~sher see~s to hav E acc e~ted Rashi• s o r de r, for h e wr i tes : 

~ccord inrly a7ter investi~ation , it ~ou1d 
seen that the =enui~e order is that of 
0 ash i. 

· ith this a lter e d orderin~ in ~ind , let us no~ d i rect our 

a ttention to the ~roem i n ch anter l . 

Acco rd in~ly to t heir ord er in the Lond on ma nuscrio ts, 
. . 

the ~ roe~s in chapter 1 o f S enesis Rabbah constitute sections 

1 , 5 , 6 ,7 , 21 a nd 3 . The n r oems in s ections 1,5,7, a nd 2 

return at th e end of t h e pe r icoo e verse , Genesis 1:1. The 

') roems in sections 6 a nd 3 d o not return to Genesis 1:1. 

~enesis Rab bah 1: 6 which was e xtensively d iscus sed in 

ch aoter 4 sec tion c of this th es is , r eo r esents a como i lation 
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of t wo traditions. The nroem itself is based uoon Psalm 

85 : 10 and is attributed to R. Tanhuma who makes the crucial 

exeoesis at the end of the ~ roem. The a nqe l t r adxion, 

which may a lso be found in Genesis Rabbah 3 : 8 , seems to be 

a later addition. It was probab l y add ed due to the fact 

that it, too, interprets Psalm 86 :10 in terms of God 's 

a loneness in crea tion. 

In terms of the bod y of chaoter 1, sections 4 , 8 , 9 , and 

10 all interoret the word "bereishit," "in the be g inning." 

Sec t i ons 4, 8 , a nd 9 " bereishit" as " bara shet'' which means 

"he created su." These interp ret~tions d iscuss the six 

thinns wh ich were created prior to the creation of the world , 

or the s i x things or materials that God used in the creation 

of the world . Genesis Rabbah 1:10 interprets the first 

le tter of the word " bereish it," the "~·" Th e "~" is 

i nter ~r eted in terms of its shape a nd s ymbolic siQnificanc e 

and in terms of a limitation on esoteric s pecuiation. 

Senes is Rabbah 1:4 also interprets the "~" in the word 

" f) e r eishit ," but interprets it as meanini "fo r the sake of ." 

Thus , God i s said to have created t he world for t he sake of 

Tora h , Mos es, Hallah ,tithes, and f irst fruits. 

Section 11 discusses children who en paqed in s peculation 

on the "fina l letters0 of tlle Hebrew a l ohabet. The intention 

of this trad ition is to show that proper s pecula tion can 

really only affir m ~od ' s kingship . Through a orooer under 

s t and in'J of the''fina l letters ," the children a re said to 

have understood th a t eac h letter illus trated t hat God as 

kin,, ha "! tra nsmitted th e Tor ah to ·1oses . It is clear that 

in t his trad ition, Moses is a oseud onym for the Rabb is 

themselves . 

From section 12 on , the r edactor interorets the words 

in ~enesis 1:1. Section 12 d iscusses the Hebr ew o~deri~g 

of the firs~ ~hree wor ds of the Tora h, 11 be~eishi~ ba~a 
Elohim," . "In th e be g inn inn 'lod created ." Sec ti on 13 a nd 15 

discuss t he \·1 ords " heave n" a nd. "ea~th ," a nd section 1 4 
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Cha~ter 1 i s compl eted by a t r a d ition whic h is f o u nd in 
8 

nu~erous other sources. The trad i t i o n emohasizes t hat 

n rec ed ence in s cr ioture may o f t e n be rev e r sed i n t wo v e r s e s . 

For examo l e , one f i nds hoth "hea ven a nd ear th " a nd " earth 

a nd heaven." Th i s l ack of c onsis t e nc y ind ica tes th a t the 

t wo a r e to be consid ered as e a ua l s . Ot her eq ua ls in s c rio

tur e includ e th e patria rch s , Mo s es a nd Aaron , Joshua a nd 

Caleh , and f a ther a nd mother. I n t he par a llel to Genesis 

~abbah 1:15 in PT HaQ i Qah II:l 77c-d , only the "heaven and 

ear th " a re d iscus sed as beinQ e qua l s . The r edactor of . . 
~e nes i s Rabbah chos e to add the e xamp le s of "eouals" from 

other sources to th is trad ition for t wo r easons. Fir s t, 

these examples illus trated the princio l e o f e o ua lity in 

sc r i o t ur e a s e xores s e d in the Hillel-Shamma i trad ition. 

~econd , because th i s li s t of e oua l s ends with t he teachinq 

th a t o ne i s to trea t one's mother and f a t her with e a ua l 

r esoec t , the redactor was ab le the end ch a p ter 1 on a mor a l 

note . It is oossib le tha t this conclus ion was o lac e d he r e 
. . . 

~Y the f i na l redactor o f Genesis Rabbah and not by the 

ear lie r redactor of the f irst c hapters . 

If we e xam ine Ge nes i s Rabbah chap t e r 1 in t e r ms of t h e 

maj o r t hemes , we find that e a ch t he me may in s o me way be 

r elated to a Gno s tic conc ern. In the f ollowin q ch a rt, 

these two concerns a re p l a c ed sid e by s i d e f or the sak e 

of comoaris ion: 

~enesis Rabbah Theme 

a . Tora h a s th e s ourc e of 
gnosis (1:1) 

b . To r a h a s a blu e~ r int f or 
a wel l-p l a need c r eation 
by God as creat o r 
( 1:1, 1:8 , 1: 13 ) 

c . Th e Rahb i s nossess 
~ nos is wh ich i s based 
u po n t h e orooer und er
s t a nd in g of t he He b r e w 
" i b l e ( 1 : 4 , l: G) 

. 
Gnos tic Concern 

Tor a h a s the tool o f 
t h e d emiur ge 

Cr eation, the work of 
t he demi ur ge \'/as not 
wel l o l a nned , d ue to 
th e e x i s tence of evil 
i n th e world 

Gnos tic claims tha t 
th ey , not the Rabb is, 
ooss e s sed gnosis 
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d . Rab binic attemJ ts to limit 
s oeculat ion as an a nti
onostic p olemic (1: 5 , 1:10 , 
l: 11) 

e . God as king and sole 
c r eator. An oels and other 
..., owers d o not create 
( 1 : 3 ' 1 : 7 ' 1: 1 2 , 1: 14) 

f . Israel as the possessor 
of onosis- Election in this 
sense (1: 2 ) 
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Gnostic Concerns 

Anti-J ewish oolemics 

The demiurg e as k in a 
of the ohysical wo r l d 
a nd its creator. Pleroma 
s neculations leadin q to 
the den iur e , not the 
hi h God , as creato r 

Gnostic claims th at he 
wh o oossesses o nosis 
is in a sens e the elect; 
Anti-J ewish o o l emics 

~s see n above, it is oossible to r elat e ever y concern of 

c ha, ter 1 to a oar a llel Gnostic arqument or position . The 

su t hemes in this ~h ao ter may a opear in several trad ition~ 

~ith in the chante r itself . It is i mJ or tant t o note th a t 

chanter 1 b e o ins by stressinq the im or tance of the Tora h . 

The Tor a h se r ves as the basis for a ll Jew i sh ~ no~ledr e o r 

" nos i s concernin a the nature of th e worl d a nd its creation 

and Is r a el ' s n l ace within that wo r l d . 

Afte r th is ooint , ho\'Jever, t he sublth e mes of ch a pter 1 

a re not ord e red accord in~ to theme , but accord ing to for m

o~ e- esis . Ther efore , the chao ter b e in s ~i th six o roems, 

a nd is f ollowed by a wo r d by wo r d e x e Qesis of ~enesis 1: 1 , 

~s d iscussed a bove . It is this form-exe a etical crite rion 

•·1h ic h a ccounts fo r the fact that that t h e sub-themes of 

c hante r 1 a re not ord ered in telligently . Nevertheless , 

t h e ch a~ter as a wh ole see~s to b e unifie d thematically 

in te r ms of its refutatio~ of ~nostic co~c er ns . The fac t 

tha t the c ha~ ter a s a wh ole is unifi ed , but i s oroanized 

RCcor d in to fo r n exegesis illustr ates t hat Genesis Ra bbah 

is a watershed rn i d r ash . Fr om t he t a nna itic mi d r ashim it 

~orrows an exenet ic , wor d b y word , aon roac h . Fr om the 

h on ilet ic mid r a shim, it orr ows the o r oemial fo r m and th e 

ove r a ll u nity of theme . However , unl i k e the concer ns of 
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a lit e r a r y homily , th e su~themes of Genesis Ra bba h ch a nt e r 

1 a r e not well or de r ed . 

Chapter 1 of Genes is Ra bba h bor r o\'/s heavily f r om ~ 

Haq i qa h II :l 77 . Para l l e ls ex ist in Ge nesis Ra bba h 1 : 5 , 1 : 6 , 

1 :10 a nd 1 : 13 . Appr ox i mat ely 30% of c ha oter 1 is d ependent 

u ~on PT Ha9igah II : l 77c . 9% of chapter 1 is d ependent upon 

~arall e l traditions found e l sewhe r e in the Pa lestin i a n Ta lmud? 

The r ef o r e , 39~ of t he t r aditions in cha pter 1 a re to be 

fou nd i n the Pa lestinB.n Ta l mud . 

Zecha r iah Fr ankel felt tha t it was clear th a t the 

?al es t in i a n Ta l mud l'la s a source of ~id rash Rabbah . Fr a nkel 
s t a t e s : 

Tbe . ed itor s of tbe Ra bbot took from th e 
Palestinian Ta lmud , but they . d i d . not copy the 
traditions of the Palestinian Ta lmud strictly 
accord ing to thei r form a nd content , but 10 r a t he r changed corrected and a dded exnlanation. 

'".'e shoul d notice tha t Fr a nkel mistake nly t r eated the 

"Ra!;bot " a s a unit , when i n r eality the individ ua l mi d r a s h ic . . 
c ol l ections in Wid r a sh Ra bbah l'le r e comoiled a t d iff erent 

t i mes by d iffer ent schools, a nd sho\'/ marked d ifferences in 

f orm, c ontent , a nd styl e . The r efore , it i s im~ossibl e to 

s ay t hat Fra nke l was sneakino stric tly in te r ms of the . . . 
r e l a tionship of the Pa l estinia n Talmud to Genesis Rabbah . 

Albec k f elt th a t Genesis Ra bbah d ral'ls uoon a d ifferent . . 
ve r s ion of t he Palestinian Ta l mud tha n our o resent v •r s ion. 

~e oos tula ted the e xistence of a "Ta l mud Er etz Yis r ael ," 

a so r t of " o r o to- Pa lestin i a n Ta l mud" f r om which both Ge nesis 

Rabba h a nd the f i na l Pa lestinia n Talmud took. 

Re ga r d l ess of wheth e r or not we accept Al bac k ' s oostu

l a tion of a r r oto- Pa l estinia n Ta l mud , " it i s clea r tha t some . . 
sor t of Pa les tinia n Ta l nud" wa s knol'ln to t he r edactor of 

t he fi r s t cha nte r s o f ne nesis Rabbah . Certa in chanqe s may 

be a scribed to this redactor who either summar i zed and 

abridqed or e~oanderl a nd commented uoon the content of a 

~articular t r ad ition . 13 The pr oces s of t r ansferenc e of 

ma t e r ial was a crea tive pr oc es s , and the r e dactor of chap t e r 
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1 shou l d be viened as a creative literar y fi nu r e . Often 

as we have seen, his style was more polished th a n that of 

the Palestinian Talmud. Finally , within the form a nd 

fr amework of chapter 1 , we have found l a r qer themes . These 

t hemes seem to be unified i n th a t each theme is rela ted to 

a ~nostic concern. With this in mind, let us now o roc eed 

to e xamine ch a pter 2 of Genesis Rabbah . 

Ch ao t~~ 2 i s no t as comolex a ch ant e r as ch anter 1 . 
0 e r hal')S as a result of this f act , one find s a qr eater unity 

of tt1eme in th is chaoter . The oroem se rv es as a n int r oduction 

to the chanter in th r ee ways . First , the c r oem ends with 

a r ef e r ence to "Tohu" a nd " Bohu " in Je r emiah 4 : 23 . The -
citation of "Tohu" and " Bohu" at the end of t he oroem i n 

?. :1 introduces the to r) iC of d i scuss ion in the r emainder of 

th ~ chante r . Second , the o r oem introduces the i d ea that 

~an ( ~h o is e~ uivalent to t he ea rth) and not God i s the 

sou rc e of "~" a nd " Bohu ." This i dea is al so dealt with 

in t h i s cha~ ter. Third , by citinn Prover bs 20 : 11 " Even a 

chil d is known b y his doinns , whether his wor k be our e a nd 

'"1hethe r it be ri i:;ht " the p roem intimates that th r ou gh 

ri ~hteous livino , man will c a use ~od to r edeem the world 

f r o:"1 "Toh u" and "Bohu . " Once a oain , t his i dea is dealt with 

in ch a'1 ter 2 . 

The r emainde r of chanter 2 is also oroanized accord inn 

to t heme. 2 : 2 and 2 : 3 st r ess that man is the sour c e of "Tohu " 

".nr:i "~ohu" or corrul') tion and evil in the world , wh ile 2 : 3 

a nd 2 : 4 em'1has ize r,od ' s o lan of r edemption f r om "Tohu" and 

" ...,ohu ." This '1 lan , ci.ccord in'l to 2 : 4 , is dependent uoon the 

actions of man . 2 : 5 inc ludes both of the above th~mes and 

ends the ch anter \'Ji"t:h the associa tion of "Li<]ht " with the 
. . f 1 5 messia nic utur e . 

The themes in cha~ter 2 a l so have their Gnost ic counter

~arts . The Gnostics mcintai ned th at evil, cor r uption , a nd 

suffer in~ we re the r esult of demiur a ical c r eat ion . The 

Ra bb is felt that man was the source of evil . The Gnostics 

Qaintained that r ede~~tion comes a0out only through qnosis. 
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For the Rabb is , red e mto ion resu lts from ma n' s actions and 

r;od ' s mercy . 

Chao ter 3 discusses Genesis 1:3-5, the c r eation of 

li ~ht . Genesis Rab bah 3 :1 - 3 : 3 serve as introd uctory 

o roems that introd uce the ve r se to b e i nter preted , ~enesis 

1: 3 . They also introd uce the discussion of liaht by dealin q 

n ith its creation. Accor d ing to these proems God created 

lioht by Hi s s peech . 3 : 4 continues the d iscussion of the 

c r e a 1ion of light, but d oes so in much greabr detai l than 

t h e three o roems . 3 : 4 seems to b e a hi1Jhly m~ical specu

l a tion on the na ture o f a nd manner in which light was 

created . After deal in q exp lic itly with the crea tion of 

linht , th e chao ter e qu a t es liqht with t h e Torah (3:5 ), and 

discusse s t he pr imeval or o reexistent light whic h is sto r e d 

f or the riohteou s in the world to c ome ( 3 : 6 ). At this ooint , 

the chaoter d isc usses Genesis 1:4- 5 wh ich desc ribes the e nd 

of the first day of creation. The creation o f this world 

i s said to Please God ( 3 : 7 ). " Eveninq " and " mornino " a r e 

inte r n r e ted a s acts of the wic k ed and act• o f the r i rihte ous 

resoectively ( 3 : 8 ). Th e ch ao t e r conclud es in a mo r a l tone 

~Y s t ress ino t hat God views man as a oa r t ner in creation 

( 3 : 9 ). In conclusion, it is clear that chaoter 3 possesses 

a themat ic flow a nd the o r derinq of the trad it ions is not 

a t a ll ha~hazard . 

Once a ga in, each of the maj or themes of this ~hapter 

seems to have a Gnostic : ountero a r t . The discourse on 

liqht as Jewish ~ nosis in 3 :1-6 is oaralleled b y s i mila r 

d iscour ses on light in 13nostic myth. In Gna:t ic my th, 

li~ht is most ofte n an attr i bute of t h e Su o reme God, ~nd 

a s ymbol of o nos i s i t self . The idea that the creation of 

the wo rl d o leases God i s countered by the Su o r eme God ' s 

a nticosmicism in Gnostic my th. Furthermore , Gnostics 

believed th;:i.t there was no j u s tice in th e world of the 

d emiur ~ e . Thi s stands in contra st to the rabb inic cla i ms 

tha t the ria hteous will b e rewa r d ed ( 3 : 8 ). Finally God ' s 
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na rtnership with man, accord ing to the Rabbis , stands in 

c ontrad istinction to the Gnostic i d ea that man is totally 

alie n to the Suo r eme God. It i s clear that the refutation 

of Gnostit: claims was the major concern of the redactor of 

c hanter 3 . 

Chapter 4 discusses Genesis 1: 6 - 8 , the events of the 

seco nd day of creation. 4:1 seems to serve as a n intro

d uctory p roem in that it introduces Genesis 1:6 , "Let there 

be a firmament in the midst of the waters." This chapter 

d iscusses the nature and creation of the firmament. It 

may b e seen as an a ttemp t to provide Jewish gnost> on the 

creation of the world . The sign~icance of these traditions 

is r ath er o bscure. Given this fact and the fact that all 

sections in this chanter deal wi th the creation of the f irma

ment , it is imnossible to list any specific sub-themes. The 

chante r seems to l a ck a sense o f flow from one trad ition 

to another. Sections 1-5 discuss Genesis 1: 6 , section G 

rlisc usses Genesis 1:7; and s ection 7 d isc usses Genes~s 1: 9 . 

Ther efore, exeoetic consider ations effected the orderinQ of 
~he traditions in this chapter. 

Chan ter 4 does d iscuss the uoper a nd lowe r ~aters whic h 

the fi r mamen t is said to have divid e d . It is QOSsi ble that 

these firmament s oec ula tions \'Jere rooted in a t.vo e of 

~ysticism in which the uooer ~aters beca me symbol ic of 

re r.l emo tion. 

For the same r easons that it was i maossible to i dentify 

clear sub-themes in chanter 4, it is i moossib le to identify 

su ?-themes in chanter 5 . Chac ter 5 d iscusses the oathering 

of the w~ters which took o l aoe on the third day of creation . 

( ~c nesis 1 : 9 - 13 ) . Th is chao tcr seems to lack f lo\"/ fror.i one 

t r ad ition to a nother . Sect ion s 1- 7 d iscuss Genesis 1: 9 , 

section ~ discusses Genesis 1:10 ; and section 9 discusses 

~enesis 1 :11-13 . A~ain, it is clear that exeqetic con

s i d e r at ions seem to have o l a yed th e most important oart in 

the oroaniza tion of thP. t r ad itions of chao ter 5 . 
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Yet , the chapter d oes s eem to d isol ay an overall thema

tic concern. This concer n was to pr ovid e the Jewish 

community wi th a n a lternative Jewish Qnosis concernin~ 

t he c r eation of the \'Jorld . In the context of this qnosis , 

the qatherin go f the waters is said to have been done 

out of God ' s benevolent at titud e towar ds the c r eated wor l d . 

This i dea is to be found in sections 1 - 7 in the exe gesis of 

~enes is 1 : 9 , and i n s ect ion R i n the inter oreta tion of 

~e nesis 1:10 . This i dea may be cont r asted to the Gnos tic 

claim that the demiu r 9e is non- benevolent . 

The only other themat ic concern of chapte r 5 is to ~ e 

found in section 9 . The trad ition in 5 : 9 p r esents us with 

a n alle~ory on man ' s disobed ience to God . The earth is said 

to have d isobeyed.God ' s command by havin n created trees 

.. ,hich could not 1- e eaten . In such a v1ay , the oriq in of 

i~ner fection i n the world is described . ~h il e it is not 

stated within the tradition , it seems to this writer th a t 

t !1e t h rust of this t r ad ition \'las that man , throuQh his 

rl iso bed i~nce to ~od ' s comma ndme nts , was the so urce of 

in'1 e r fectio n in the world . This i dea stands in contras t to 

t i e '"' nos tic myth \'Jhich sees i m...,e r fection a s havinn '1e en 

or i1inated by the rl emiurqe . 

Cha~ter s 5 be nins \'J ith a n extr emely short introductor y 

~roem wh ich constitu tes the fi r st few lines of section 1 . 

This nroem introduces ~enesis 1 : 9 , the focus of in~er

~ r e tat ion of the ch aoter. The cha..., te r e nds with a morali~tic 

n le~ fo r communa l unity in the face of a s tronne r fo rc e . 

It is oossible t hat th i s short conclusion , whose themat ic 

conce rn does not seem t o be shar ecJ by t lae ear lier trad itions 

in the c ~ante r, was add ed by the later r edactor of the 

entire \'/Ork . 

Chan t e r ? d i scusses Genesis 1 : 14- 10 , the events of 

the fou rth day of c r eation . Sections 1 a nd 2 serv e as 

introduc tory nroems onl y in so far is they introduce the 

exepes is of Genesis 1:14. 7hey do not introd uce themes 
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~hich a r e d i scussed in the later sections . This p rovides 

us with an i mportant o bserva tion concer ninq c hao ter 6 . This 

ch ap ter does not oossess thematic flow or unity . Ry contrast , 

the previous chapter s , while some did not possess thema tic 

f low, a ll possessed thematic unity . This lac k of th e mat ic 

unity is seen by the fact that some of the themes may be 

r e lated to Gnostic i sm a nd Jewish g nosis , while o t her s 

c lea rly a r e not r e l ated to these concern s . The t h emes 

which a re r elated to Gnost icism and their gnostic counter

na rts a re as follows: 
. . . 

Ge nesis ~abbah 
Thematic Concern 

a . The mistaken belief that 
the sun a nd the moon a r e 
d ivi nities f '5 : 1). 

• ~od ~ ontrols both th e 
day a nd night. Ni 9httime 
i s not necessar ily evil. 
Mi r acles occur in both day 
a nd ni ciht .. ( 6 : 2 ). 

c . So d ' s g ifts to the world 
ind ica te Hi s bene volence 
( 6 : 5 ). 

d . Seven heavens s pecula tions 
( 6 : 6 ) 

e . r nos i s on t h e settino of 
the sun and the moon 
( 6 : 8 ) 

f . Rabb in ic a uth or ity in 
sneculat ion. The Ra bb is 
o o s sess qnos i s . They li~ht 
t h e world a nd control th a t 
wh ich liqhts the world . 
( 3 : 9 ) . 

. . 
Gnostic Myths Assertions 

a nd Concerns 

Pl e roma s pecula tions 

Evil e x ists in the world 
d ue to th e existence of 
the d emiu r qe. N i~ht is 
s y mbolic of evil . 

The non-benevolence o f 
the d e miurg e 

Pler oma s pecula tion s 
a nd ascent tra d itions 

Ple roma s neculatio ns 

~nostic cla i ms that th ey , 
not the Ra bb i s , oossess 

nos is . 

Ther e a r e f our theme s in this ch oat e r which a r e not 

r~ l ated to r- no3ticism. The fir s t is a mora lis tic e xhorta tion 

that o ne sh oul d no t tr esnass on the territory of another 

wi t hout adv a nc e o e r miss i on ( 6 : 3 ). The second is a n a nti

Ronan ? olemic wh i ch sta t es th a t Rome ' s ~ lory will f ade as 

the s ettin ~ of the sun , a nd th a t sh e will ha ve no sh a r e in 
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the ~orld to come ( 6 : 3 ). Th e third is anot her mor a l istic 

exhor tation, wh ich u r~ es h umility amo no thos e wh o possess 

a utho r i t y ( 6 : 4 ). The final tradition of these four d iscusses 

t h e natur e of the soul . 

It is imoossible to a scrib e the opde rin ~ of t h e tra d itions 

in ch a pter 6. to themat ic concer ns . Th e r edactor organized 

cha~te r six on the bas i s of t r ad itions which discussed t he 

fourth day of c r eation. The ind ivid ual tra d itions in this 

ch aDter were then o r qanized acc o r d in n to the o r de r of the 

~ ih lical ver ses beinq d iscussed . Section 1 discusses 

" enesis 1 : 14 - 15 ; sections 2 , 3 , a nd 4 discuss Genes i s 1:15 . 

c;ect ions 5 , 6 , 7 , a nd 8 d isc uss Ge nesis 1 : 17; and section 9 

~ iscusses ~enesis 1 : 18 . The refo r e , chao ter 6 which lac ks 

th e matic unity seems to b e a collection of t r ad itions 

conc e r ninr the fou rth da y of crea t i on which a r e or qa nized 

solel y a ccor dina to th e or d e r of the b i blica l verses whic h 

lesc r i be th a t day. 

Ch a~ ter 7 , l i k e ch a o ter 6 , a lso d i s o lays a l ac k o f 

thcnat ic unity . It d iscusses ~ enes is 1: 20- 25, the events 

of c r eation on the fifth d a y and sixth day unti l t he 

c r eation of man . Th e ch a pter b e o ins with a short n r oem 

··•hich intr od uces Genesis 1: 20 {S e nesis Rabbah 7 : 1) . In 7 : 1 

~od ' s , ower is stressed . In sections 2 a nd 4 le~al 

..., uestons conce r nin G fish a r e d iscussed . 8 i r cl s a r·e said to 

h~ve been cr e a ted in o r d e r to fill the void between hea ven 

~nd e a r th (7 : 3 ) . The natur e of the s oul is a l so disc u ssed 

(7 : 5 ) . The chapter e nd s with an e xhorta tion to Sabbat h 

o~se rvance ( 7 : 5 ). These v a r ied a nd unc0nn ec ted themes d o 

not se em to r e l a te to r nosticism. The ch a pter lacks both 

flo~ a nd thema tic unity . The t r a d itions a r e o r qanized solel y 

accor d in o to the orde r of the biblica l ver ses heing inter

- r eterl . Sections 1 a nd 2 d iscuss ~e n esis 1 : 20a ; section 3 

1 iscusses Genesis 1: 20b ; sec tion 4 d iscusses Genesis 1: 21-

22 : a nd sec tion 5 d iscusses qenesis 1 : 24 - 25 . 
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In contrast to ch ao ters 6 a nd 7 , ch ap ter 8 is unified 

t hema t i c a ll y a nd exhib its a oood sense o f flow from one 

trad ition to the nex t . The chapter disc usses Genesis 1: 

26- 3 1 , the events concerning the c r eation of man. 

Chao ter 8 contains 2 p roems. The fi rst p r oem intr o

d uces Ge nesis 1:26 , "Let us make man" etc . The second 

ry roem is defective in that it d oes not return to the peri

cooe verse . Each of the t wo p r oems i ntroduce themes which 

a r e d i sc ussed in later trad itions within the chapter. The 

·1roem in 8 :1 was most o roba b l y a comp o s ite tra d ition , since 

th e o roem vers~ Psalm 139 : 5 is r e oeated in the mi ddle of 

th e sect ion. For this reason , the o roem does not coincide 

;·1 i th the usua l o roemial for m. The themes in the first 

"" roem a r e : 

1 . Gnosis concern ing t he c r eation of man 
and Adam soeculation and; 

2. Ma n, accord ing to his actions , may b e 
the a g ent of h is own r ed emotion. 

Th e first of these themes is a lso foun d in sec tio ns 10 , 

11 , a nd 12 . The second o roem discusses the limita tion of 

esobr ic s peculation. Ss:>eculation is limited to the things 

~as ed u non verses from the Heb r e w Bi b le , which k nows the 

ev ents which o receed ed an~ were c a r t of the creation 

~rec e ss. This introduces 1:he method which is used in the 

res t of the ch an ter. 

Once this method has been established , the o roem 

~r oc e ed s to use it to d iscuss the role of ana e ls a nd other 

~o~ers in the creation of ma n ( sections 8 : 3-8 : 9 ) . Inclu d e d 

in t h i s d iscussion a r e anti- Gno s tic polemical stateme nt ~ 

~h ic h s tress th a t man' s c r eation was d elibera t e a nd qood1 

a nd t hat man ~nd t h e world wer e created by one d iety . 

The ch aQt e r end s wi th s~ecu lations d esc rib in q the ohysical 

and s o iritua l cond ition of man when he wa s created ( 8 :12 

and 8 :13 ). Includ e d in this sect ion are statements dea lino 

~ ith the ~ ood ness of marria n e a nd p rocreation. 
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The trRd itions in this chapter a lso follow the verse 

or der of the biblical nar r a t ive . Hov1ever, the t:hema tic 

unity is illustrated by the f act th a t all the t r aditions 

dea l with thP. c r eationof man . In ter ms of the· ~!ight chapters 

studied i n this thesis, chaote r 8 sh ows the qrea test d e qree 

of thoughtful editino a nd redaction. 

In add ition, each of the trad itions in this: ch ar.> ter 

have a Gnost ic counteroart . This is illustra ted by the 

followinq char t: 

Genes i s Rabbah 
Th ematic Concer n 

a . Gnosis concerning the 
c r eation of man a nd 
Adam s oecula tions 
{8 :1 , 8 :10 , 8 : 11, 8 :12 ) 

' :-i . !.lan , ace ord inq t o his 
actions , may be the 
a"ent of his own 
red emption (8 : 1) 

c: Limita t ion of esderic 
SDeculation (8 : 2 ) 

d . Jewish onosis in the 
Heb reVJ Bi ble . Cr eaion 
is we l l ol a nned (8 :2) 

e . Discussion of a noels 
a nd other power s i n 
crea tion ( 8 : 2 , 8 : 4 , 8 : 5 , 
8 : 7 , 8 : 8 ) 

f . Polemics anainst the 
many oowers heretics 
{8 : 8 , 8 : 9 ) 

Man' s creat ion is deli
berate and oood ( ~ :4, 
8 : 5 , 8 : 6 ) 

h . Th e qoodness of marriape 
and o r oc r ca tion ( 8 :12 , 
8 : 13 ) 

Gnostic Myth 
Thematic Cone~ 

Adam s necula tions 

Gnosis , which br in gs 
r edemotion , is r ela ted to 
knowl edqe not: to action 

a nti-Jewish Dolemic s 

The Torah and the res t 
of the Bi ble are tools of 
the demiur qe . 

Pleroma s pecula tion s which 
asse r t t hat th e d emiur a e 
is the crea toir 

The demiu r qe a nd his 
a r chons a re the crea tors 

Man as an infe rior i mita
tinn of the d ivine 

Certa in Gnostic sects viewed 
marr ia1e a nd procreation 
a s tools of the demiur ae 
a nd , a s a r esult , p r acticed 
a sceticism 

It is clear f r om th e evide nce ores e nted above, th a t the 

nain concern of the r edact_Qr of Genes i s Rabbah 8 \'Jas to 
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r efute the Gnostics cla i ms by oo leMics a nd a lte r native 

s '?ecu l ations . 

~e sh ould also note br iefly the a pDea r a nce of common 

issues a nd t hemes in chaoter 1 and 8 . For examn le , both 

~enes is Ra bbah 1 :1 and 8 : 2 inter pr.et Pr over bs 8: 30 . In 

each t r ad ition , we fin d the i dea that the a rchitect or 

blue'? r int of the wo r l d i s the Torah . Ther e a r e three 

maj or a r eas of shared c o ncer ns i n t hese t wo c hante r s . Th ese 

conce rn s a nd the ol ac es wher ein th ey an near a r e : 

a . Limitation of eso ter ic s pecula t i o n 
(1: 5 , 1 : 10 , 1 : 11 , and 8 : 2 ) . 

h . Je\'/ ish gnos i s ex i sts in the Tor ah . This 
or oves t hat c r eation was we ll plan ned 
or dered (1 : 1 , 1 : 4 , 1 : 8 ,1: 9 , 1 : 1 ~ , a nd 8 : 2 ) . 

c . Discussion of a noels a nd other ~owers 
( 1 : 3 , 1 : 7 , 1 : 14 , 8 : 3 , 8 : 4 , 8 : 5 , 8 : 7- 8 : 8 and 0 : 9 ) • • 

It is not s ur~ risino that ch a oter s 1 a nd 8 show similar 

conc e rn s . Th is is bec ause of the f act t hat , a s ~e have 

seen , the Gnos t ic s seemed t o have mad e her e tical i nte r

~r etations of Genesis 1 : 1 a nd 1 : 26 . Genesis 1 : 1 is dis

c ussed in ch apte r B. The Gnos t ic i nte r nr etat ions of t hese 

ve rses a ttempted to demons tra te a plu r ality of c r eator s 

in the creation of the world a nd man . 

At this noint , we may dr a w seve r a l conclusions concern in o 

the redaction of chao t e r s 1- 8 in Genesis Rabbah . These 

c h<t'1 te rs exhibit va r .vi no de f"' r ees of themat ic unit ·1 a nd 

or rle r ed flow ofthe ind iv i d ual t r ad itions . Chan ter s 2 , 3 

a nd q s eem to be bot h un ified thema tica l l y a nd ~e l l 

ord er ed . As a r esult , these ch an te r s seem to be the ~ost 

h i r hly ed ited ch an te r s . Ch a pte r s 1 , 4 , a nd 5 lac k a sense 

of or de red f low, bu t do exhibit themat ic unity . Cha~ ter s 

: a n1 7 l ack both th ematic unit y a nd o r dered flow, a nd 

as a result , seem to be the leas t ed ited of a ll the ch a ot ers • 

... e have p r oved that the t r ad itions \'/h i ch constitute 

t hese ch a0 ters wer e d ivid ed accor d inq to t hemat i c con

sider a tions , a nd accord in ~ to the day of c r eation a s de s -
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cribed in the b i blical na rra tive . Chap t e r s 1, 2 , 3 a nd 8 

r eo resent chanter s d i vided accord ing to t hematic cons i d

e r a ti.ens. Therefo r e , it is no ace i d ent that these chanter s 

seem to be the most hiohly ed ited ch apt e r s . Chapt e r s 4 , 5 , 

~ a nd 7 were d ivid ed accord in ~ to day cons i d e r at ions , a nd 

seem to b e the least ordered a nd unified ch ao ters. The 

follo~in 1 ch a rt illustra t es this corresnond e nc e : 

Chante r 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
R 

7 
,.. 
-· 

Thematic 
Division 

x 
x 
x 

x 

Day 
Div is ion 

~ 

x 
x 
x 

Thematic 
Uni t y 

x 
v ,, 
x 
x 
x 

x 

Or de red 
Fl O\'/ 

x 

x 

De gr ee of 
inte r nal 
edit ino (hiah 
med ium or low) 

med ium 
h i oh 
h i oh 

med ium 
med ium 
low 
low 
h i qh 

In conclusion . the mos t hiqhly ed ited ch apters a re those 

which a r e d iv i d ed accord inq to theme, a nd whic h ? oss ess 

thema t ic unity a nd ordered flow. 

Al l of the chanters seem to ha ve been div i ded accord in o 

to the or der of the b i blical na rra tive. In terms of ed itin ~ 

this seems to be t he lowest common de nominator. The hi1her 

the ~ ePr ee of editinn in a chante r, th e less i mnortant is 

t~e ~ ib lical ord e r in terms of holdino th e c haoter toQether . 

In other ~ord s , a ch ao ter wh ich sh ows a low de ar ee of 

e ".l itin0 , will be or cia nized .2.!!!X accord inq t o t he orde r of 

the b i hlical narra tive . 

Finall.v, the maj o r i t . ' of overa ll t hemes of these 

chal t e r s seem to involve conce r ns about lnosticism. As we 

have seen numerous times in this th es i s , this conc e rn 

ex ry r essed itselr in t wo ways ; neqative oolemics a nd 

~ lte rnative t'l nosis . ' !ith this i n mind let us now nroceed 

to stat e our fi na l conclusions c once rnina the relationship 

of ~enes is Rahbah a nd ri nosticism. 
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CONCLUSION 
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In this thesis , we have e xamined the c r eation t r ad i 

tions of chaot e r s 1- 8 of Ge nesis Rabbah . These c hapte r s 

have been sh own to contain both a nti- 1nost i c oolemics and 

a sort of eso~eric s oecu l ation concer nin Q creation . ~e 

have l abe led th is tyoe of s oeculation a s "Jewish q nosis , " 

but not Jewish Gnost icism . It consists of the sec r e t s of 

c r eation whic h a r e derived f r om b i blical texts . ~enesis 1 

•·1as sho•:m to be the ae ne r a l outline of c r eation , a nd the 

r ena i nder of the Heb r ew g i bl e o rovid ed t he s oecific s to 

th i s nene r a l outline . The Rabb is f e lt that t hey we r e the 

s ole a uthorities fo r this me thod. of sneculation . This t yoe 

of Jew ish onosis r e t a ins the honor of ~od . No ev i de nce of 

Jua lism on the c a r t of the Rabbis wi thin Genes i s Ra bbah 

has heen fo und . I n add ition , the Rabb i s in Genesis Rabba~ 

1- 8 ~aintain that t he world was c r eated out of d iv i ne 

~ lessinr , r a t her than a d ivine t r agedy . Dua lism a nd 

~ d ivine traoedy ~hich lead to t he c reat i o n of the wor ld as 

we te.ve s een, a r e the chief cha r acter is tics of Gnostic i s m. 

-ec ause ~enes i s Rabbah lac ks these elements , it is 

i"ln rooe r to label the k nov1lerln e of the crea tion of the •·1o r l'"' 

or ~ nos is which exists within this mi d r a s h ic te xt as 

"Je··:ish " nos tic ism." 

The method used in thi s s t udy of Ge nesis Rabbah has 

been a comb ina tion of s ource , fo r m, a nd redact ion c r itic ism. 

·:e a ttemn ted to und e r stand t he or i a in , meaninn , a nd fo r m 

of the ind ivid ua l t r adit ions . With such an unde r sta nd in" , 

•e h~ve learned that certa i n t r adit ions in Ge nes i s ~abbah 

re~r esent a r esoonse to the o resence of Gnostics in 

~a l estine in the second , thir d , a nd fourth centuries . In 

a rli ition , it ha s be en sh o•·m that othe r trad itions may be 

labe l ed as "J e··1ish ~ nosis . " In t hese l a tter t r ad itions , 

the 1~~b is attemoted to ~rovid e t he ir f ollowe r s with an 

unde r s t a nd in g of the natur e a nd c r eation of the wor l d . 

Havino r eached this level of unde r s t a nd inq of the 

t r a ' itions as in1 ivid ua l units , we the n ~ roceeded to ap? l y 
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a r edaction c r itique to these t r ad itions . This c ri t i que 

involved a c a r eful a na l ysis of the ol acement, a rra nqement, 

and r elationship of the trad itions within Ge nesis Rabbah. 

This critioue has shown t hat the r edactor of these 

chan ter s of Genesis Rabbah was deeoly e n~ao ed in sneculat ion 

on the ac count of c r eation a nd used his s peculation s to 

counter the threa t of heretical ~nostic s oecula tions en 

the same s ubj ect . 

'' ithin this thesis , it has been hyoothesized that 

ch n~ ter s 1- 8 orio ina l ly con s tituted a seoer ate a nd ear lie r 

liter a r v unit t han the r est of the cornus of ~enesis Rabbah . 

T~e r edactor of these ch apte r s was not th e same a s the 

r erlactor of the fi na l work . In chaot e r 3 , we listed sever al 

reasons fo r t h is hvoothesis . As we have examined in d en th 

only ~ene s is Rabbah c ha9 t e r s 1- 8 , a sourc e for furthe r study 

'"!Oul"' have to be chapters 9-18 of th i s mi d r ash ic text . ft 
is my contention th at by using the meth od emnl oyed with i n 

t h is thesis , s i mi l a r cone lus ions \·Jil 1 be reached r eoa r d ing 

char"' te r s 9- 18 . 

This theory of two level s of r edaction of Genesis 

~~bbah may be his toric a lly siqnificant . The trad itions in 

those ch anter s ex r ess a concer n over the t hrea t of 

~nosticism . If t hese ch ante r s wer e r edacted only in the 

fifth a nd sixth centur ie s , the n it i s orobab l y t ha t the 

iss ues d iscussed we r e no lonaer l ive issues . Fur the r mor e , 

i f these chao ter s wer e r edac ted only a t this late date , 

then ~e wou l d ex oect to f ind More of a conc e rn fo r the 

:hr~~t of Christ ianity , r a ther than ~nos ticism . SeP in ~ Bn 

earl i e r t i me oer iod of r edaction fo r these chaote r s enables 

us to say that t he th r ea t of r nosticism was a live is s ue 

~or the r edacto r of these c ha?te r s . Rased upon t he ev i de nc e , 

it is th is "! r i ter • s content ion that the f irst ch aJJte r s of 

~ enes is Rabbah we r e r edacted somewher e a r ound th e mi d

fourth ce ntu r y o r sli htly earl ier . 
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~e h a ve a lso noticed ho~ many of t h e traditions in 

cha~ters 1-8 of Genesis Rabbah are to be f ound in HaQi a ah 

I I:l a - d of the Pal~stinian Talmud . The red actor of 

Han i aah II:l a-d asserted tha t only the most knowledq eable 

Rabb is wer e q ualified to e nter the field of s oeculation 

concernina the account of creation . He s tresses that the 

dana e rs of un br i d led SQecula tion a r e both sdritual and 

~h ysic al. His attitude a nd tone towa r d s soeculation is 

h~r shly ne na tive. 

In c o ntrast , the r edactor of Ge nesis Rab bah had a more 

~os itive a ttitude towar ds the b e n e fits of s neculation on the 

account of c r eation. Althou qh he attempted to stress the 

~ote nt ial heretical danqe r of un brid led sneculation , he also 

a ttempted to p rov ide an alternative under s tand inq or ~nos is 

concerninq t h e cred tion of the world . This t ype of q nosis 

included s oecula tions and d iscussion of the rol e of a n aels 

i n crea tion , the first man, the natu r e of the cosmos , the 

~ rimod ial linht of creation, the creation of th e fi r mament , 

the ~ath erinq of the waters , and t he nature a nd role of 

~od in c r eation. For t h e redacto r of Genesis Rabbah 1~8 , 

it is not s o e cula tion itself which is undesi r a ble a nd 

he r e tical , bu t s neculation wh ich . leads to duali s m a nd to 

other her et ic a l bel i e fs. Therefor e , he uses s necula t i on 

to "> rov i d e his fo l lo\·1ers wi th a 0 n rone r 0 und e r stand ino 

of th e account of crea tion . Th is " o rooer0 understand inQ 

st r esses the unity of Go d as crea t o r a nd man's resQonsib ility 

fo r ch a o s a nd evil within t he cosmos . Inhe r ent in these 

s~eculat ions is th e notion th a t man' s pe rformance of the 

com~andme nts a n d his stud y of Torah may lead to the 

e r adic a tion of evil f r om th e world . The refore, it is 

.Jew i sh IJn osis on the ace ount of creat ion \'Jh ich constitutes 

t~e ~asis of cha~ters 1-8 of Ge n esis Rabbah. 

The ou r ~ose of t h i s ~ nosis was to insulate the Jew 

a~ainst Gnostic c laims . The Gnostics us ed myth to describ e 

the crea tion of the 1·1orl d in i:r>rms of a d i\dne traq e 'iy. 
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Cr eation \'las a sinis t e r ac t by an evil crea tor. They used 

the first chao ters of the book of Genesis to suo oort their 

assertions. They esoecially used Genesis 1:1 a nd 1:26 to 

n rove that more than one d iety created that more than one 

d iety created the cosmos. The r edactor of Genesis Rabbah 

not onl y sounh t to disprove these assertions, but to o ro-

v i de , a s we have stated , a r abbinic unde r standin n of these 

verses a nd of their meaninn in terms of the c reation of 

the world . Thus, the r abbinic r elationship to Gnosticism 

as found in Genesis Rabbah 1-8 may b e desc ribed as a combi

nation of ne~ative c olemics a nd alternative qnosis. 

Judaism and Gnosticism were fairl y ubiquitous ohenomena 

in the seco nd , third , a nd early fourth cen turies in the 

Hellenistic wo rld . ~Je h a ve s een evidence of contact 

betwee n Jews ~ nd n nostic s in Egyot, Caesare1 , Tiberia s 

a nrl Antioch . The r abb inic assertions of the unity of God 

~nrl the no od ness of the crea ted world led Judaism into 

rl irect conflict with Gnostic sects. It is highly likely 

that the aoneal of Gnostic myth extend e d even i nto the 

.Je'"J ish community itself . For e xamo le, Aher and Shimon b . 

Zoma coul d have been i nfluenced by Gnos ticism. Therefore, 

the conflict between J udaism and Gnosticism was not only 

a conflict bet ween a Jewish a nd non- Jewish community, but 

a lso a conflict which e x isted within the Jewish commJnity 

itself . The chief contrihution of Gno~ticism to the Rabb inic 

J udaism of Ae nesis Rabbah was that of a thou oht o rovoker and 

catalyst . On several occasions, the Rahb is seem to have 

a1o o ted Gnostic motifs to fit their own theoloqy . More 

oft en, however, the Gnostic assertions c a used the Rabbis to 

develon a nd to clarify their own views concerninq the 

c reat ion of the wor ld . 

Finally , let us s tress that this study is only a oartial 

s tudy . The traditions in ~e nesis Rabbah 9-18 which 

d iscus s chaoter 2 of the biblica l book of ~enes i s await 

examination, and may he seen as a fiel d for further study . 
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When this study has been undertaken, it is this writer ' s 

co ntention that the relationshio between the first 

chan. ters of Genesis Ra bbah a nd Gnosticism will b e full y 

anor eciated. I n conclusion, it should be stressed that 

the Jew ish q nos is on the a ccount of creation in the first 

c han ters of Genesis Rabbah tells us how Rabb inic J uda ism 

develoo ed its view of the crea tion of the world , and man's 

t a sk a nd destiny within that world . 
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Yerushalmi: Haqioah II:l 

Mishnah - The for b idden decrees of marriaQe may not b e 

exoounded before three oer s ons, nor the account of creation 

before two, nor the account of the chariot before one alone, 

unless he is a saQe who l..4nderstande of his own knowled qe. 

Whoever thinks about four thinos, it were better for him 

if he had not been born: What is a bove? What i s below? 

What is before? And what i s after? And whoever is not 

sensitive to the 9lory of his ~reator it were better for him 

if he had not been born. 

Halacha - A. p . 77a 

THE FORBIDDEN DECREES OF MARRIAGE MAY NOT BE EXPOUNDED 

8EFORE THREE . (1). R. Ba in the name of R. Judan. ( 2 ) It 

(the halacha of the Mishnah) is accordinq to R. Akiba. 

Pe rhaos it i s accordinQ to R. Ish•ael who t a uqht o rohibitions 

{3 ) aqainst an illicit sexual act. From thi s injunction, 

R. Am i sat teachinq that a prohibition not to have an 

illicit sexual act (with anothe~ active) is also a o rohibition 

to be the s ubj ect of such an act (by another, oass ive). (4) 

Thu s the halacha is accordinp to R. Ishmael. 

NOR THE STORY OF CREATION BEFORE TWO. ( 5 ) R. Ba in the name 

of R. J udah. It (the halacha of t~e Mishnah) is accordino 

to R. Ak iba. Perhaos it i s a s R. Is~mael ( 6 ) interprets 

the o rohib ition (or deed). From this, a. Judah b . Pazi sat 

a nd exo l a ined that in the beq~nnin g (7) the world was water 

i n water. This shows the halacha is accordino to R. Ishmael. 

l8) R. J udah b. Pazi interoreted, •In the beginninq the world 

was wate r in water? What is the suooort for this ? ( 9) " And 

the soirit of God hovered over the face of the waters " 

(Ge n. 1: 2 ). After which he made the s now from it. (10) "He 

casts forth Hi s ice li ke crumbs " ( Ps 147:17). After which 

He made the e a rth, "For He says to the snow, Become earth. 

( Job 37 : 6 ). (11) And the earth stands on the water, "To 

Him that s o read forth the earth above the waters" (~s 1 36 : 6 ). 
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And the water stands (1 2 ) on the ~ountains, "The water stood 

above the mountains " 1Ps~04:6). And the mountains stand 

on the wind (ruah). (13) "For lo, He that forms the mountains 

a nd creates the wind " (Amos 4:13~ The s p irit hanqs in the 

wind s. "S tormy (14) fulfilling (carrying) his word " 

{Ps . 148 : 8 ~ God made the storm as an amulet and hunq it (1 5 ) 

on his arm a s it is said, ("The eternal God is a dwellinq 

o lace and ) underneath are the everlast ing arms ."'( Deut. 33 : 27). 

"For lo, He that forms the mountains et~ " ( Amos 4:13~ 

Thi s is one (16 ) of six vers es that Rabbi used to read and 

wee o . " Seek the Lord all (17) you humble of the earth " 

CZe nh. 2 :3L "Hate evil and love the Qood " (Amos 5:15~ "Let 

him out his mouth in the dust etc." Clam 3:29~ (18) "For 

r.od s hall brin g every work into the j udoment concernin g 

e ver y hidden thing , whether it be g ood or whet~er it be evil " 

{Ecc. 12 :14). "And Samuel said to Saul, ' t'lhy have y ou 

d i so uieted me to bring me up?" (I Sam 28: 1 5 ). ( 19 > He said 

t o him, ' Had you no other means of enraging your Creator 

exceot throuqh me, that you have ma4e ( 20) your idol? Do 

you not know that j ust as p unishment is inflicted u oon the 

wor s hio ner (of idols), so it is inflicted (21) u pon the 

worshiooed (The idols themselves ~ And not only this, 

fo r I thouqht that it was the j udgment day and I was afraid. 

( 22 ) Behold these thinq s are '..!5A!-v'homer, for if Samuel, 

the o reatest of the o rophets, ot whom it is written "~d all 

Isr ae l from Dan even to Beersheba knew (23) that S amuel 

was trustworthy as a o roohet of the Lord " "(I Sam. 3 :20~ was 

af r a i d of the day of j udgment, how ( 24 ) much the more so 

s hould we be . Because , ''For lo, He that form s the mountains 

a nd creates the wind " (Amos 4:13L ( 25 ) Even d eeds which 

a r e not sinful are written about man in My ( God' s> ledQer. 

And who tells ( 26 ) to man the vanity which comes from his 

mouth? R. HaQqai in the name of R. Yaabetz; " He who forms 

the mountain s and creates ( 27 ) the wind " (Amo s 4:13L 

R. Haoaai in the name of R. Yaabe tz, 'lhe oeoQle of 



Seoohoris a re void and dar kness . (28 ) 

R. J udah b . Pazi in th e name of R. Josi , the s on of 

R. Judah. Hadrian asked lQ•ilas the pro s e lyt e ( 29 ) 
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whet~er those who say that the world s tands u pon the wind 

s~eak the t ruth. He ( Aq uilas ) sai d to him, ' Yes.' He 

(Had ria n) said to him.'From what do ( 30 ) you teach me ? ' 

He sa id to him, • s r i ng me small camel s .• He (Had ria n) 

b rou Qht him the camel s . He o laced ( 3 1) heav y burdens upon 

them . He raised them a nd watered them (until) they los t 

the ir wind and s trang led. He ( Aq uilas ) sai d to him,'Here 

they a re, raise them!' (3 2 ) He (Hadrian) said to him, ' How 

c an I? ' He (Aquilas ) sa id, •I took onl y their wind from 

th em.' 

(33) NOR THE ACCOUNT OF THE CHARIOT BEFORE ONE . This a l s o 

rep r esent s the Pvsition of R. Akiba . The paroo se of this 

beinQ that (34 ) man should know that he s hould be sens itive 

t o the q lory o f his maker. Ia it not as Rav said, (3 5 ) 

' A man is only permitted to utter an interoretation be

fo re his teacher only if he s ees or serve s .' ( 36 ) How 

wou l d he do this? His teacher would a t first present the 

chap t er head inqs to him, and (if) he a g rees ( with the 

students oarticioation the student may continue >. R. Hi yyah 

(37 ) in the name of R. Yochanan: Rabbi had a distin quis hed 

student who interoreted one chapter in the account ( 38 ) 

of the c hariot when Rabbi did not a g r ee with his involvement. 

As a r esult,he (the s tudent) was smitten by boils. This 

teac hin q ( 39 ) resembl es t wo paths, one of fire and one of 

s now. Th e traveler in one (40 ) dies of f ire. The traveler 

in the other dies of s now. What s hould be done? Walk 

between t~• two (Take the middle way) . 

It once happened (41) that Rabban Yohanan be n Zakkai 

was tra veling on a road ri.din~ a donkey . (42 ) R. Eliezer 

be n Arak was travelinQ behind him. He (Eliezer) said 

to him, 'Teach me a chapter (43) about the account of the 

char iot.' He ( Yohanan) s aid to him ' Did our saqes not teach, 
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"nor about the account of the- chariot ( before one) ( 44) 

unless he is a sage and understands of ~is own knowledge."' 

He CEliezer) said to him, 'Rabbi grant me pe rmiss ion to say 

a word (45) you.• He said to him, ' Speak!' When R. Eliezer 

ben Arak began to expound the account (46 ) of the chariot, 

R. Yohanan ben Zakkai dismounted the donkey saying •It is 

not orope r that I should hear the glor y of my mas ter while 

ridi ng on a donkey.• They went and sat (48) under one tree. 

Fire descended from heaven, enco•passed them,(49 ) and the 

mini sterin~ anQels b•ean to leap before them as j oyous 

~ roomsmen before a groom. ( 50 ) One angel answered from the 

mi dst of the fire saying , ( 51) 1 This is the very account of 

the chariot . It is according to your words, Eliezer ben Arak.' 

Immediately all the trees opened their mouths and sang (52 ) 

"Then shall all of the trees of the wood sing for joy." 

{Ps 96 :12) When R. Eliezer ben Arak finished (his exposition) 

of the account of the ( 53 ) chariot, Rabban Yochana n ben 

Zak kai rose and kissed him on his head and said, ' Blessed 

i s the Lord, (54) God of Abraham, I saac and Jacob wbo qa ve 

to Abraham, our father, a wise son who knows how (55) to 

sneculate on the Qlory of God in heaven. There are those 

'.'lho know how to s oeculate, ye t whose actions are not in 

accor dance with their word s . There are those whose (56) 

actions ~ re good, but who do not know how to soeculate. 

Eliezer ben Arak knows how to speculate (57) and his actions 

a re in accordance with his words. Happy are you, Abraham 

our father, from whose loins came Eliezer ben ( 58) Arak.' 

When R. Jose ph the oriest and R. Simeon ben Nathaniel 

hear d (this ), they also began to speculate on the ( 59 ) 

account of the chariot. They said, 'One day during the 

s olstice of Tamuz, there was ( 60) an earthQuake and a rain

bow a ooeared in a cloud . A Bat Kol c ame out and announced 

to them, "Behold ( 61) God has turned to you (or, the place 

i s open for you) and the diaing chamber is spread for you. 

You a nd your students a re invited to be part of th e ( 62 ) 
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third qrouo. Therefore i~ is written, "In your oresence 

i s the fullness of joy " (Ps l ti :ll~ The Seve~ classes of 

the ( 63 ) righteous in the time to come.• 

Further, it happened with R. Joshua that he was walking 

( 64 ) on the road and Ben Zoma was comin~ towards him. He 

{R. Joshua) Qreeted him, but he (Ben Zoma) did not respond. 

Said {R. Jos hua) to him, ( 65 ) "From whence and where to, 

8en Zoma?" He ( Ben Zoma) said to him, "I have been looking 

into the account of creation (End of 77a, beqi nnin g of 77b) 

(1) a nd there i s nought between the uoper waters and the 

lowe r waters e xcept about the e xtent of a handbreadth. ( 2 ) 

It is said here "hoverinp over it s young " ( Deut 32 :11~ 

J us t a s "hoverinn" in the l atter case means "touching" yet 

not t ouchinq1 s o "hovering" in this cas e means touching,{4) 

yet not touchinq . R. J oshua said to hi s discioles, ' Behold, 

Ben Zoma i s on the outside.• And it wa s not but a ( •5 ) 

few days until Ben Zoma d ied. 

R. J udah ben Pazi in the name of q . Josi, the son of 

R. J udah. Three (I) presented their teachinqs before 

their rabb i s . R. Joshua before R. Yohanan ben Zakkai. 

R. Ak i ba before (7) R. Joshua. (and) R. Hanania ben Hanina 

before R. Ak iba. From this time on their attitudes were 

ti nqed. 

(8 ) Four entered par des . One looked and di~d. Another 

looked and was smitten. Another (9) looked and mutilated 

the s hoots . Another entered in peace and came out in 

oeace . Ben Azzai looked (10 ) and was smitten. Concerning 

him it i s written,"Have you found honey? Eat as much as is 

s uff icient for you "( Prov. 25 :16 ). Ben Zoma looked and died. 

(11 ) Of him it is written, " Precious in the s i qht of the 

Lo r d i s the death of Hi s saints "( Psalm 116:15). Aher 

looked and (12) mutilated the s hoot s . 

Who i s Aher? Elisha ben Abuyah, who destroyed the 

rabbis' Torah. They say (13 ) that each s tudent that saw him 

(and thouqht he had) found Torah was killed. Not only thi s 
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(14) but also, he would enter the house of assembly and would 

see the youths before the teacher and would say (15),' Who 

a re these who sit hert? His trade will be that of a builder. 

Hi s trade will be that of a carpenter. (16) His trade will 

be that of a hunter. Hi s trade will be that of a tailor: 

When the students heard this, they would (17) forsake and 

lea ve him. Concerning him, scripture states " Suffer not your 

mo uth to bring (18) your flesh into guilt etc." (Ecc. 5:5)' 

f or God confounded the plan of this man. 

Also at the time ·of persecution, ( 19) they would olace 

burdens on themselves Con the Sabbath), and they intended 

that there should be two carryin9 one burden because (20 ) 
• •two that do the work of one (do not tranagress). He (Eli s ha 

be n Abuya h) said, 'Carry them one by one.• He went to them 

a nd told them to carry (21) (the burdens) one by one. They 

(however) intended to unload (the burdens) in the vineyard 

i n order not to carry from the private domain to ( 22 ) the 

ou blic domain. He said, Carry the vials. (burdens) They 

went and they carried the vials. (burdens) 

R. Akiba (23) entered in oeace and went out in oeace. 

Of him it is written, " Draw me, we will run after thee. The 

ki nq has brought me into his chambers " (Son ~ of Songs 1:4). 

( 24) R. Meir was sitting and preaching in the house of 

s tud y in Tiberias when Elisha his teacher passed (25 ) riding 

on a hor s e on the Sa bbath. They (the studea•s> came to him 

a nd s aid, ' Behold, your teacher is outside.' ( 26 ) He ended 

the s ermon and went out to him. He (Elisha) said to him, 

'Wha t wa s your sermon on thi s day~ ( 27) He aaewered, "The 

Lo r d b les s e d the latter end " (Job 4 2 :12L He said to him, 

" Ho w d id y ou begin?" (with what oroem?) He an s wered (28) 

" The Lord a ave J ob t wic e as much as he had had before " 

( J o b 4 2 : 10 ). He doubled hi s wea l th. He said, ( 29) ·•woe to 

thos e who los e and do not find (who s uffer an irretriev-

abl e loss). Akiba, your teacher, did not explain thus, but 
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(he explained) "And the Lord ( 30 ) blessed the latter end 

of Job more than his be g inn i n g " ( Job 32 : 12 ~ (meaning ) 

By th e merit of th e commandments and the good deeds tha t 

(31) were to his credit at the beq inning . He said to him, 

" What else d i d you ex pound?' He answered, "The end of a -=

thing is tie'tter(32) than its beginning " (Ecc. 7:8·•· Htt · Sp.id 

How d i d you beqin? ( with which p roem verse?) He answered, 

It i s li~e a man who s ires s ons in his youth and they d ied . 

(33 ) In h is old age, we say about him, "The end of a thinQ 

is be t te r than its beg inning " ( Ecc. 7:8~ It is like a man 

who d oe s ( 34) business in his youth, and loses, and in his 

o l d a 9 e he makes a orofit. Thus "The end of a thing is 

better than its (35) be g inning " ( Ecc. 7:8). It is like a 

man who l earn s Torah in his youth and for gets it, but in 

h is old a pe it returns to him. ( 36 ) Thus, " The end of a 

thi nq is better than its be g inning.'' (Ecc. 7 : 8 ). He s aid, 

" \'Joe to those who lose and do not find. ( 37) Ak i ba your 

teacher d id not teach this, rather "The end of a thing i s 

netter than it s be~:Jinning" (Ecc. 7: 8 )1 when (38 ) it i s a ood 

f r om the be g inninq . 

I wil l 'live you an examp le of such a n incident. 

Abu yah my f ather was one of the notable men of Jerusa l em. 

( 39 ) On the day of my (Elisha's) circumcision, he invited 

a l l the notables of Jerusalem and assembled them in one room. 

{40) R. El iezer and R Joshua were in another room. When they 

had eaten a nd d rank , they be gan to make noise (41) and dance. 

R. Eliezer sa id to R. Joshu~ , Because they are busy with 

thei r s , let us be busy (42 ) with our s . Thus they sat and 

bus i e d themselves with Torah, and from the Torah, (they went 

o n) to tne pro o hets and (43 ) from the o rophets, (they went 

on) to the writinqs. A fi re from heaven came down and 

enci r cled them. (44) Abuyah said to them, "'Friends, why d id 

you come? To burn d own my hou se on me?' They s aid to him 

(45) , 'Far be it! Rather we are sitting and learning Tora h, 

( QoinQ on) from Tora h to the p ronhets and from the prophets 

to the writing s ! The wor ds (of Torah) were as j oyful as if 
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they had been given from Sinai and the fire (47) played 

about them, for they (the words) were not originally given 

on Sinai. Further, was not the essence of their being 

imoarted from Sinai that they were imparted (48 ) in fire? 

(as it is written) "And the mountain burned with fire unto 

the heart of heaven " (Deut 4:11~ Abuyah my father said 

to them, (49)"My friends, if s uch is the power of Torah, 

if my son is qranted life, (50) I will dedicate him to the 

Torah." And because his (my father's) intention was not for 

the qlory of God, my Torah did not remain with me. 

He said to him, 'What else did you preach?• He 

a nswered , (52) "Gold and qlass cannot equal it (Job 28:17). 

He said to him, "And what did you say concern i ng it?" He 

a nswe red h i~ 'The words of Tora h (53) are as difficult to 

obtain as qold vessels, yet are as easily broken a s vessels 

of o l ass . Just as vessels of qold (54) and vesse ls of qlass 

may be reoaired if they are broken, and made into tools as 

they were oreviously , (55) so too a wise student who loses 

his learninq iS ·ame to return and learn it a new.• 

He sa id to him (56 )/ It ;is enough for you Mei r. (Turn 

hack !) Up to this ooint is the Sabbath boundary!~ He 

asked , "How do you know?'· He aaswered, ( 57) -.rom the hoofs 

of m.v horse which I used to measure two thousand cubits.• 

He (Meir) sai d to him, AYou ( 58 ) possess all this wisdo~ a nd 

you will not reoent?' He (Elisha) answered, •It is not 

within my power.• He said to him ( 59 ) ' Wh y?' He a nswered, 

' One time I was travelinq before the Holy of Holies, ( 60) 

ridin ~ on my horse on a Yorn Ki opur which hapoened to fall 

on a Sabbath. I heard a Bat Kol (voice) come out ( 61) of 

the Holy of Holies and say , "Return O Children!" ( oaraph rase 

of Jer. 3 :14}, a ll exceot for Elisha ben Abuyah who knew of 

my nower ( 62 ) and ye t rebel led aqainst me!' 

And 'q iven all th i s , how did it happen to him? (that he 

became a n aoos tate?) One time, he was sit tin n and studyinp 

( 63 ) in the-Va lley of Ginosar when he saw one man qo up to 
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the top of a p~lm tree a nd take the female bi rd with the 

youn q a nd ( 64) descend safel y . The eext day he saw a nother 

man who ascended to the top of the oalm tree and take ( 65 ) 

the youn g , but s hied away the mother. When he desc ended 

f rom there, a snake b it him and he died. It i s written 

( 66 ), "You shall sur ely shoo a way the mother, but the youn q 

you may t ake with you , that it may be well with you and that 

you may o ro lon g ( 67 ) your days " ( Deut 22 :7~ Where is the 

cioodness of this? How does this lenqthen onf!s clays?(68 ) 

He was unaware that R. Jacob had inter preted it previou s l y : 

"That it may b e we ll with you"-in the world ( 69 ) to come 

wh ere all is good. "That your days may be prolonged~in 

the future world where everythin g is o rolonged . 

S ome say that lt was (70 ) when he saw the tong ue of 

R. J uda h the baker which was bleedinQ in the mowth of a doq . 

He said , ( 7 l)'I s this Torah and is this it s reward? This 

i s the ton gue that had b rought forth words of Torah a s 

they were meant· to be. This (72 ) is the tong ue wh ich 

labored in Torah all of its life. It s eems that: (73 ) the 

~ ivinq of reward is nonexistant and there is no revival of 

the dead .' 

There a re those wh o say tb~t when hi s mother was p re qnant 

wi th him ,(74) she oa ssed a heathen temo le and smelled the 

aoo s t asy . (As a result), the smell of the sacrifi~e (75 ) 

s o read thouoh her body a s the poison of a larqe snake. 

After several days , Elisha fell s ick a nd (7 6 ) they c ame 

a nd told R. Meir, ' Behold your master is ill.' He went to 

visit him a nd foun d him ( End of 7 7b- be q inninq of 77c) (1) 

ill . He s aid to him, ' Won't you repent?' He answered, 'They 

will not a ccept th e one who repents.• He sa id to him, 'Is 

it not written (2) " You turn man to contrition and say 

'Re tu rn ye children to m~"( Ps . 90 : 3 ) until his life is crus hed, 

they will acce ot (reoentance).' At that ( 3 ) tim1e, Elisha 

bur s t into tear s a nd died . R. Meir re j oiced and said , 

' It aooears that my teacher died (4) in the mi dst of 
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came down and oonsumed (5) his g rave. They came and told 
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R. Meir, ' Behold, the Qrave of your teacher has been burned.' 

He went out, looked a nd found that it had been burned. What 

did he do? He took hi s cloak and spread it over it and 

said "Tarry this (7) night" (Ruth 3:13). Tarry in this 

world which resembles the night. "And it shall be mornin~' 

(!:Q.!2,)this .is the world to come ( 8 ) wt-Ch i s all morning. 

"If the Good one will redeem you, he will redeem you." C!.,lli) 
This is God '-ho is good, as it is written, (9) "The Lord i s 

oood to all, and His tender mercies are over all His works " 

(Ps 145 :9). But if he will not redeem you (10) then I will 

redeem you; •as the Lord lives" (Ibid). Then the flame was -
extin~uished. 

They said to R. Meir, 'If they say to in this world, 

to whom (11) do you prefer to visit, your father or your 

teacher?' (What would you answer?). He (Me i r) answered, 'I 

would ao first to my teacher (12) and then to my fath e r.' 

The y said to him, 'And will they honor your request?' ~lit. 

will they hear you'). He answered, 'Have we not been 

tauqht that one saves (13 ) the case of the scroll with the 

sc roll, the case of tefillin with the tefillin. Elisha 

Aher (14 ) will he saved by the merits of his Torah.' 

Afte r some time, his daughters went to beg charity 

from Rabbi. (Judah Ha-nasi) Rabbi decreed, (15 ) "Let there 

be none to extend kindeess to him, neither let there be mercy 

shown to his orohans ~ (Ps. 109:12 ~ They said to him, 

' Rabbi reqard not (16 ) his dee ds , regard his learning .• 

At this, Rabbi wept a nd declared that they should be supported . 

(17) He said, 'If he who labored in Torah but not for the 

sake of heav e n was ab le to rai s e ( dauQhte rs) s uch as these, 

then (18 ) how much the more so he who labors in Torah for 

its sake.' 

R. Eliezer in the name af (19) Bar Sira, ' Wha t ihould 

you k now concerninq that which is too wonderous f or you? 
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What should you investiqate concernino th e deoth s of the 

n ether~orld? (20) Inquire (onl y ) into that which has been 

tra nsmitted. You have no bu s iness (inQuirinq into) 

hidden knowledge.• 

Rav said, '"let the lyino (21) lios be dumb." ( Ps . 31:19) 

Let them b e made dumb, bound, and silenced. "Let them be mad e 

d umb" as it i s written, • And the Lord said (22 ) to him, 

" Who has made a man's mouth?" (verse continues. "Or who 

makes a man dumb or deaf, siqhted or blind; I s it not the 

Lord .") ( Exodus 4:11) "Let them be bound" ae it is written, 

"For behold we were binding ( 23 ) sheaves." ( Gen 37:7) 

" Let them be si lenced " s hould be interpreted literally. 

"'·Jhich soeak (~) arroqantly conereing ( 24 ) the rif'Jhteous 

One of the world, thina s which He has withheld from Hi s 

c r eatures. " With oride and contempt" <!.2.!,2>. This he 

( 25 ) who boas ts •I discourse on the account of creation!' 

thinkinn that he is as one who (26 ) labors (in Torah), when 

(in truth) he is as one who is contemptuous (of it).' 

R. Jos i ben Hanina said, ' Whoever elevates himself a t the 

cost of his fellow man's deq radation has no share in (27) 

the world to come. Is this not even more true concerninq 

he who elevates himself ( a t the exoense) of the alory of 

the Lord of Worlds?' Is it not written(28) _ after it, 

"Oh how abundant is your qoodness, which you have laid u p 

for them that fear you." (Ps. 31:20) Let him not oart,ke 

of your abundant ooodness . 

( 29 ) R. Levi sa id, "It is the p lory of God to conceal 

a thino , but the a lory of Kinqs to search out a matter. 

( Prov. 25 : 2 ) "It is the q lory of God to conceal a thinq ." 

( 30) ~ rior to the creation of the world. " But the q lory o 

kin o s to search out a matter" from the time of creation. 

( 31) R. Levi said, •rt i s written, "Know you this 

from old time" (Job 20:4~ Rut you , (only) "since man was 

n laced uoon the earth." <.!.2.!2.> 
( 32 ) R. Jonah in the oame 6f R. eo. It is written, 

" Fo r ask now of days oast which ( 33) were before you " 
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( Deut 4:32). Are you able to speculate from before the act 

of creation? It is written, "Since the day that God created 

( 34) man upon the earth " <!!?..!.2,>. Is one able(to speculate) 

from the sixth day onward? It is written "The first days." 

We have here an instance of Scripture6 makinq a general 

s tatement ( 35) and then limiting it. Thus we learn from the 

s ixth day. Just as the sixth da y possesses a special character 

from amona the s ix days of creation, ( 36 ) so too you should 

brina me only that which is similar to the sixth day. I s 

it possible to know ( 37 ) that which is above the heavens 

and that which is below the deep? It is written,"from one 

end of the heavens ( 38 ) unto the other end of the heavenr" 

( Deut. 4:32). In short, you may speculate in your heart until 

the time of creation, (39) from the time of creation on, 

you and your voice ( publically) may speculate from one end 

of the world to the other. 

(40) Bar Kappara tauaht: "Since the day "(that nod 

c reated man upon the earth~( Oeut. 4:32) R. Judah b. Puzi 

l ectured {on the account of creation) in accordance with 

ga r Kaooara. (41) R. Hiyyah lectured in accordance with the 

ooinion of R. Bo. 

R. Jonah said in the name of R. Levi. (42) The world 

was c reated with a "bet.• Just as a "t?.ll." is closed on all 

its s ides and ooen on one side, thus you are not permitted 

(43) t o i•vestiqate what is above anrl what is below, what 

is before and what is behind. Rather (only) from the 

da.v (44 ) that the world was created. And to those that say 

to the "bet~ ' Who created you?' It s hows them with a point -
(above ) a nd says, 'He who i s above .· And what is His name? 

It s hows them \"1th a point behind it and says, (46) 'Ha-shem 

His name. The Lord (fidon) i s His name.'" 

Another interoretation: Why ( was the world crea ted) 

Vi i t h a "~" Because it connotes blessinQ ( 47). And not 

with a n ''aleph?" Because it connotes cursinq. God said, 

'I will create my world (48 ) only with a "~" s o that all 
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all of the peoo le of the world will not say "How can the 

world endure seeinq that · ttwas created (49 ) with the language 

of cursinqf" In s hort, behold I will create it with a "bet" 

the lan guage of blessin g ( 50) in order that it might stand.' 

R. Abbahu in the name of R. Yohanan: \J i th two letters, 

two worldSwere created: ( 51) This world and the world to 

come . One (was created) with a "heh" and one (was created) -with a .. yod."' ~"hat is reasoninq'Z "For the Lqrd ( !!!l-vod-!!Jth) 

is God ( 52 ) an everlastinq rock " (Isaiah 26:4 ). (read here 

as " For with a "~" and a "heh" the Lord created Worlds") 

Do we not know which was created with a "h!!l" and which was 

c r eated ( 53 ) with a " yod?" Yes, from that which is written, 

"These are the generations of the heaven and the earth when 

t hey were created " ( Gen. 2 :4~ ( Be-hibbaram read as Be-heh

baram) ( 54 ) l'Jith a "heh;• he created them. Thus this 

world was created with a "heh" a nd the wo rld to come with -
a "yod.~ ( 5 5) Now the "heh" is open underneath. This is ---a n ind ication to all the peoole of the world that they will 

qo down to Shlol. Now ( 56 ) the "heh" has a point above it -
( wh ich means that) from the time they descend they (are 

destined ) to ascend. Even as the ''.!:l!tl!" ( 5 7) is o pen on all 

s ides, as a hint to all would be penitents (that they may 

s till r eoent ), so the "~" is bent ( 58 ) as all the inhab itants 

of the world a re bent (as it is written). " All faces are 

b e nt low with shame " (Jeremiah 30 : 6 ). When Dav i d saw (59) 

this , he b e qan to nraise the two letters, "Halleluyah . Praise 

o ye se rva nts of the Lord. Pr aise the ( 60 ) name of the 

Lord " ( Ps . 150 :1). 

R. J udah (II) Ne s iah a ske d R. Samuel b . Nahman: ' What 

i s th e law concerning that which i s written, "Extol him ( 6 1) 

that r ides uoon the skies , Be-yah i s His name, a nd exult ye 

befor e him" ( Ps . 68 :5 ~' He a nswered, ' You will not find a 

si na l e o lace ( 62 ) which l acks s omeone a poointed to rule over 

it . And who i s ap~6inted to r~le over it all? The Holy one 

b lessed b e He. Be - Yah ( 63 ) (the ruler) i s his name, for 
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Yod-heh is his name.' (In Greek, 6,li is"ruler"or "governor">. 

R. Eliezer said to him. •vour teacher did not interpret 

it this way. Rather he likened it to a kinq ( 64) who built 

a nalace in a place of sewers, narbage, and dunq heaps. 

He ( 65 ) who comes and says, 'This oalace is built on a p lace 

of s ewers, qarbaqe, (66) and dunq heaos, does he not insult 

(the oalace and the king .)? Likewi s e, he who says that in 

the be g inninq, the world was water ( 67) in water, does he 

not a lso in s ult (the world and God)?' This may be likened 

to the vineyard of a kinq upon which was built a o latform. 

I f you stand on it, (68) you may peek, but not touch (or 

l"le t too close). 

Ret Shammai says that the heaven were created first and 

a fterwards t-- Earth. (69) Bet Hillel says that the Earth 

was created first and afterwards the heaven. Each side (70) 

brou~ht suoport for its views. What was the reasoning of 

qe t Shammai's oosition. "In the beg inninq God created th e 

He a ven (and then) the Earth ( Gen. 1:1). It i s s imilar to 

a k inq who makes a throne. After he had done this (72) 

he made his footstool. (As it is written) "The Heavens are 

my throne and the Earth is my footstool " (Isaiah 66 :1). 

What (73) was the reasoning of Bet Hill6l's oo s ition? "In 

the day that the Lord God made (first) Earth and (then) 

He a ven. ( Gen. 2 :4~ It is simlar to a king who makes (74) 

a oalace After he had built the bottom oart, he made the 

uooer oart (as it is written) " My own hand founded tbe Earth 

( f ir s t) and (then) my riqht hand s p read out the Heaven." 

(Isa i a h 4 8 :13) (End of 77c, be~inninq of 77d ) (1) R. Judah 

ba r Pa zi s a i d , • s urely this suooorts Bet Hillel (2) "Of old 

you d i d lay the foundations of the Earth (first) and the 

He aven s ( s econd) are the work of your hands " (Ps. 102:26). 

R. Hanina, From the tex t that Oet (3) Shammai brings as 

s uonort for its position, from it Bet Hillel refutes them. 

Wha t i s the suoport of Bet Shammai? (4) "In the beqinninQ 



290 

God c reated the Heaven and the Ear th " ( Gen. 1:1~ From 

here Bet Hillel refutes them. (5) " And the Earth was" 

(Ge n. 1:2) meaninq that it had already e x i s ted (before 

heaven>.' R. Yohanan said in the name of the sages, 'Regardinq 

the creation, Heaven ( 6 ) was first. Regardinq the completion, 

Earth was first.• Reqardin~ creation, Heaven was first 

(as it is writtenh "In the beqinninQ (7) God created the 

Heaven (first) and (then) the Earth. Reqarding the 

completion, the Earth was first (as it is written) "In the 

day that God made earth (8) and heaven " ( Gen. 2:4). 

Heaven was created on first day according to Bet Shammai. 

Then he made three days and made offsorinq (from the Heaven). 

( He made) the first, second (9) and third days, and on the 

fou rth day (he said ) "Let there be liohts i n the firmament " 

( Gen. 1:14). The sea was created on th~ second day, then he 

made three days and made offspring (from the eea>. (10 ) 

( He made) the second, third, and fourth days, a n d on the 

fifth day (He said) "Le t the waters swarm "( Gen. 1:20). Earth 

was made on the third day a ccord in g to Set Shammai . Then 

he made (11) three days and then made offsprinq (from the 

Earth). On the s ixth day (He said), "Let the Earth brinQ 

forth the livinq creature etc." ( Gen. 1:24). 

(12 ) The Earth was created first accordinn to Bet Hillel. 

Then he made two days and mad e offsprina (from the ~arth). 

( He made ) the first a nd the second days (13 ) and on the 

third , ( He said) "Let the Earth out forth a rass " ( Gen. 1:11~ 

The He a v en was crea ted on the second day accordino to Bet 

llillel . Then He made t wo days and made (14) offsorina (from 

the Heaven). (He made) th e s econd and third days and on the 

fourth day {He said ) "Let there be liqhts in the firma ment 

of the heaven"( Ge n. 1:14). The sea tta.s reated on the third 

dav a ccord in q to Bet Hillel (1 5 ). Then He made two days 

a nd made offso rin ~ (from the sea). He made the third and 

fo urth days, and on the fifth da 1 (16 ) ( He said),"Let the 
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waters swarm with swarms of livinq creatures~ Gen. 1: 20 ) 

R. S imeon b. Yohai said, 'I am amazed at how the fathers 

of the world enqaqed in such a controversy reqa rdin Q (17) 

the creation of the world, for I say that the Heaven and 

the Earth were crea ted as a oot and its cover. (18 ) What 

is the proof? " My own hand founded the earth and my riqht 

ha nd so read out the heaven" (verse continues: " When I call 

to them, they s tand uo toqether") (Isaiah 48 :13 ~ R. Eliezer 

b . R S imeon, 'If father's view is correct, then why somet imes 

does it haopen that the Heaven is q iven precedence ( 20 ) over 

the Earth, a nd s ometimes it hapoens that the Earth is oiven 

n recedence over the Heaven? Only to teach that th e t wo of 

them (21t a re equal to each other .• (End of Haqiqah II:1) 
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