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love for lledieval thought and how, as he repeat:edly told us, 

"immensely fun• and meaningful "moderate" Torah can be • . 
Abaye taught (lbabbft 106b): "Le t the leseson you study 

be like a song!' Cohen orcheat1~ated aidrash 

classes that resounded in four part harmonies. He taught me 

how t o unlock the treasure trove of aggadic literature . 

Among the · - other teachers I vould like to thank are Dr. 

Bugene B. Borovltz and Dr. Hartin A. Cohen. Dr . Borow1tz•s 

course, Rabbinic Theology, shoved M that it Jla possible to 

-look beyond the literary content of the aggadah. Outside of 

the claaarooaa he encouraged - to question ·~r Mthodology. 

Dr. Cohen taught .. that a living organism auat shape its 

ideology in relati~n to ita hlatorical context,. When I think 

of these two .. n, I think of the saying from liJLdraab Mi1bl1, . 
2:4, "Learning aust be aougbt1 it will not co• by Jltaelf." 

Now I voald lllfe to acknowledge tboae wll_P helped M 

achieve success: ay father-ln-lav, Horace Klafter, was 

gracious enough to read theala and l!lelped iaprove 

its flow ay 110ther-in-law, . Corinne, 
• 

offered very cona~stletlve au99eation11; 
I 

ay wi jEe Beth also 

helped with the ecJltlng. Much of what la goci>d about this 

project atyliatlcally f roa their 

mistakes herein are ay r .. ponalblllty. Others helped M ln 

leas apeclflc, but crucial wys: ay aother, L :~ly Hecht, has 

always been a model of peraeverance and 

dlacuaaione and her lnter .. t ln ay p~ojecte 
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forge ahead; my father's memory ls always before me, I draw 

inspiration from the knowledge that he would have been quite 

proud of his son's accomplishments; finally, I would thank 

my classmates, I have benefitted so much from my interaction 

with them these past five years. 

Most importantly, I would like to thank my wife, Beth. 

Her undying support and encouragement have helped me through 

my last few years at this seminary. Her friendship has been 

a true source of pleasure and our colleqial relationship has 

inspired me to achieve far beyond what I thought was my 

best. Host importantly, our relations hip is informed by a 

sense of kedusbah which has allowed me to glimpse a measure 

of what Judaism is really all about. 

As I hand in this thesis, completing the requirements 

for ordination, I pray that this "ending" is truly just a 

beginning: now that I have acquired the paint, the brushes, 

and the canvas, I hope to paint numerous portraits. 

Jonathan L. Hecht 
Shabbat HaChodesh 
Adar 26, 5747 
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Chapter 1: The Study of Rabbinic Literature: Alternative 
Approaches 

Rabbinic lit~rature has been studied via a number of 

different competing methodologies. In this chapter, I shall 

e xamine the major methodologies as presented cy a well known 

scholar. I will s how why I take exception to his conclusion, 

and then present my own approach called "concept theology . " 

In the rest of t his thesis I shall illustrate how concept 

the ol ogy works by examining HATTAN TORAH, the "revelation of 

Tora h," as a case study. 

Schafer's Analysis of the Six Approac hes 

A superb discussion of the prevailing research 

approaches to the study of rabhinic literature may be found 

) 



Chapter l: Alternative Approach•• , P•9• 2 

Jn Peter Schafer's excellent article entitled "Research into 

~abbinic Literature: 

auaestionis ." ' The 

An 

author 

Attempt 

defines 

' 

to Define the Status 

a nd examines the 

"tr:aditional - halakhic," t he "exploitative- apologetic, " the 

" t hematic ," the "biograph ical, 11 t he "ana l ytica l - desc riptive" 

and the "immanent in the work" a ppr oaches . After a 

tho roug hgoing cr it ique, Schafer proposes what he considers 

to be t he best a pproach, a mod i fied vers ion of the 

a nalytical-descriptive method . 

Each o f t hese methodologie s has a limitat ion stemmi ng 

from the relat ion of text and ti me: The "traditional-

halakhic" method has been used i n both classical Jewish 

co mmen tary and various modern introductions such as 

Li eberman's c ommentary to the Tosefta a nd J . N. Eps tein' s 

'I ntroduct i ons. • In t hese work s the "Halakhah" is s een as a 

superior entity whi c h ls taken for granted and never 

quest ioned. This method is more " systemati ca l - theological" 

than "historical- literary. " Thus, the Halakhah is, i n a 

s ense, timeless, and cannot be examined critically . 

A!'lother method, the ••exploitat i ve-apologet i c, 11 has been 

used solel y by Christians. It is c haracter ized by its 

s elec tive use of rabbinic s ources to explain the New 

Testament. Rabb i nic literature l s not studied for its own 

' Peter Schafer, "Research into Rabbinic Literature: An 
Attempt to Define the Status Quaestionis, .. Jourpal of Jeylsh 
Studies {Oxford Centre for Postgraduate Hebrew Studies), 
Vol. 37, No . 2, Autumn 1986, pp . 139-52 . 
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Chapter 1: Alternati ve Approaches, pa9e 3 

sake , but only as a stepping stone to a better understanding 

of another t ext. The results are of dubious value, as 

Schafer s ums up: "At best, t he point is to ' elucidate' the 

New Testament from its Jewish environment; at worst, the 

rabbi nic parallels serve to demonstrate t he superior i ty of 

the New Testament." 2 The result ls what Schafer cal l s, 

"parallelomanla." Parallels of New Testament ver ses and 

verses from rabbi n i c literature may be interesting, but not 

very signi ficant because it ls n ot po3sl ble to evaluate t he 

stat us of t he verses being c ompared in thelr own litera tu re . 

Verses are taken out of context and applied to another text 

from a different context and time peri od. 

The third method ls the "thematic" approach. Here, 

. the ological ideas are isolated and subjected to analysis. 

The researcher =ollects many passa ges and synt hesi z es t hem 

to ~in insight into the significance of the theme at hand. 

The first problem we encounter is that the 11 t heme 11 has not 

been isolated by the literature itself, rather i t has been 

art ificially applied by the modern scholar: 

The rabbis have given the themes no cbnslderation, 
not because by reason of some mysterious 
deficiency they were unable to ~o so, but becaus e 
t hey did not wish to, because they were not 
interested in these themes as isolated themes. 3 

The attempt to derive a "rabbinic theology" ls a 
I 

modificat ion of the thematic approach . One example of this 

2 .llU.sl., p. 140. 

:a .l.Q.lQ.. , p • 141. 

) 



Chapter l : Alternative Approaches, page 4 

type of work is E. E . Urbach' s The Sages. This d p pr oach just 

intensif ies the pr ob l e ms of try ing to isolate i ndi vidual 

theme s by attempting to f ind a n all e ncompassing one wh ich 

is no l e ss debatable . 

The "biographi cal" appr oach is an attempt to study 

ind ividual rabb is , t heir doctri nes , and how t hey i n f l uenced 

t hE l itera ture. The problems a r e s i mi lar to t he t hematic 

appr oa c h in t hat the pers onali ty of a particular sa9e has 

si mply been s ubs titute d f or t he t heme. To these pr oblems we 

add t he unc er t aint i es whi ch a r ise f r om the at tempt to 

isolate t he hi s tor ical figu r e of a pa r ticular ~abb i from the 

sources . The r a bbis c ontr i bute to the l i terature, but beyond 

t his, t he r e l s very little which can be said of t he m 

historical l y . 

The "analyti cal - descriptive" method ls d i fferent 

because it a ttempts t o examine t he l i ter ature as li t era ture. 

The best propone nt o f this method is Ar n o l d Go ldbecg. ~ He 

calls t h is method, "form-an a lyti ca l. " It entails t he study 

of t he material as textual units with t he goal be ing the 

identification of form and l i terary d e vic e . ~ome basic forms 

he identifies are the Hidraoh, the Dictum o r Logion, t he 

Hasbal, the Ha •asob, and the Haggadab . From t hes e bas i c 

fo r ms , higher s tructures have evolved, s uch as the homily 

and t he suava. The problem wl th th ls method is t he 

4 His articles have been publi s hed ln Frankfu;ter 
Judalstlsche Beltrage . 

I 
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Chapter l: Alternative Approach•• , pa9e ~ 

"text . " What are the boundaries o f l eq1 tlmate 

tt the Babylonian Talmud, the Hidrash, a 

Ht drash, or all of rabbi n l e literature? Then, 

t ex t t s chosen, the researcher must answer the 

of why that text wa s c hosen ove r other s . 

Th e final method Schafer considers is the "immanent 1n 

wo rk" method. Here, comple t e works are analyzed In o rder 

o ide ntify their inherent structures and rules. The problem 

when faced wit h numerous manuscript, e cl e ctic , critical 

traditional versions o f a parti cular text, which t ex t 

be the object of study? Furthermore, how are the 

o f study to be ldentlfled ? For example, the 

and Bereshlt Sabbah are v ery similar, but does 

mean that they can be compared? Where c a n l egitimate 

be dra wn? 

As stated, the problems with all the aforementioned 

the relation o f text and time. The greatest 

seems to be that o f dating. It ls almost lmposslble 

with c ertainty when a particular text was finally 

To this problem, we must add the identification of 

t ext boundaries. When faced with many variants contained 

numerou s manuscripts, it becomes difficult to determine 

the "correct" version, or even if a correct version 

Th e s e two problems, t ext and time, make historical 

of rabbinic t e xts nearly impossible: 
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When even the 1nd1vidual work of rabbi nic 
literature Mishnah, Tosefta, Yerushalmi, 
Midrashim, Bavli - is no longer a stable quantity, 
provides no fixed frame of reference within which 
closed systems can be worked out and placed in 
c hr onological relation to one another, i t becomes 
extraordinarily difficu l t , if not virtually 
impossi ble, to ask adequate historical questi ons 
o f the texts , and to answer t hem.e 

this difficulty i s realized, Schafer concl udes that 

are only two methods worth pursuing. These also have 

advantages as well as some drawbacks . 

The first i s Goldberg's method ~f examining the texts 

"synchronic uni ts. " As previously ment ioned, Goldb~rg 

the individual texts in order to determine their 

forms. This method need no t take into account dating 

historlcal context. Thus he has solved the problem of 

Yet Schafer finds this solution at least partially 

inadequate : 

If the indi vidual text cannot be fixed in time and 
space, then it hardly makes sense to behave in 
regard to certai n q uestions as though this we re 
possible. We would thereby be, although at a 
methodologically more considered level, exactly 
where we started, · with the 'traditional' study of 
rabbinic literature as a synchronic unit. This 
seems to follow from Goldberg's logic. His method 
of language- and form-analysis allb ws for an 
almost ·scientifically' precise description of the 
mechanisms and rules by which the corpus 'rabbinic 
li terature' is constructed and functions; as such, 
it ls of admirable unity and consistency. This 
unity and logical consistency is admittedly paid 
for with the final, even programmatic, 
renunciation of every attempt at temporal placing 
and hiatoEical differentiation . Legitimate and 
doubtless necessary as this process is, lts price 

8 Schafer, p. 150. 

J 



Chapter 1: Alternative Approaches, pa90 7 

is very high.• 

So Schafer proposes a 

which takes this pr oblem 

seco nd, sligh tly modified model 

into consideration . Al t hough we 

cannot s peak with any surety about the historical context of 

these docu~ent s , we c an study their history of r e dac t ion . 

When we know more about the redactional process, we may be 

able to say mo re a bout the historical context of the 

individua l wo i: k. 

Sc hafer advises u s to concentrate on studying rabbinic 

l iterature t o d~termine its f orm and dating. Hlsto rl cal a nd 

t heologi c al r esearc h is not going 

ca n better reconc ile the relation 

then, we s hould c oncentrate on 

forms o f the individual texts. 

The problem with this method 

r e l inqui s h the study of content in 

necessa ry to give up the message 

the medium? It ls true, we need to 

to be fruitful 

of text and 

describing the 

i s c lear. We 

favor of form. 

unless we 

time. Untl l 

linguistic 

completely 

Why ls it 

way t he functions and 

and concentrate solely on 

continue the study of the 

the history of t e xt 

redaction, 

language 

but not to 

research . We have much 

contained i n the medium. 

bene fi ts in the study 

theo logical development, 

r eneral . Althou9h more 

the exclusion of • content oriented 

to gain from the study of the message 

Research in this area will produce 

-~., p. 151. 

of Jewish h i story, the study of Jewish 

and the study o f religion i n 

may be learned about the dating a nd 

' 

) 

•• 



Chapter 1: Alternative Approaohea, pa9e 8 

form of the material, we should not ignore the content 

altogethe~. The stud y of theological development will he l p 

us ln many ways, it may even he lp in the study of form a nd 

dating. 

Concept Theology: A Modified Thematic Approach 

I propose a method for study ing rabb inic l l terab1re 

called "concept theology. 0 Rabbinic theol ogy is made up of 

interconnected theologlcal concepts . The content of these 

conc epts develop and change. They are given new or renewed 

emphas is th roughout the literature dep~nding on the needs of 

the moment. But the overarching concept , the .,.r ubr le, i s 

a 1 ways present ln the literature . These concepts c an be 

studied to see h ow they have developed against the backdrop 

0£ t heir historic context . Let us now see how th is modified 

thematic approach responds to some of the problems to whi ch 

Schafer points . 7 

False identity can be partia lly avoi ded by c hoosing a 

concept whi ch is inherent in the literature. ' For e xample, we 

c an study the notion o f MATTAN TORAH (revelation of Torah) 

throughout rabbinic literature. The go~l would be to examine 

how t he literature deals with the concept of HATTAN TORAH . 

?'Jt 
r ule out 
c autious 
141. 

should be noted that Schafer did not completely 
the thematic approach, as long as the scholar is 

about examining the source of his own questions, p . 

I 
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Clwtftec lr Altecnatlve -.c.-a.._, ,. .. t 
The problea of artificial identity le thus p.rtially avoided 

since the llterature does .. intaln the concept of MATTAN 

TORAH as a theol09ical idea. In Schafer's crltlque of the 

theaatlc .. thod he stated : 

Al110at all the .. re recent studies ln thla f leld 
are aware that ln each caae the auperordlruate 
qaeatton Cthe th ... ) ls not inherent to the 
aourc.. but le applied to the texts froa the 
outalde. The ld .. of God, the idea of the Holy 
Splrlt, of the an9ela, or of the Meaalah, have not 
been llllde Into themes in rabbinic literature; ! t 
has expr .. eed no ayate .. tlc conalderatlon of 
thea.• 

While it le true that the literature preaenta no 

•ayate.atic• conaideratlon of these the.ea, it vould be an 

overetat ... nt to say that there la no conalderation of thee 

at all. Theol09lc th.... are dealt with in rabbinic 

literature because it la a theological literature . Therefore 

lt le po••lble to ......_ lt ·for lta content and vie need not 

llalt ourselves to structure alone. 

The problea of artlflclal identity can be further 

avoided by studying the concepts on a text- by-text basis . Aa 

stated, the fuftde .. ntal objection to the the11atic 11ethod la 

that the rea .. Echer, in the process of ffeahlng out the 

•the-,• rune the r lek o,f lapoeln9 a foiel9n ldent lty on the 

text. The process aawally entail• collecting aa .. ny 

'pa11ea9ea• ae poaalbl• aftd then aynthealzln9 thea into an 

undeEatandln9 of vbat the llterat•r• •says• about the t"­

•b ....... rer •sallPl•, HY a r .... rcher wattted to • tody the 

•11a14. , P• 141. 

' 



Chapter l: Al terna t l ve Approach•• , pa9• 10 

conceptualization of God. He wou l d begin by 

as many passages about God a 15 poss i ble : God and 

world, God and Israel, the notion of God's love, God ' s 

forth. He would then synthesize the material . 

dange r is that this study might tell us more about the 

notion of God than the literature's. Has he 

his o v n text: a ~e~ compilation reflecting his 

view and expressed throug h his sel e ction of passages 

rabbinic literature ? 

In an attempt to overcome thi s pitfall, we shall 

the literature on a text - by-text basis.• In this 

we hope to be read ing the themes out of the mater ial, 

not into it. To examine the conceptua lization o f 

of Torah, we wi ll search for i ndividual t exts 

hi ch develop this theme and examine how they develop it. 

The problem of dating c an be partially avoided by 

the t exts under consideration into epochs, rather 

specific c entur i es. It is sl ightly easier to place the 

in historica l time period, such as Tannait ic , or 

than to specify an exact date o f redaction. After 

a t ex t into an epic, we ask ourselves how the 

context of this time period migh t have influenced 

he t heological development of the concept . 

•schafer mentions that "f ictitious identity of the 
material from which the theme ls extracted c an be avoided to 
some extent if the analyses are made separately \lfork by 
vor k , " p . 14 2. 
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Max Kadushin has developed a c onceptua l a pproach to the 

study of aggad1c and halak hi c literature . In his book, ~ 

Rabbinic Mind, Kadushin propos es that rabbini c theology 

develops around "organismic " or "value- concepts." These 

c oncepts develop and change throughout rabbini c literatur e: 

Rabbinic concepts common to both Halakah a nd 
Haggadah are represented by single words or terms 
such as ZBOAKAH (charity), HIDDAT RACHAMIH (God's 
love), TESHUBAH (repentance), KEDUSHAH (holiness), 
MALKUT SHAMAYIH (the Kingship of God), GIHILUT 
HASADIH (deeds of lovingklndness), 'ADAM (man), t o 
mention but a few . These terms are connotative and 
suggestive . This i~ to say that they are not 
definable and, furthermore, that they cannot be 
made parts of a nicely articulated logical system 
or arranged in a hierarchical order. Nevertheless, 
despite being simply connotative, these rabbini c 
terms are ge11ulne concepts, general ideas, 
although neither scientific or philosophic 
concepts, nor yet concepts referring to objects or 
relations in sensory experience . They deal 
exclusively with t he sphere of va lue, performing 
there the functions of classifying and 
abstracting. They are, in fine, value-concepts. 1 0 

These concepts are interwoven into the fabric of rabbini c 

literature. They develop a system of value, not logic. They 

do not prescribe a hierarchical order , but they are 

i mplicitly connected: without a concept of Torah, you canno t 

have Israel; without a concept of God, you cannot have 

Torah. It is this interconnectedness, this organismi c 

development, which keeps the system together. 

The question we must now consider is ehat of boundary. 

What is "rabbinic literature?" Is it ;ust material from t he 

10Hax Kadushin, Tho Rabbinic Mind (Bloch: New York), 
1972, pp. xl-x11. 



Chapter 1 : Alternative Approaches, pave 12 

Tannalt lc or Amoralc tlme period? Doc::s lt also i nclude 

medieval material? Ho~ do we determine the boundaries of 

study? When examining the t heological development of 

concepts we include all material tn which t hese concepts 

have remained centra 1. Since r abbinic literature develops 

conceptually, concepts such as To rah, revelation, 

r edemption, creation, and the like are everpresent. £ubr1cs. 

They form the foundation of the literature. The crucia l 

q uestion for our: study is how t he cext r elates to t he 

o riginal conc ept. Although t he content of the sub-conceptd 

may change, sometimes even radically, t he overarc hing rubri c 

is always maintained. 

Thi ~ feature of rabbinic literature ls the basis of a 

reader edited by Jacob Neusner, Understanding Rabbini c 

J udaism; From Talmudic to Modern Times. Neusner collects 

articles examining Talmudic Judaism till modern times o n the 

a ss umption that this literature, despite covering nearly 

1500 years , can be compared because it is based on one 

overarching heritage: "Torah." 11 It is Torah as a conceptual 

symbol which ties together: rabbi nic 
. . 

l i..terat:ure . This symbol 

allows us to broaden the boundaries beyond talmudlc 

literature to include the study of medieval scholars s uch as 

Rashi, Nachmanides and Maimonides, as well as pre-modern 

scholars such as Hoses Sofer and Israel Salantcr. 

1 •undorstanding Rabbinic Judaism; F;om Talmudic to 
Modern Tlmea, Jacob Neusner, ed . (Ktav: New York), 1974~ p . 
1 . 



Chapter 1: Alternat ive Approachee, pa9e 13 

Rabbinic tHeology, from Talmudic until modern ti mes, 

can be studi e d by identifying and analyzing the co ncepts 

which serve as its foundations . Concept s such as c rea t ion, 

revelat ion, redemption , suffering, martyrdom, c harity, 

k i ngship , and so on, become overarching symbols. They 

both everpresen t and everchanging . 

God ' s 

The next c hapter will examine 

TOR AH, how it 

rabbinic idiom, 

developed 

a nd the 

from it s 

centrality 

are 

t he concept of HATTAN 

bibli c al foundat ions int o 

of 

literature. In subsequent c hapters we 

this notion to 

s hall examine 

the 

the 

concept of HATTAN TORAH i n s pecific texts and attempt to 

e xpl a in why the noti o n developed as it did . 

• 

.. 



Chapter 2: MATTAll TORAH ln the Bible and Rabblntc Literature 

one of the q~eateat probl... vlth the 

thetaatlc approach la art if l·cial ..... tlty. prudent 

rea••~cher vlll queetlon the Ntture of the very q~eatlona he 

aaka: Vby ... tble t...._ cboe•• over others? le lt inherent 

•to the .. terlal and, if ••, what le the beat ._Y to isolate 

it? With theee qaeatl0119 ta al.,. let us e..-.tne the concept 
• 

of Kattan !lorah to aee how it E•latee to the literature. 

MATT"All !GtUI la not explleltly ~ton.. ln the Blbht. 

everth•l-•, the atul experle11ee (hodue 19 end 20) la 

central to the flow of Bl~llc.l history. The atbte preaents 

la rell9lous hletory of ~he vorld. It descrlbea how the world 

ca- to be how God created lt, .... la the -a.ad,.. bebitad all 

i 



ct111'iec la . ._ MM•_. ... ,ala U~•*-•, .... i• 

events, and hov Israel ca.. to occupy the cerlt r:al role ln 

vorld hl•tory. 

The flr•t 9ro•p of IHbllcal a~rlea deac1: lbe the ~oot:a 

of Israel. Ve beqin vlth the cr: .. tlon of th4!• vor:ld, the 

exper:lena.a of the f ir:at advent:area of the 

patr:iar:cu, end end vlth -the chlldren of Iar:ael ( 1.e . Jacob) 

movlnCJ to S4)ypt. The aeconct group of ator:lee d .. c~lbe the 

enslave-nt ana redemption of I1Hael cul•inatlnq vlth the' 

coveru1n~ at Sinai. Levlt:lcua and lhlllber:a deecJ~ lbe the l•WB 

of the covenant and the eacr:lflclal cult ln detal 1 . 

Deuter:one>11y pr ea an ta a recapitulation of th4!1 history of 

Israel told to th•• by Moaee aa the people pr:ep.1a~ to enter: 

the pr:o•leed land. 

The second section of Bible, the Prophete,, c1eecr:lbe the 

conquest of the land anc2 the eetabll•h-nt and history of 

the 90nar:chy. It alao includes Pr: opllet 1 c:: texts which 

relnforce the importance of l•r:ael'a to the 

covena11t, and -.rn her not to atr:ay fro• fal th1Eul observance 

of Ood'• l.w. The fln&l section, th• Vritlnqa, contain a 

var:lety of aacr:ed llter:atar:e: 

vlsdCNa, aocn as Prove~bll, SOcl .. la•t .. , and .Job4J love poetry 

such aa The 8on9 of SOtMJ•; and otlMrc atOE let1 and worls• of 

hlatory, auch .. Reth •nd Chronicles. 

Vr:o• tbla very brlef overview we c~n see the lmpor~ 

rol• playwd by the Slrwaltlc revelation ln t~1 llble. The 

r:evelatlon at 81-1 1• tbe fo..-.tloa- UJ>On wit.teat· tbe e11l-t 
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ln Le¥ltlcae •ftd ...._re ._. ba•ed . The r .. •on 

tbe Blbl• for thla revelatlon 1• ttwtt lt ._. to 

insure th• people'• lo,.lty. Aa we r--4 ln •xoda• 20 : 12, 

Th• Lord ••l4 to ..... 1 fttee •IYll you ••Y t• ~ 
lar•ellt .. : You youraelvee aaw that I epok• to yoa 
froa the veEy hee~t Vlth ... , t8'er•fore, yeu 
shall not •ke any 9ed9 of allver, nor ehall you 
-Ile for )"04R•elv.. a&y 9ole of 90ld. Mllll• foE Me 
an altar of .. rth and eacrlflce on lt your INrnt 
offeEl... ... your ••crlfice• of well-beiR9, yoer 
ah .. p and your oxen1 ln every plece ""9re 1 caue 
Hy .. - to .._ .... tlened I vl 11 c:a.e to you and 
bleea you . 

e purpota• ot the revelation -.a to eatabllah the special 

between Israel ae .. nl teated ln the 

cult . It l• becaQae of thle event tbat tM 

cult deecrlbed ln the reat of the Torah .. ke 

The Bible la a reli9io.. history of the world. It 

vlth the cr .. tion of hU89nklnd, n.arrowa lt• focu• to 

cove ... nt .t a1 ... 1, aftd then tell• tbe hlatory of 

land. Tbe r.velatlo• at 81Mi la lnt991ral 

lt -ubll•h- th• epec:lal coven.nt bat.....n God aad ... theolOCJlCl•l al911!tlcance of 

ar• tled t099ther ln the alble becaua• the alble 

htatory: th• hlat«0rlc•l accouat of 

velatlon Mk- tlte entlre tlMtoloqy pr-eeted ln the Bible 

elect I en ae Ood'e covenanted 
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Rabblnlo ljte%atare reco9nlzes the ceatrallty of Blnal 

and 9lves lt new ellphaala. It ls a larqe body of .. terlal 

contained ln nu11e~oal!I texta wllich were compllet over a 

period of 110re ttwan a thousand yea~s. Thus lt follows 

logically that there ••lats no def laltlve Rabbinic view 

concernln9 MAftM TORAH, but can aake soaie 

generallzatlona about t~e way the literature preaenta the 

events on 81nal. ~he Rabbl~lc pr .. entatlon .alntalns the 

central role played by the Slnaltlc revelation in the Blble 

but it also qlvea l~ nev aiqnlf lcance : nowhere ln th• Bible 

do ve f incl the notion that the eM.lre lfoEah wias •9tven• on 

Mount Slnal . In the Rabbinic view, however~ not only la the 

DecalCMJYe given on Sinai, the Oral and Written 

tradltlona aa well: 

1. IJ•™ti• 'H•sbpt, p. Sa, Rabbi Levi ben H•- aaya 
further le; the M• of a.bbl atmon Mn bakleh: ""-t le 
the -nlnt of tbe ..c•• (SxCMha 24112): "and I vl-11 
9lve t.._ the t. .. l_ of ••one, aed ·tM ).av •nd the 
c~ad..nt, whlch I have wtttea that thoa -y.a~ 
t..at. tlMm?" 'Tel• of •hne• i theae •r• the ten 
c~nd99nta1 'the !aw'i thl• l• the hnt•teach1 't"9 
co ••-• • c th la l• :t... tUahMhJ 'Wilch I .uve 
wlttan•c· the9e •re the Pro..-• and ttMt HecJ•~•plMl1 
• tlwt tfMMI · _,..t t..cta · ·t.._• a thl• la the ~r•. It 
t .. cbea 1••1 that all th-• tblft9• were 4)1Yen to Mo••• 
Oft Slul.aa 

lsl, "°9- i:ecelved the Lav h~oa 
.J•hua, and Joeluaa to tbe 
to tbe Propheta1 and the 
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Prophets committed it to the men of the Great 
Synaqoque. They said three things ..• • 3 

3. Pesikta de-Rab Kahana, 12:1, (Hany wol8en have done 
well , but you surpass them all (Proverbs 31:29)). But 
at Sinai "thou hast exceeded them all," for there, o 
Israel, you were qlven six hundred and thirteen 
command.-ents, of which two hundred and forty- eight are 
positive commands and three hundred and sixty- five are 
negative ones. 14 

Through Rabbinic her1neneutic the boundaries of the Sinai·tic 

revelation were extended far beyond the Decalogue. 

The Rabbis explicate the implicit centrality of the 

Sinaitic revelation in the Bible . In the Bible, Sinai was 

central because it represented the election of Israel . All 

of her prior history, especially the redemption from Egypt, 

lead to this moment which would serve as the foundation for 

the entire Israelite religious cult . In Rabbinic literature, 

Sinai beconaes the explicit foundation of the entire 

tradition . Not only the Written, but the Oral Law as well ls 

now considered to origlna•te on Sinai. In the Bible, Sinai 

justified the Israelite cult; in Rabbinic 11 terature, l t 

explains Rabb in.le author 1.ty. Clearly, HATTAN TORAH is not a 

foreign theme to Rabbinic literature . 

In the next chapter we shall see how the Rabbis, 

through aggadic literature, gave different emphases to the 

Sinai experience . HATTAN TORAH will be conceptualized 

"
3 Tbe Hishnab, Herbert Danby, tr. (Oxford: London), 

1983, p. 446. 

"
4 Pesikta de-Rab Kahana, Braude and Kapstein., tr. (JPS: 

Philadelphia), 1975, pp. 227 - 28. 
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differently dependl'"J on the hlatorlcal context l n vhlch the 

textual traditions developed . '• 

••Aft. excellent •nalyala of a99•dlc llteratuEe •nd th• 
e111>ha•• wtaleh Mft developed from the· rewalat·lon at- llnal 
la Abra ... ~ . 9-elael'• ,.,. NP •••tzzpyl• lt'M•klaglah 
flwl M•pggoj ·fSonelnoc .Loftd .. ), 1'&2. 



Chapter 3: MATTAll TORAH in A99•dic Literature 

Ve def lne ~CJCJAdic literature as the non-halakhlc 

material vhlch ~eveloped froa the ti- of the Second Temtple 

and to the Middle Ages . Thia 1\99ative description does not 

express the essence of the a99adah. This literature ls .uch 

90re than just •not-halakhah:• it pulaea vlth its own life, 
• 

it haa its own purpose. Through the a99adah, the r .. 4er 

i ... r ... hl .. elf in the rlchneaa of ll ~e and e .. r9ea vlth a 

nev outlook. The halatbah prod.aced the legal prlnclplea 

which et.aped the behavior of the Jew. lut the a99adah taught 

moral and ethical tr~tha abcMat the vorld in vhlch he lived. 
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The aC)CJadah dld not deter•lne law, lt discovered l l fe•s 

19811Dlng. 

Durin9 the period of more than a thousand years in 

vhlch the a9qadah evolved, a literature which contained 

vastly different atylee and genres developed. During the 

Tannaltlc tl.. perlod, a99adah _., pl..eed r19ht next to 

halakhlc .. terlal. Thia .. terlal vae •exegetic:• its purpose 

was to explain the· llbllcal text . During the Amoralc perlod, 

we find C011Pilatlofta vblch are •bOlliletlc:• lt contains 

short ho•lllea intended to eupple .. nt the reading of 

Scripture in the ayne909t1e. As ve approach the threshold of 

the Middle AC)tis, a99adlc literature was complied ln 

anthologies. 

Ac)gadlc literature la bllsed on the Bible. Rabbinic 

notlons of Ood, of rltual, social and ethical law, of 

providence, re¥ard and punlah .. nt, and of the election of 

Israel, are ideaa inherent to the Bible . In the Bible, 

however, these th91188 are not .. de explicit . The Rabbi• 

explicate theae concept• through the agqact.h. 

O..plte what Ma· j-t been aald, we -•t -.ec09nl"e that 

the a9C)Adah doea not develop a ayat ... tic theoloqy. Proble ... 

are taken up on a case-by-caae basis and consequently we 
. . 

find no coherent framevor~. A9C)Adlc literature cont.alna 

theological· ••LU .. •lona, not ayat ... tlc tbeol09Y.a• Por 

alnfely: A MlU.ggy 



1*aftec >a Alt .. le Llt.c•t•r•, .... 21 

example, ln •otMt plac .. the 11ter•tare aeeka to reln~erpret 

anthropoaor:phlc d .. crlptlona of God while elsewhere lt la . . 
content to le.ave well enou9h alone, or even \t8e theae 

deacrlptlone to .. ke lta pol·nt . In the Mlkllta da ... labbl 

Iahne•l we find two ~·••9ea which llluatrate thia. sxodua 

20:11 states, •and He r .. ted on the seventh day; therefore 

the Lord bleaaed the sabbath day and hallo"94 it,• the 

•idraeh co ... nta: 

And la He aub:tect of a thing •• wearlneaa7 Haa it 
not been ••lds •The Creator of the ends of the 
earth f•lnteth not, ·nel ther la ,...r:y• U••. 
40.21)? And lt aayaz •He 9lveth power to the 
faint• (lbld. v. 29) . And it alao aayaa •ay the 
word of the Lord were tbe beavena -de,• etc. (Pe. 
33.6) . How then ca& 8crlptare say: •Anet He reated 
on the ••venth day?• It la aimply thla: God 
allowd lt to be vr:ltten about Hl• .that He cr-ted 
Hla world ln •lx daye and r .. tect, •• lt were, ·on 
the eeveatb. Mow· by the -thod of kal yaltnzg you 
-.t r .. eon& tf He, for who• there l• no 
vearlneaa, allowed lt to be "1'.ltt:en that tie 
cr .. ted hl• .Orld ln e,lx daye and r .. ted on the 
seventh, bow .acll ..ce •hoald Mn, of vhOll lt la 
wrlttani "lut .. n la born unto trouble• (Job 5 . 7., 
rest on the eeventh day.a? 

God does not •tire.• God 1• •l11PlY d .. crlbed aa lf He rested 

to teach hu .. ne how important it l• to reat on the Sabbath. 

But in lt• co.-.nt to Sxodua 19t2G, •Th• Lo,d ca .. down 

upon Moant Sinai• the Ms'llt• lteelf ueea anthropo90rphtc 

deacrlptlona: 

l •l41ht andarata .. thl• to -n upon the ant·!~• 
.ouauln, IMlt lt aa7111 •Ta the top of tlie ••t. 11 

ODe 8l•ht tlatak tlMlt ta. Olozy act ... lly •..caaled 
fr.. heav.n and w• tra•f•rred to Kount llnal, 

• 7 4fEactat• •IMMl•b, a.. 
Jacob 1. Laater~, tr. C~Plc 
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but 8cElptaxe aaya: •That I have t•lked vlth you 
frota h .. ven• (Sx. 20.19t. Scripture tbua teaches 
tbat the Holy One, bl••e4 be tie bent down ttle 
loWl9r ..__.. and ~he upper h .. V:.na of iteaV.n, 
loweElq t.._ to the top of tbe moanta·lft, and ttnae 
the Glory deacendecl. · ff• apr.-4 the11 upon Mount 
Slnal •• a -n who apr ... a the ..ttreae upon the 
bed and speaks froa the 11attreas . .• 

God •ben4e• the heavens to talk to larael as if fro• Kls 

bedroo•. 

In the f lrat case, the ttekllta feels compelled to 90 

beyond the deecrlptlon of a Ood who rests. In the second 

case, the text teach•• us about the lntl .. cy of revelation 

by deecrlbln9 Ood ln hu .. n ter ... so .. tl .. a the •ldra•h qoes 

beyond the 1mthropo90rphlc deecrlptlon, eo .. t1 .. a lt 

utilizes it, B098tl .. • lt lqnorea lt, but never 4o we find a 

syste .. tlc presentation of how anthrop0110rphia• should be 

understood. 

Let us not peas over the lack of ayste .. tlc tbeol09y in 

aq9adic literature too quickly. Scholars tryln9 to explain 

the nature of Rabbinic theology have gone to great lengthe 

to describe the lack of eyat ... tic theol09y as a poaitlve 

phenomenon and not a 4eflclency. Solomon Schechter, one of 

the f iret to lnqulre into the theolo9y of t he Rabbis, 

deacrlbea the •pecellar nature of old Rabbinic thought:• 

A 9r .. t Sn9ll•h vrlt•r ha• r ... rked •that th• true 
heal•ll of a -• l• to llava • •o•l vltla•t flel ... •-r• of lt1 to be c11apoee4 of by lapal•- wblch 
be •- not CEltlct-.• In a alllllar .. Y tbe oY 
labbl• •- to a.ave thot19ht tut tti• t~ue health 
of a rellel- la to have • tbeo1on wlthotlt behc) 
... re of lt1 ... -t9"1• t'-Y Mdly eveE .... - nor 
coal• tM)' ..._ - ••Y attl1 .. t t.-r .... rkl .. 
thelr theol09y lnto -a foc-811 syet .. , or 9lvln9 ue 
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a fall eJCPo•lttoa of lt . With God aa a r-llty, 
Rev•latlon aa a fact, the Torah as a rule of llfe 
ancl the hope - of ... ...,t!on •• a 11e>at vlvld 
expectatiOR, they felt~ no need for formulat l n9 
their do.,_a into a creed, vhlch, aa wa once 
r ... rked by a 9reat theoloqlan, la repeated not 
becaaa• we bell-eve, but that we .. y believe.•• 

Schechter tel le us that Rabbinic theolOCJY develops 

"a~smiodlcally• or •i1111tulsively . • It responds to the needs 

of the mo-nt . It need not develop eysteaatlcally because 1t 

responds to the heartbeats of life. Lack of ayate.atlc 

or~anlaatlon ls not a def lclency. 

If it d~ not develop ayat ... tlcally, then how la it 

or9anlzed? Rabbinic theolo9y la or9anlzed conceptually . 

Rabbinic concepts are central to the lltexatore. They are 

like chapter •titles• whlch r ... ln the ea-.e but vhose 

esaeacee chan9e fro• text to text. MATTU TORAH, for 

example, la viewed qulte differently throuqhout the 

literature, bat the concept ltaelf la alvaya an l1111tortant 

category. Plexlblllty ln the def lnltlon of concepts, wt\1ch 

later ~lldataa lnbeElted frCMI the a9gadah, le perhaps the 

moat important aapeet for understanding the unity of 

that lt span• nearly two thouaand Y9Ar• . Rabbinic th-.oloqy, 

therefoEe, can and abould be a~Ddted conceptually. 

Ve .u•t now aek, why ahould we study the•• texts ln 

relation to ~•lr lalatoElcal context•? 8y not •llllPlY 

••solcmon 

"'''' saemeta 11-12. 

'ft!tblals =tcplgsy; 
119¥ York), ltll, pp. 
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exa•lne the• to see whet they say about the question of God? 

Theol09y la the study of hov Ood relates to the vorld . &• 

Rabbinic theol09y 1• tho ¥11Y this relat1onahlp la 

conceptualised ln the Rabbinic tradition. When we atudy 

these texts E990Ved frOll their historical contexts, we are 

ln dan9er o·f br l nqlftCJ our oWft, .oderft contexts, to bear. In 

ordei: to u..Seuatand the true al9niflcance of the theol OCJlcal 

development in theae texts we have to att911pt to place 

ourselves into thelr hlat orical contexts. 

What ~r• we lookln9 for ln our analysis of aq9adlc 

literature? Virat, ve lMnt to identify and define the 

concepts of thla fluid .. terlal. We bec)ln by cbooaln9 our 

tbe11e and exa•l•lDCJ ita appropriateneaa . Second, we need to 

drav aultable boundarlea. Ve choose suitable texts and 

exa•lne the scholarly vlev on their datlaq . Then ve exa•lne 

the hlatorlcal context ln which they developed. Thie helps 

us to understand tlte c90cept •a development. Plnally, we 

pinpoint the aub-t..._. and tie the• back into the 

overarchlftCJ concept . 

ldentlflcatlon awl analyala of aub-the8ee la a tricky 

buelne••· Theme developmient la oft•n 9reatly lnflueeced by 

the f lov and develo1•1nt of the Bible. ror eu .. le, chapteT 

8 of Tr.ctate .. hocl•h ln the Wily, dlacuaa.. the 

c0111111 ..... nt, •llOftor yonr fether and yo•E· 110t~er.• Maturally, 

& •D1990bezt D. . ·-· eel., 11P:i1il11F;11~~·~0M .... Jw!L.:-....1011.1f.._.P .... h111i1l•l••-·A·• ... x 
(lfellxs lew Jer .. y), 191J, p . 333. 
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thla ch•pter etlphaataea the importance of hon~rlng parenta . 

The queat1oft la, hov 11Uch of the emphasis ate .. fro• the 

Blbllcal text and how ..ach la •dde4 by the Rabble? In thle 

case, the ••bbla Add thelr emrphaale by parallellnq honor of 

parents to honor of Ood. The laportance of honoring 1N1renta 

la found ln the plain readln9 of the Blbl•, but the a.ount 

of e11phaala given throwgh the aggadah teaches ua of the 

Rabblnlc attltude. 

Proble918 in 8tudyln9 Ac)gadlc Literature 

A.a stated ln Chapter 1, the crltlcal laaue in Rabblnlc 

research la the relation of text and tl91e. Hlatorica l 

allualona, na .. a of tradenta, and f lrat cltatlona are not 

conclusive inatrU111tnta with which we can date theae toxta. 

"9 att-.pt to flx th9 text•a relative date of compllatlon by 

analysinq how one •ldraahlc coapllatlon relates to another 

structurally. Ooetl text A draw frOt1 text a, does 8 draw frOt1 

A, or do both draw f rOll text C?20 

There am:• controveral.. over t.._ dating of the two 

text• .. ahall be coealde1:l1t9. The tr-41tlona contalaed ln 

th• ""'''t.I 4•-lat+l 
- 2nd c•ntury cs, bat lb date of complletton · lla• b99rt 

placed betWIMn the 3rd and 5th ceaturl•t Albeck aed .. rr 

ao•Mtdra•b,• "S'Slene'l• J!4•1ca Cleterz .Jeruaal .. )• 
1912, Vol . 11, pp. 1501-0,. 

-
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say that it le a late compilation, 3rd - 4th century; other 

scholars say that it ls early, ' lat - 2nd century. The 

traditions in the '9t1tte 4•-ley l•bana have been dated to 

the 3rd - Sth centuries, but lta actual redaction has been 

placed in the 6th century . Aa can be aeen fr011 these two 

t exts, dlacrepanclea over date of cO..llatlon and traditions 

are not ai11PlY a .. tter of years, but of centuries . 

¥e can partially avold this problea lf vie exaalne these 

texts in relation to their epoch. Al90st all scholars agree 

that the lllkllt• la • production of Tennaltlc Judalsa, and 

the Pealkta, Alloralc. Therefore, we can exaalne the 

historical contexts of these epoch perloda ~nd speculate on 

hov they alght: have shaped the concepts pzeaented ln the 

texts . 

Tbe llekilga 4•-llbbi 11,,,..l 

The ttekllta of .. ,bl l1hneel la a Tannaltlc coapllatlon 

froa Paleatlne. The lllllllta la one of the comipllatlona vie 

call Mldg•Ml Mekkheh . Theae are ex99etlc Tannaitlc 

expoai~lona on the Pentateuch CexclGClin9 Geneala) which deal 

vlth ~•vlah lav, althe41th there ls IMICh 199Adah found 1n 

th .. aa well. Hoff .. nR ldentlfled 4 d ifferences among the 

Ni4g•Ml Mllllllaab whleh led hla to develop the followJQCJ 

typol09yi 
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BlbUcal 
Text 

I Type A I 
l(echool of Istm.el)I 

Type B 
(school of Aklbll) 

Type A Hldrash orl9lnAted froa the school of Rabbl lahaael, 

Type B, froa the school of Akiba. The differences In these 

texts lncllade the followln9: 1 . In the 11tttllt4 of 14bbl 

Ioh91ol and in 81fge1 we f lnd .. ny stat ... Rta of tann•l• vho 

were students of R. Iah .. el . In Slfra and 81Cge1 QeutegOQOIW 

the puplla of Aklba are found .. re frequently . 2. Type A 

contain anonyt90U9 •ldraah quoted ln the t.laud• •• t•pe«do-

yoi l•bm•l. 3. Type A use the h•r-H"tlcal rul- of 

lehlMel, Type a uae tho•• of Aklba. 4 . Type A and Type B use 

d i fferent teralnelogy.•• 

Albeck dlaputecl aapecta of Hoffmann ' • theory . Since 1-3 

are not provable, all that can poe•lbly aald le that Type A 

contalna 110re of Ia9-el'• ac:hool, and Type a, more of 

Aklba'•· CoaaeqHntly Albeet find• that there "9re not two 

ac~oola, RMI~ two different reclactlona. 82 Ultl .. tely, the 

only 4lft.r...:e between th .. • texts la lan9ua99. 

aa •1ttdr•bel .. 1.lluh,. lpsys;lt"fl• .J•d;lsa (lteter: 
Jeruaal .. ) 1 1972, pp. 1521-23. 

••aa. 
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In the tlokil\1 .. terial we shall exaaine, there are 

sayin9s attributed to Aklba . Thls supports Albect•a 

challenge of Hoff .. nn•a typology, but the presence of thl• 

1Mterlal doee not preclude the tvo school theory: thls 

..aterlal .. y have been placed here by lsh .. elite redactors 

who ¥anted totahov how their thoUCJht differed . on the other 

hand, it .. Y have been placed here by later redactors and 

thus, Albec:k's challen9e to Hoff .. nn stands: lt ls not 

possible to say deflnltely that one le completely Type A and 

the other, e. 

Tannaltlc J.adalaa 

Nov let us turn to a dlecuaeion of the hletorlcal 

context of Tannaltlc Jadal••· This perlo4 dates froa Hillel 

ln yMr 20 cs, to the redaction of the Mlehnah, 

approxi .. tely 210. But to achieve a full underatandl·ng of 

Tannaltlc Judal•• we .... t bec)ln even earlier, with the rise 

of the 11AltltAMI1t, 'the ••V-·' 
• 

ftle ••9•• w.re ecbolere of Torah whe were lnfluentlal 

in the develo ... nt of .Jewish rellgloaa tradltlon, .. pecially 

the llALAICKAH, Jewlah lav. HALAKllAll oovered t:he ~811t of 

life: crl•lnal· ... 

9over....at.l law. The , study of To&ah attr .. c:ted the be~t 

•lnda a.t leadec•hlp. •llOft9 tit• ..... •• 9lven ~o the 

grMt•t ac:holara. Unllk• the other: ·lnfluentlal 9roupa of 
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society, the prleathood and the arlatocra cy, the h erarchy 

a90n9 the &•99• vaa no heredltary . 

The sages taUC)ht lft tbe Te91>le and in BATTllI MIDRA9H 

(•houses of study•). They C)ather&d many students and 

disciples. AMnCJ the greatest sa9es were: Antlgonue of 

Sochoh, Jose ben .Johanan, Jose ben Joezer, .JoatuMt ben 

Pe~ahlah, 81 .. on ben Shetah, Jadah beft Tabbai, Sh .. iah, 

Abtallon, and Hillel the Blder. 

The aagea were the chief group a.c>ft9 the Pharisees. 

Phariaalc .Jlldal•• built the foundation upon which noraa~lve 

Ju4a1•• developed an4 so, the ea9ea vere very influential in 

the 4eveloP1119nt of a.bbinlc theology. In a aenae, they 

f or:.ulated tile •concepts• whlch ve are isolating and 

analysing. Their tNaaic tenets lncludedi absolute loyalty to 

Torah; the notion that the Torah lncladed not only the 

Scrl~urea, or •vr1tteft Torah,' but tbe ffALAICHAH, th• •oral 

Torah,• aa welll the belief that Torah contain• truth beyodd 

r .. dlRCJ; the belief ln tbe 

1..ortallty of the eoal, the 14 .. of reward •Rd punl•h .. nt 

for the lndlvldual, and th• notion of .. ctuatol"o9y. In the 

areas of rltaal law, the Phaa:I.... cr-.t-ed a ayat- vttlch 

._. tNaaed on the 14 .. of Eitul avoidance -of l11PQrity. Thla 

-Y be tll• orl9ln of .their lleba:ew -4 PDUatlllt, which 

co .. e fro• the Hebrew root •to aepar•t•." 

.... )' Moat of 

Pharis ... -t ... nation 

tbe ••lf 

c.- to 

.,, • ..._t 
vl•V the HALMllM ot t:he 

••pr .. alon of the J•vlah 
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rellqlon. The Pharl.aee•a -tn opponents Vlete ttte 8H ducees 

vho drew thelr: aupport, lt a .... , fro• the conaervatlve 

ele11ent . They favored the 'Vrlt~n• Torah and dl• not accept 

the lnterpr:etatlona of the ea9e:. The Sadducee• .. Y have 

believed tn the free will of the lndividWll, and rejected 

Phar:lulc bel l•f• ln reeurrectlon anqelol09y. 

str"cturally, they were -llbere of the upper claea. 2 '9 

By the tl- we qet to the Tann.attic per:lod, the 

l .. dershlp 90Clel .. tabllahed by the eagea bee•- the 

accepted model of Jevlah leaderahlp. Ourinq thla per:lod t he 

traditions of the ••gee were codlf led into the MiehDah, 

which ¥118 the f lrat .. jor: code of Jewlah law and the 

foundation of the Talmud. TVo -:tor contextual events 

occ•rr .. arlft<) th l a perlod : the deatructlon of the Te111>le 

by Tltue in the year 70 C&; and the failure of the Bai: 

Kothbah revolt with tbe fall of a.tar ln 135 . 

Tb• tMr: a9alnat ROll9 cul•lnated with the fall of the 

Temple. The TellPl• with lt• two qreat lnstltutlonai the 

pxieathood aDd the .. nh .. rln w.re the founda tion Jewlah 

llfe. All other lnatltutlona (t,.._ a~90CJue9, the houses of 

atudy, and thtt acad-l••> ln Jarael and the dlaspoa:a, looked 

toward the T-.ple ln Jeruaal- !or l .. derahlp. When the 

........ .._ 1tnn, A Mlat;vy gf the J•l•l!t leple, M. H. 
Ben-Saaaon, ed. (Ka~YaEd: Ma• .. chu••tt•), 1976, pp. 233-31. 
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Tet1pl• ceaaed to function, the Jevieh nation e1tt red a 

period of .. jor eplrltuaJ diaorlentatlon . 

It vaa the aabbia, tH heira of the aa99a, vtao were 

aucc .. aful ln reorientlnq the people . The only .. jor 

inatltatlon of Jewish life left after the deatructlon of the 

T•11Pl• vier• the houses of •tody which they operated. !'hua, 

the Rabbis were in a pezfect poaltlon to refoc.., the people. 

Never dld they~•• to hope for a reeetabllah.ent of Jevlah 

hegemony in Palestine and the reballdinq of the T911iple, but 

the focus nov ahlfted to the people and nationhood. Torah, 

charity and repentance were offered aa theol09lc.l 

replac ... nta for 941crif1o .. and th• Te111>le. 

Very aGOn after the d-troctlon, aabban Johanan ben 

zatkal eatabllahed a school at Jabneh. Here, ben lakkai, and 

hla aucceaaor, Rabben Ga-llel, created a nev spiritual and 

political capital. In th• new Sanhedrin, vhich they 

eetabllahect, aabblntc leeder:ahlp vaa consolidated. Mo longer 

reprea .. ted la tM ·-bedrln wr:e the priestly caate or the 

arlatocr:acy. After tlM deatr:uction of the T911ple, the 

prieathood vas no lonC)8r functional. Therefore, .rven thouqh 

so.. of the bbbla .. r:• of the prleatly caate, they no 

l on99r derived any sl9nlf ic.nt power: from thl• social 

stataa. AmoltCJ the ltNMlera of tta• new hnbedrln were: bbbl 
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Sllezer ben Myrcanue, Rabbi Sleas.ar ben Azarlah, aabbl 

.Joshua, and Rabbi Alliba . ~ ... 

The reballd<lng of the nation ca .. to an abrupt halt 

wlth th• failure of the Bar KokhlNh ••volt ln 115 ca. After 

the Sllperor Hadrian renecjed on hie proal•• to allow the Jews 

to rebulld the T-..le, aentl .. nt a~lnat Ro .. began to rlae. 

It culalnatecl vlth the revolt of Bar Kokhbah. After eo .. 

lRltlal eucceaaea 1099 9ot the upper hand and th• revolt 

caae to an encl vlth the fall of Betar ln 135 . ... ny of the 

aa9ee, 110at notably, a.bbl Alllbe, aupported the revolt. 

Aftex 135, the echoola were dla .. ntled and those ••CJeS who 

were not captured and executed vient lnto hldlnq. 3 • Under 

tbeae conditions the need to codify the tradition waa felt. 

Thla trend toward codlf lcatlon culatneted vlth the 

final redaction of the Mlstmab by Rabbi Judah, the Prince . 

R . .Judah was the eon of 8l90n ben aa .. llel, the head of the 

Sanhedrin jwat before the revolt. J"4ah we• born after the 

revolt and received hla education vblle hl• father vaa ln 

hiding with ••CJl"I froa · all the 9r .. t achoola. Thua, .Judah 

beca.. faatllar vlth all the tradltlona and• vaa ln an 

excellent poe1t1en- to cOll(>tl• a very inclusive code. lie vaa 

not th• flrat to att ... t auch a coll.ectlon, but hla •• the 

moat comprellenelve. H• arralMjeCI hl• Mlshnah by c.._pter and 

a•sauel Safral, A Mietery ol , ... .teylall fMDla• H. H. 
een-.. eeoa, ed . C .. rv•~d 1 ... aa.c:"••tta), lt'"• pp. 319 29 . 

aeJJt14., pp. 332-335. 
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tractate accordln9 to aub:tect. Thla wort beca .. the dlvldlnq 

line of .Jewish llteratu11e: the end of the Tannaitlc perlod 

and the beglaalng of the ·Amoralc . Bot the line le not aa 

dletlnct ln a9~ah.a• Thus, the Nlkilta, althou9h lt was 

co111>iled in the Amoraic period, le considered a ~annaitic 

docU11ent because lta tredltlone ace -T•nAaltlc . 

The reorientation of Jodala• after the destruction of 

the 'fellple neceeeltated more than just a codlflcation of 

Jeviah lav. A rethinkl•CJ of Jevleh t~eol09y wae alao 

requlredi wltbout a T811(>1e and a nation, the people needed a 

new ideolo9y 

their world. 

vhlch explained to thea how God related to 

In the a994dah, we find the theoloqlcal 

concept• vhich the Rabble employed ln the reorientation of 

the people. •otlOfte euch aa atone .. nt, .. rtyrdoa, aufferiftCJ 

and paclfla• bee... ......elsed aa replac ... nta for the 

Te91>le. Th .. • concepts gave ... nln9 to the hlstorlcal 

clrcu .. tancea ln which the people wiere llvlnq. Juclala• .. a 

reorC}anlaed on the baele of thee• themea and the perfo~mwtnce 

of the NITS~ .. a aalNltlt•t• foz the 'IWmlpl• vhlle aW11ltln9 

the ulti .. te redemption. 

It la CM1t of th!a hlatorical context tb9t the ""'llta 

9rev. Th• th .... 119fttloned •bove are tho•• developed ln the 

ltekllta .. terla·l oa MAftAll TCmAH. The section of th• M1t1lta 

which covers revelation la the c09llentary on •xedu• 19 aDd 

20, TEactate Balla••h· It contains 11 chaptez• with ebort 

-11t14., pp. ltt-•2. 



ftta~ J a •111tle Lltecatue, ,... >• 
variegated homlllea •nd extM)eaes on dif ferent aubjecta w Wha t 

follovs la an •Mlywl of thl a t r actate, by chapter, 

1dentify1n9 ita develop .. nt · of the9e . 

2 , 

Chapter l o f Tract ate a.hodesh2~ dlscuaaes Kxodus 19 : 1-

# 

"On the third nev 110on after the laxaelltea had 
qone forth fro• the land of &C)ypt, on that very 
day they entered the vllderneea of Sinai . Navln9 
journey9d fro• R•ehtdl•, they entered the 
wllder:wa of at..,. · anll ~•-•Lt in the 
wlldern .. a. Israel enca11P9d there ln front of the 
IM>aataln.•ae 

The th•••• developed by the a r e ft8ttUBAH, 

•repefttance,• and the election of larael . 

The text be9lna with a diacuaaion of the coontiACJ of 

tl.. froa al9nlflcant eventa. •0n the third new 110on• 

indicates that th1t contln9 of ti .. too~ place firOll the 

•xodws. Tl .. vaa next count..S fro• the conetructlon of the 

Temple . After th• 'l'ellpl• fell, they coanted ti .. fro• lte 

deatructlon. rinally, tl.. v.aa not even counted fro• a 

Jewlah event, b9t accordln9 to the reign of foret9 .. ra, ll~e 

O.rlua and ... buohadnesur.a• 'l'he •ldraah take• ua on a 

journey tbro•9h ~•vl•h hlatory from th• •xodae to the ex i le . 

27Mlkllta, pp. 192-201 . 

..,...llt,a, p . 192. 
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The llxodae "lie the ._.t lmport•nt event ln Jewlah hlatory 

until the bu1ld1n9 of the Temple. Ap(Milrently the Jeviab 

people dld not want to eerve God in joy and abund•nce (Deut. 

28:•7>, and eo, becauae of their great alna, they were 

forced to serve Hla ·ln oppreeelon . 

The text continu .. wlth a atory about aabban .Johanan 

ben l•kkai who aeea • · Jeviah VOIMln pickln9 eeede out of the 

horee .. nure of ~n Arab.cao Israel haa no one to blame for 

her aleerable condition bat herself: 'You dld not "8nt to 

serve h .. ven, ao now you eerve tlM 90at inferior of 

nat lone . •=-• 

After placing ua into the context of deatroctlon and 

exile, the ctwipter oontlnuee with a dlacueaion of 

repentance. The 411eatlon la, why dld the Bible repe•t thet 

the chlldren_.of larael traveled fro• Rephldia to Sinai. It 

11entlona thla her•: •H11vln9 journeyed froa Rephldla, they 

entered the wllderneaa of Staal• and ln Muabera 31 : 15, •1ftuty 

set out froa aephldl• and encallped ln the vllderneea of 

Sinal . • Aecordlft9 to t9'e aldraah, this t .. chell ·that their 

leavlft9 hpbldl• doing RalRIBAH l•· connected to their coalftCJ 

to &l...t·--doln9 ftatllUaM. A n...-.r of ·•1draabl• follow, all 

of which relnforce the notion of TSSHU8All' and God'• 

a.o ..... on tlae ~i•toElc•l context, •Ara~• .. kee little 
aen••· The text .would read better •• •a011an.• 

••111•11ta, pp. 193-94. 
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for9ivenesa.at:a TIM tbe11e la clear: destruction of the 'l'e11ple 

va• due to l•r•elar •lne, but she can clear herself of these 

sins thro99h repen\,•nce. 

The chapter continues with the t he11e of the election of 

larael throu9h Torah . Thle l• wtwtt .. tee larael special. She 

vaa the only nation wh}ch took the Torah deapite the fact 

that lt waa CJlven ln a vlde-open, public place . Vhen the 

other nation• heard the aoande co•ln9 fro• 8inal, they ca .. 

before Balaa•mm vho r .. aaured the• eaylnq: •May the Lord 

grant atre1t9th to Hie people1 .. Y the Lord bestow on His 

people vellbein9• (P1141ll .. 29:11>. 

The •ldrash concludes with the notion that God gives 

reward• even before co ... nde. God 91vea a double portion on 

the sixth day ao that the Sabbath can be observed without 

hardehlp. 1'hua, the reward le qlven before the co..and.m• 

~ 
Chapter 2 ... diacueaee Jrxodua f9zl-9, 

and Mo•.. -nt up to God. The Lord C4llled to hi• 
fro• the 110untain, aayln9, •"' .. shall you ••Y to 
the- houe of .J.weob aacl declare to the. children of 
Israel: 'Yoo have ... n vt..t I did to the 
9CJntlana, how I bore you on ea91-· win99 and 
br099bt you to He. llov then, if you· will obey Me 
faltbfully ... k ... My aovenant, you alwall be My 
treasured po••-•ioa ·amion9 all ttie peoples • 

..,..,llt•· pp. 195-91 . 

atiaa.i..a· •Y -tapltoCicall.y repreaent Jeaaa, vbi~ 
would Mk• thl• •ldraah pol-le.l. 

-..•uy, pp. 191-200. 

osu 'Uy. PP• 201-09. 
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I n4eed·, all ttMt ear:th la Mlne, bQt you at..-11 be to 
.a kinC)doa of prl ... te and a holy nation.• These 
er• tM wor4- that Y»U at..11 epeak to the clat ldren 
of Israel.• Hoeea ca .. and aw..oned the elders of 
the people and pat befoi;e t.._ all tMt tlae Lord 
had c~nd..S hla. All the people answered aa one, 
saying, •All that the Lord ha• 11poken we vill dot• 
And Hoaee brought back the people's vorda to the 
Loi:d •• • 

Fro• these vereea, the text develops £he theaee of the 

special ,_,..,....of revelation and ceaponee to pe.i:secutlon . 

Revelatloa v.e given ln • apeciflc vay, thla la vhy the 

Bible saya1 •Thus shall you aay to the houee of Jacob and 

declare to the children of Israel .• . • The events leadin9 up 

to revelation wiere alao of a special nature. The vo~d• ' You 

have aeen • •• • tell us that the laraelltea ~ld not learn 

about the Sxodue f·rOll tradition, docu-nta, or wltneeees, 

but experienced it themselves. The pr:ot;ectl ve aspects of 

revelation ar:e broU4Jbt out through the diacuaalon of the 

words 'how l bore you on eagles' vtngs and brought you to 

mid~duh dUku? The ea9le placeil her ~l«ea· on 

because ahe does not f .. r fro• other birds, only froa aan 

who aiqht ahoot thea fZOll . the ground. So the text telltf us 

that God plAC*'l Israel on Nla wl119a to prot8Ct th•• fro• the 

Egyptian•.-

Tbe chapteD also pr .. ents • tev to 

persecution. In hie dl•cyaelon of tne wo~da, •a kingdotl of 

prleats,• Rabbi Slleser, the eon of Rabbi .Joa• the Galll-n, 

.... lip, PP• 201-~. 
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asks the ~tlont•"-tl9¥ 4o you llnov t ... t each laraellte wlll 

have offeprln9 •• nW1eroue ae the R9yptiane? Because it eaya 

in Peal• 45:17, •Your aone vlll succeed your ancestors.• The 

•idraah qivee coafort to a persecuted people. Rabbi Slleser 

t e lb hlo conte11POr•rlea that Israel shall be even .ore 

nu818roua then her anceatore despite the fact t,..t ehe la 

being peraecated now. But the queatlon la aaked, perhaps 

tht• ... ne that they vlll atlll llve the llfe of a deapleed 

people? The aldraeh tells us that thla vlll not be the case, 

for Peal• appoint th.. prlncea 

t hroughout the land . • Perhaps thla doea not IMNln •princes,• 

but travellnq .. rchanta? Mo, for lt says •a klnCJCloa. • You 

•ight think that thla ... n• a allltary Un9de>11? Mo, for the 

text says •a klft9do• of prleats.• Per,..pe thl• ... na non-

practici119 prl-te? llo, for it a a ya '• holy nation . tm7 It la 

interestln9 to note the dlrectlon taken by the texti it 

aaaurea Israel that there will be return to • k1'ftC)doe in 

which prleata vl 11 practice, i.e. the T•111>l• vlll be 

rebuilt. At the .... ti .. , it •t•t- t ... t ""'tllia vlli-= ae4: be • 

•illtary atatel Thle could be a paclfletlc reaponee to the 

dlaaatroua r .. •1~• of the re"°lta vhich ocdorred during the 

Tannaltlc tl.. periods, or ai111>lY an accollmDdatlon to thG 

reality of Roaaa -r•le. 

The chapter theft iretnna and conclwlea with tlM 

dlscueelon of the ..anln9 of revelation . All the people 
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heard thla aa l t VIie given, flrat-word-

first, la•t-word-laet. l•rael rea~nded ln one volce and 

without any hypocrlay~ The roles of Moaea aftd the elders are 

also 911Phaelzed . Mo••• brought: the answer of the people back 

to God, even though God already knev. Thl·• 9lvee honor to 

Hoses . Purther110re, ln the words of Rabbi Jehudah, God told 

Hosea that t hey aho•ld converse, and God would a9ree vlth 

hie, so that the people would know how 9reat Hosea vaa that 

even God agreed vlth hi•.a• 

Chapter 1111• d lacuaaea 8xodue 19: i 'o-11, 

and tM ·LoEd ~d._... ....... , •0o to the people and 
wrn t.._ to stay pure today and tomorrow. Let 
th.. wah their clot..... Let t.._ be r-dy for the 
t:hlrd days for on the thlrd day the Lord wlll co .. 
down, in the al9bt of all the people, on Mount 
Slnal . You •hall eet bounda for the people round 
abHt·, ••Ylft9 • 9eWre of 96i1t9 up the ~tn or 
touchln<J the border of it. ...oever touches tbe 
.... taln ehall be pet t:o 4•ths no hand •hall 
touch hl•, bat he •ball be either .t:oned or shot; 
beaat: or -n, he •Mil not llve. • Vhea \tae &••'• 
horn aou• ·• ~ blaet, · they •Y CJO up on the 
•untaln. • Moe• ca• down IE•• the · tlO..taln· to 
the people and wrned the people to stay pure, and 
t._hey waited tllelr cl•tlitM. And he -14 to .. the 
people, ... r_.y. on the thtrcl days do not 90 .... r 
il womaa. • On tM thlr• day, •• .or:nl-199 .._..., 
tber• •• th• .. •&, alld ~19fat•l"9 and a dleu• cloud 
upon tlle •-t:•lft, ... • veEY loud blu~ of ta.. 
hore1 aftCI all the people who wiere la th• ca11P 
tr ... 19111. M••- led the ·people Mt:" of tlle· c ... 
towr:d 004, and they took their places at the foot 
Of tM .... &Jbc:ta-F-:~' . '· 

This chapteE contlnoes the deecrlptlon of the qu.alltl .. of 

....... llt,a. • · 201 • 

.....-111;a, pp. 210-19. 



~- Js -..te Lltn•t••, ...... 
Tor ah . Tile text offera Torah as • r eaponae to l arael'a 
persecution . In thle chapter we also Und 90.. halakhic 

.aterlal concerning ritual por l~y-c> and t ... •eath penalty.•& 

The actu.l reveh1tlon waa speclflc and 8pec1al. It 

occurrecl on the sixth dey of the veek . On the fourth and the 

tl tl h d.Jyu Houeu pc.,.•• •d-.the people . He b u ilt ~ 11 <l l t .u and 

aade the people l ... rae. Co"'Blentlng on the vor•e, • in the 

sight of all the people• the •ldra8h teaches that there were 

no bl i nd peopl6 a90ng the I s raelites on Sinai , and ttNat this 

vision waa qr .. ter ttwtn the vlsiona of Szekiel and laalab . 

Every l8raellte W.8 present, for if even one person wee 

a lss inq, the Torah could not have been qlven . • 3 

Ct.apter ••m c01111enta on Sxod~a 19:18-20: 1, 

Now <Mount Sinai wee all in • 110ke, for the Lord h•d 
co- -down upon U1 ln fire; the •-"• roae like the 
1111olc• of a lltlln, •M · .,.._ · .... ••t.ln ~tr-...1ed 
vlolen~ly. The bi.re of the hor• 91:ew loocler ... 
louder. A9 -...No... apoke, God ana .. red hi• In 
tbWMhtr. The Lord cam dew.· apon Mount 81•1, on 
the top of the IMMlnt.1n, and the Lord called Moeee 
to tlae top of the .... tel• and -.. went ap. The 
Lord ea1d to .._., •oo down and wrn the people 
not to br-k tllr099h to tlae LOrd to pse, • l•t 
•ny of t.._ perlah. ftae pr:1-t• alao, wo c09e 
near the Lord, -t ata.x pere, 1-t the Lord •-k 
out acpl-t tlMm. •~ht llH• H •ld to ·the Lord, 
•TM people c:awt cw ..- No9a~ •SMt; · fo• J •• 
wtned ua aay1n9, •aet bounds abotat the 90unt:aln 

4 °"91Jlly. p . 214 . 

•&llekllt;a, p. 21• 

••Mily, pp . 210-12. 

..... lllllia, pp. 220-29 • 
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and sanctify lt.•• So the Lord aald to hl•, •oo 
dovn, and co• beck to9ether vlth Aaron; but let 
not the prleete or the people br .. k throa9b· to 
co- up to t'M · · t ·ord, l .. t He br•k out aq.inst 
tb-.• And· Moe- went down to the people and spoke 
te *h••• God spoke dll theue wocde, da ylnq: 

This chapter places 11•1 ta on revelation . Baaed on the 

Hount Sinai vae all in saiote,• the aldrMsh 

teaches that Torah la described an flre. Fire has both 

pcotectlve and dan9eroua qualities: lt war.,, but if one 

gets too close, it burne. The •ldraah then takea up the 

issue of llterallaa. When the Bible eaya •the s110ke rose 

like the smoke of a kiln,• doea lt .. an that the MOUntatn 

vas really burnln9 like a stove? The aldrasft teaches tlYt 

the Bible ape.aka in 11etaphor I c teras hu1111n~ can 

.. .. I.' I 111.J. ,., 'l'h P1; 1-• 111idr.1 :, l1i111 1 i m i l 

ln the Bible. -

The cltap~er continues vlth a •ldraah which e91Phaelzea 

the election of Israel. The other 110untaine aek why Sinai 

was choaen over tbell. The reeponee le Paala 68:16-17, •o 

Mount 8aehan, 0 J•CJCJed llOUntaln, Mount 

Bashan; vby ao hoatlle, 11e>untaina, tooward the 

aountain God d .. lred •• tile dwlUn9? The Lord et\all ablde 

there forever.• Yale text .. y very well repr ... nt a response 

·to the oppreeelon felt by Israel. Vhy ls eh• th• object of 

hostlllty? Becaua• •h• 1• Goel.'• ctaoeea. lhe ... ...-.et wue 

44ftelgll\a. p. 220-21 . 



One of the -.oat lntereatln9 aapecta of thla chap,er la 

the lmpor:tance of the atatua 9lven to the lllUUllM, the 

elder: a . The Bible text reads, "The priests also, who C Oiie 

near the Lord, ... t stay pure, lest the Lord break out 

aqalnst th-.• The aldraah teaches tha~ the prleata were not 

ln the •a- class as the people, a Ince lt already .. ntlons 

in veree 19, •oo to the people ancl ••nctu, , ... e •• • Theft, tlMt 

aldrash reads into th la verse the elders : the word 'also• l n 

the verse, "The prleata IJ.asl.,• teach us that the elders were 

there too.•• The •ldraah goes to 9reat lenqtha to read the 

elders ~ck Into the text . Who are the 'elder,.• to vhlch the 

aldrash la referring? Moat likely they were the sages and 

rabble . During the Tannaltic period the rabbi• inherited the 

.antle of leaderahlp. It le only natural that they vould 

want to flnd th ... elvea present at thla 110st special ll!I099ftt 

it' · Jewteh hlatory. Their authority in a society where 

priests vere still found al9ht be questioned if they could 

not. 
• 

The chapter concl.clea with the th... of the •lraculoaa 

nature of revelation. The worda, •0oct spoke all these words, 

saying:• are understood to ... n that God spoke all th••~ 

words ln one utterance . Thla, of course, le 1mpoaalble for 

man to d o . The actual llating of the decalogae, la just 

... H8'1lt;a. p . 221 • 

..... ll .. ~ p. 225. 
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Hoaes • fl 11 h•CJ ln of the deta U s.•? 

Chaptei: dlac:uieaea 

20:2, " I tbe Lord aa your God who b1:ou9ht you out of the 

land of Sgypt, the ho••• of bonda9e.• Thla chapter develops 

the correlatlve notions that MATTAN t'OllAH ls equivalent to 

God's coronation, and the iaportance of 90nothe-laa. Once 

aqaln we find the text dlacu•sln9 the election of Israel , • • 

the laportant poaitloR of the eldexa, t he f i re- llke quality 

rwation•.•a The 

chapt er ends with • ..... 99 of consolation for Israel , whoae 

ultl .. te end vlll be redell6)tlon. 

God's declai:ation, "l the Loi:d a• your God, " la viewed 

as Mia enthi:on ... nt. All the salvlflc acta leading up to 

thls revelation were joat preparatory. The parable la given 

that wt.en a klnq co... into a land he cannot just declare 

hls klnqehip. rirat, he ma•t perfora a cta for the people. 

Ther efore, God split th• eeA, brouqht the laraelltea out of 

Bgypt , gave them -nna, the well, the quail, and battled 

aeJalnet the the ~le acoepteCI Hi • aa 

4 7 "9tllta. p. 229 . 

-..guta, pp. 229-37. 

...... ,,tA, pp. 232-]5 . 

• 0 1:1@kllta, p. 233 . 

••yptuy, p. 236 . 
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The different -nifeatatl,on• of God a re diacaaaed . The 

•ldraah leaches that Ood appeared in aany vaye: at the eea, 

like a v.rrlors •nd at Moant a1 ... 1, like an elder, foll of 

mercy. But deeplte the different .. ntfeetationa of God, 

there 1e only one Ood.- Tille la .tt.e ... ... ,lntr:odw:tioR to the 

the98 of .onothelea. 7he rabble 9lve themselves authority by 

tec1chlng tt..t God appears on 81-i aa an olcler: . God appears 

on Slniil dla9uiaed aa the authors of our aldraah, the 

elders . 

The theme of 110nothei aa la the subject of the next few 

•ldraahla. Thie text, "I the Lord aa your: Ood," la an answer 

to the aecte vho ••Y 

The qnoatlce believed 

God, vho itepr .. eata 

rep•••-~• evU.. The 

there ar:e two powers in the world.­

tt..t the world vaa run by two powers: 

the good; and the Dealur9e, tifho 

ltlkllt.I pr:ovld- a nullber of proof 

texts ln vhlcb God apeaks about Hl .. elf in the flrat peiaon 

and deacrlbea Hl••lf wlth different adjectives . ror 

exa11ple, Deuteronomy 32:39, •a-, then, tut I, l aa He; 

there la no 9od beelde Ne. I deal death and 9lve llfes I 

wounded and I will h .. 1 ••• • Despite the ... ltlple 

deacr:lptlon, there le only one God. Aa Rabbl ..,.than teacbea, 

•lllftlklly, p. 229 • 

...... Alta. p. 231 • 

....... lly. p. 231. 



81 .. 21 11 n11nlle Llt.n.e, ,... ff 

wa.en ood aald •1• no one atoocl up and 'l! leputed.•• 

The ctwapter conc:l..S.. on a note of consolation . tMre 

the Iaraelltea the slaves of slaves, or the s l aves cf kin9a? 

They were the elavee of kln9a, becauae w. read in o.ut. 7:1, 

•'(eacued you from tbe ho-• of bondave, · fro• the power of 

Pharaoh, kln9 of •CJYPt .•.. ftia ver•• beqlne, •but it 11Ms 

because the Lord loved you and kept the oath He -.de to yo1tr 

father• that the Lord fr..td you vl th a al9hty hand • •• • In 

otbai: vorda, nai°Hl at1tit M heW· captive, bat 004S ·Dll keep 

Hl• pro•l•• becau•• of Hie love for Israel. 

Chapter 6 41acusaea •xo4ua 20sl-6, 

You •hall have no other CJod• bellldea Me. You •ball 
not .. -. for youraelf a sculpt.red 1 .. .,., or any 
llk•nea• ol we.at ls ln the bMV9U above or on the 
earth below, 01: in the "9tu• ander . the -rth. You 
eha 11 not bow down to the9 oc aerve theta. ror l 
tbe Lord your Goel •• an l ... ••looed Goel, vlaltl119 
the · 9Ullt of tlle .. r•ta .,.. tlM chtl•ren, -.on 
tbe tlllrd and upon the fourth CJeft•ratlona of thN• 
W.o re:tec:t ... , . -..~ aMwt99 it1111• Ill' t M ~ 
tbout1aaltll ~atloa of thC*e who love Me and 
""P My c::-ftd•nt•. 

by thi s 

chapter la dl..S.ln for idolatry. The acceptance of the f lrat 

co_n4 .. nt, •1 the .... - yoar God,• l• tbe r-•on for the 

second c:~nd, •rou •hall uve no other 90d• beald .. -·· 

Once the c:hlldr .. - of Israel accept 

p. 231. 

p. 237 . 
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lilt 

cSZ 1t11 >c '111tle Lltesa'41se, ...... 

accept Hie dec:r .. a.•7 

A n\lllber of •l•r••hi• fol low Vblch develop the evil 

natuce of idolatry. The vorde, SLOHIM M:HSRIM, •other 9ode,• 

do not imply that other deities actually exist, rather theae 

vor:ds tM~ ue tut AalalM •othera, • a.11 ttM. qode . Aleo, 

bell•f ln th- delays CM' ACllD) CJOodft•Se fr011 COiiine) into 

the vorld. furthermore, they •k• their vorshlpere lnt~ 

"stran99rs , • Aatane, .... , the ldolll t.,._elvee ar6 

•stran9ere• to tho•• vho worahlp the• aince they cannot help 

tb- .-

At one point ha the cll•C99ehns .. fl,.. an lnter-tlftCJ 

section ln vhlch a.bban a.a .. 11e1 detNttee vlth • philosopher. 

The phllosopber poa.. the queatlon to a.bblln O...llel: If 

Ood le jealoua of thetlo •other CJod•' doe• thle not prove 

that they r .. 11y have power, since a werrlor i• only j .. loue 

o f other .-rrlors? a.a-11•1 .: .. pond•: lf a .. n c•lled hla 

doq by hl• fathei: •a ,.. .. , who WCM1ld tbe father be aftC)ry 

vlth, the eon or the d09? The philoeopber then proposes ttwt 

" 1h•r• .-a a ttn,· ti-.. ~le ln wtalch the idola were ••pt 

dld not barn· dowa. OU.Uel r-pondss ....,. a kllUJ 9oea out 

to battle with whOll doem be fl9bt, the llvln9 or tbe dud? 

Finally the pbllo.oplteJ: ad• wby God doea not 4eatroy thea 

lf they AO GaMllel tut ld->l 

• .,., )Uy. p. 231. 

•9 )Uta, p. 239. 



'lt11tet Ja a111llc Llt.cat:eca, ,... ., 

worahlpera PE•Y to ao .. ny thln9e1 the sun, th• moon, the 

at•r•, conatell•tlona, mountain•, aprlnqe, 9lena, even .. n; 

what should God do, deatroy the whole earth? Aa tt a.ya ln 

Zeptwanlah lc2-J, •1 wil l •weep aw.y everythin9 fro• the f•c• 

of the earth, declarea the Lord? I will sweep a.-y -n and 

~st? I will aw.ep aW11y the blrda of the sty and the fi•h 

of the aea?• .. 

ft.e cblipt~ · eenol 0 a wttlt • powarful •ldraah on the 

th... of aufferl119 wbloh .. Y alao be • reeponae to 

Chriatlanity. The •ldraah aaka what the words, •those vho 

love Me (L'OHAVAI) and k .. p Ny co ... nd-nte• imply. Rabbl 

Nathan teaches that theae words are talking about the 

Israelites who 9ive thelr llvea for the c011mand .. nts. Why 

are they killed? Becaua• they circamclae their aona. Why ar• 

they bu~ned to death? &ec.uae they r .. d the Torah. Vhy ace 

they cr111eifled? Becauae they .. t the Mlttsah. Vhy are they 

~1pped? a.c.iuae they abate the lulav. All lt aaya ln 

lechar: lah ll c 1, •froa being beat ... · tn .the ho.as of -.y -

f rlenda (Ult' M•MtAVAI),• thetl• wound• were reQ4tlv.d for: 

lovlnq Ood.60 !'he ,.rallela bere as• cl .. r: clrc..claloft, 

which la done with a knife, and d .. th1 atudy of Torah, vhlch 

haa been c1 .. c:r1'bed •• fire, and belnCJ burneds .. tine) of 

Matsah, •nd cruclfixion1 .... tln9 the lul•v, which i• loDCJ 

and thin llk• • atrap, and bein9 whipped. Thia text la a 

pp. 244-45. 

p. 2•1 . 
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1t11t•1 Js lllltla Ll.___e, ...... 

hands of for4tiCJMre ... 

.. Y al•o be an attack on Ch~latlan aymiboll••· 

Chapter 1•• co ... nta on SXodva 20:7-11, 

You •hall not •w..r fal•ely by the na- of tbe 
Lord your God1 for the Lord will not el .. r one who 
awear• falaely by Ml• ....... ••••mber the .. a..th 
day and ket!tP lt holy. 8lx days you •ball labor and 
do all your work, but the ••venth day la a Mbbath 
of the Lord yo•r Goda yoa •hall not do •RY ¥Drk­
you, your aon or ct.u4)hter, your .. ie or fe.ale 
slave, or your cattle, or the •~ranter vtao ia 
wltt.'1n 1'9Ur .-tl•••••· 'hr la ala daya the Lord 
•cle hell~ and .. rth and .... , and all that la ln 
tbell, fnd lie reated on the aeventh day1 therefore 
the Lord bl .. aed the aabt».th day and hallov.d lt. 

The aldraeh once a9aln takes up the theme of TSSHUBAH, 

repentance. The discussion of cases in which God clears 

those who evear falsely introduces the theme. The four 

levels of ato,....nt are diacaaaed: TSSHUBAH, the Day of 

Aton ... nt, suffering, and deatb.•2 

The ctu.pter continues vlth a diacwsalon of 

coat~lOR• · f....S la tbe 81ble. Thia la spurred by th• 

conta:adlctlon between the way the c~nd to ll .. p the 
• 

Sabbath la pr-ented ln the tvo enu-ratlona of the 

decalogue. Here, in axodaa, we r-d IACllOR, •remeJlber• the 

Sabbath day; vblle ln Deuteron09Y 5:11, we r-d SHAMOll, 

•9uard• lt. The aldruh then 11ata a nUllbar of other 

contr..cllctlona: ax. llcl4 Cdo not profane ••bbath) end Mu . 

.... ,llt4, pp. 241-56 • 

...... llta,. pp. 248-51. 



ce,,, .. ,, '1111te ~,-..., ... ,,... •• 

2t:19 (a.c:rif(ce t.-o hl•~•••Ae¥. 1116 (do not 

broth•~'• wlfe) and Deut. 2StS ( .. rry the Yeba ... h)' oeut. 

28:11 (StMttnes) and Deut. 22:12 (put taaaela on you 

qar .. nt•). The •ldraahlc r .. ponae le that Ood aald all of 

these ver•e• ln one utterance, •0119thlnq i9ip09•lbl• for .. n 

to do. Aa proof, the text offer• Jerealah 23:29 •Behold My 

word la like fire-declares the Lord-and like a ha ... r t ... t 

shatter• roct.• Ood'a word c.n be two thln9•: • fire and a 

ha-r .•• Met•pborically it la ca•ite beautif•l, both fl-re 

and • .,. ... , t..ve po•ltlve end nec)4atlv• qu.alltl ... A flre la 

•r•lft9, but it can burn. A 111 .. •-iEr can abatter rock, but lt 

le needed for conatructlon. 

Another aidraab on •r• sber the Sabbath• teach.. that 

Israel doe• not count tl.. lllte the other nations, but 

counts for the Sabbeth: day 1, day 2, ... ,day 6, Sabbath.•• 

Althoucih cryptic, thl• could reflect the attitude t~rd 

Ro .. n lnfloeace on the Jewl•h nation. Rabbl Yltschak, ln 

who•• n.a- th1a verae la cited, •Y ¥ •~kln9 to a Jewish 

to confor• t o • 
1aper1al at.nderda, auch a• the uae of ·the ICMMn cale~r . 

~-· c~•-•ta• _ ..... JOt-12-U, 

loeor you 
lont ..... 

feta.er aDd yoar Mtber, tbat you •Y 
on tbe laDd that the Lord yoar Go4 1• 

• ,, )llljt. p. 2521 ... al•o ctMtpter 8, •n.ou shalt not 
covet,• p. 2'4· 

--11y. p. 252 . 



1r11t• J1 ..... to Lltecat•e, .... N 

ass19nln9 to you. You •ta.11 not .ar4er. You a)aall 
ftot c:o-lt adultery. • You elwlll not steal. You 
shall not bear fal•• vltneaa aga1nat yoar 
nel•b.ltor ~ You .' tflwlll not cov.t you~ nel9hbor'a 
hoae; you •ball not covet: y._ n•l9hbo1:, • vUe, 
or hi• .. i. or 1 ... 1. slave, or hla ox or hla aaa, 
or anythlnv that la your neighbor'•· 

In lts dlacuaslon of the COllmllnd .. nt to honor parent• the 

•idraab resorts to parallellaa. Honor and fear of parents 

are placed on the aa11e level aa honor and fear of Ood .•• The 

co ... ncl8anta agalnat .. rder, adultery, theft, and false 

vltneealng are contrasted to other places ln the Bible Vhere 

these prohlbltlons are .. ntloned together vlth thelr 

punlah .. nt. The aldraah teachee that the prohlbltlona of the 

Decalo,...· are the ..arnlnga, vblle th••• other verses 

describe the punlsh .. nta. Thua, there l• no extraneous 

repetition.-

Chapter 9•7 comments on llxodue 20:15-19, 

All the people vltneaaed the thunder and 
ll98tt•l119, tbe blare of the born and the 110W1tatn 
a110tl1a9; and -.n the people .. v it, they fell 
bac:k and •toed at a dl•tance. •1ou •~k to •,• 
they Hid to -..., •and w wll"l .obey1 bat let J'Ot 
God •PMk to u, l•t va dle.• ....._ •• .. red the 
people, ... ~t· afrald1 for God baa COiie .only ln 
oraar to t-t yo9, aaa ·ln or.ter ~~ t•. t .. z of 
• .--1' W.u •• •ttt ,oa, ao tut yo• do not CJO 
aatr•y.• 10 tlile ,...~. r ... l--4 at a 4latal9Ce, 
wt.Ue MM• approaot.d tM t8'lc:t cloud where God 
..aa. TM Losd ••14 to 11oa .. 1 !tau •hall you aay to 

•'IM;,llte, pp. 257-59 • 

•• , 'llta, pp. 2'0-61. 
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·, 
tile lar:aell~•: You ~uaelv- .. " ttt.t 1 spoke to 
you fro• the very heavens: 

Tbe chaptez dlacuaaea the uniqueness of the revelation at 

Slnal: The people vltn .. aed the dec:•l09ue, each •••nd·l•9 to 

hla own ability. The people were ..CS• per:fect, ther:e we~e no 

blind, no d .. f, no la .. , and no fools a110n9 the• ... 

once again ve find the har:ahneaa of ROlllln r:ule being 

dlacuaaed. Abr•ha• had been ahovn the Bxodua and the fou1. 

klngd09lll of affliction vhlch would rule over Israel: 

Babylonia, Media, Oreece, and Ro ... •• 

In this chapter:, the th... of Hosea' meeknes~ la 

developed. The text tells ua that Hosea wae worthy of 

enter:ing the thick cloud to encounte% Goel on account of his 

... tneaa. 70 The proof ls · fllSte~: ~7:15, • ••• I dwell on high, 

ln holi1Mt8a; Yet with the contrite and the lowly in 

aplrlt ••. • •nd 61:1, •The aplrlt of the Lord Ood la upon me, 

because the Lord haa anointed .. , He baa sent me aa a herald 

of joy to the hullble ••• • 66:2, •All thle vaa .. de by Ny hand 

Yet to aucb a one I look: to the poor and 

" brokenhearted.• Th• oppoalte of ... kneae la t..uqhtlneaa. Ve 

are told that haU41htlnMa la eq'8l·valent tJo idolatry and 

caua .. the lltelgl91b to vltbdr:av froa the world . 7
& The laaue 

...... llte- pp. 266-68. 

pp. 268-9. 

273-U. 

213-14. 
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•11t. J s 1:111tlc Lltecatue, ,... 12 

of ttoaee• ... kneaa .. Y be a polet1lc aqalnat Chrlet)anlty 

which tauqht that J-ua wa the •qood new• to the poor and 

contrite .... • 

Chapter lO?• com11enta on SXodus 20:20, •vtth He, 

therefore, you •hall not .. ke any qoda of allver , noc •hall 

you .. ke for youraelvee •ny goda of gold.• Ae expected thia 

chapter dlacuaaea idolatry, but in addltlon, there i• a 

partlcalarly pol9n1ant exchange on the poaltlve natare of 

ehaettl••••nt ." It..._.,,,.. with our verae, •vtth Me, therefore, 

you shall not .. k• for youraelvea •ny qoda of gold.• Israel 

treats her God differently. Other people cur•• their qoda 

when scmethlftCJ bad happena, but lar••l doea not. She qlvea 

thanks when recelvlnq the 9ood •n4 tba b.14. Chaatiae .. nt la 

good becaaae thla la how Israel knows •he belongs to Goel 

(Deut. ls5). ThrOQ4)h them Iarael receive• Torah, the land, 

and the world to come (Prov. 112, Pa . 9f:12, Deut . 1 : 5) . 

Thl• la follow.cl by a hOlllly where a.bbla Tarphon, ~oebu.a, 

Sleaur b. Aurlall and Aklba CJO to vlalt tlle •111 ...... I 

SUeser . Aklba'• word• •r• the moat val--4 by a.bbl •1~. 

Hla ..... 99 was •precloua la cbastla ... nt.•7
• 

?a ...... ttbew 1115 ancl LB• 7 122. 

7 1911Nglltf. pp. 276 - lf. 

74Mabllt;a. pp. 277-82. 
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The final chapter of 'l'Eactate 8ahod .. h7• covers axodue 

20: 21-ll, 

"'k• for: Me an albr of earth and ncrlfice on it 
your: burnt olferlnqa and your aacrlflc .. of wiell­
bela9, yoor •beep ancl yoo1: oxn1 la evezy place 
Wee• . I --· Ry -- ·to be Mfttloned I wU 1 Co­
to you and bl .. • you . And if yoa Mlle for Me an 
altar: of •to-, do not btallcl lt of hewn atoneas 
for: by wlelcllD4J yoor: tool upon thela you bave 
profaned th-. Do not aacencl My alt.r by atepa, 
that your nalledn-• •Y not be exposed upon lt. 

Tnle clMlpter ls a fitti09 ooncluelon to the text, for lt 

develope the the .. of r:eaponae to the Temple'• d .. tractlon. 

The dlacuaalon becJina by exaalnln9 vt..t God ... nt when He 

told Noa .. , • .. Ile for Ne an altar of .. ~th,• and very 

quickly •~l~--t:o a dltH:U .. loa of ta.. altar ln the Temple 

and the aacrlficea offered ther:e.76 

Vlthln the fra .. work of lte hletorlcal context, the 

Hokllta ls reeponclift9 to the deatractlon of the ,....le. 

Sacrlficea, atoa ..... t, and the pronounce .. nt of God's CM­

can only take place there . Tannaltlc .Jodaiea ... forced to 

respond theol09lcally to thle orlala. It r-pondecl by 

lnatitutiona eat.abllabed by the 

••CJe• ln the daya of the Temple to be •• valued •• the 

Telllple it .. lft 

•1n 8very IPlac:e, • etc . ._r:• I r:eveml Myself to _ 
you, tut 1•, ln t"9 ...... 1.. llelM:• t....,y. ~ -TM­
Tetrapn toD l• not ~ pr•••a .. ..U14• Qf 
tbe Temple. - R. Sl r b . J•cob _,_, U you 
com to lllY boue I will come to yo•r Ito••, bot if 

7-...11t;a, a.apter 11, pp. 284-92. 

74'1eigllta· pp. 214-87. 



«*•ft• Ja -...1c Ll'-et••, .... •• 

you do not COiie to llY ho-.e I vlll not COiie to 
you~ house. "The place.-y tae.rt loveth, tblth* llY 
t .. t lMd -· - ID coanec:tlon vlth thla paaHge 
the ••999 ••lds -..rever ten peraou •••...,le ln a 
•YNlCJ09'111 tile· 8Mklnah - h .wit.II EW"a, - lt.-.e,..911•--­
ealdi •God standeth ln the co"9~tlon of Qod• 
(Pa. 1211). Anc1 bow do .we know that H• l• alao 
vlth thr .. people holdle9 court? It .. ya: •1n the 
•ldat Of tM j..... lie :hld99th• ( lbld. ) • And b9v 
do vie kaov that Ne ls also vlth two? It la aalds 
•ftaen tbey that feared the Lord apolle OIHt vlth 
another, • (Mal • 3 a ·16) • And how do ve know tbat lie 
la even vlth o .. ? It la ••lda •1n every place 
where I eauae Ny MM to be Mntloned I vlll co-
wato thee allil .bl•• thee.•'77 

Thia text becJina by ldentlfyln9 oer -..c•e wit~. the ..._.le, 

ancl proceeds to ldentlfy lt vlth other places that God .. tea 

Hi .. elf known: the ayna909ue, the court, and ultt .. tely, tbe 

1ndlv1dul. The Temple, while very lmportattt, can be 

replaced, at leaat tempor•rlly, by the lnatltutlona of 

Tannaltle Judalaa. 

The ellPha•l• vblch la given to the d1acuaalon of the 

types of aacrlftc .. and how the altar should be built l_..da 

ua to conclude that the rec!lactora of the 1t9Ulh bellevec!I 

that the T ... l• would be rebuilt. It la lntereatln9 to note 

tbelr concera vlth the lsaae of paclfi••· The ,._.le will ie 
• 

rebuilt, but not ·throU9h tile va9ln9 of var. Tbe verse, ~r 

by vlel41DCJ you tool upon tbea yoa hAve profaned tb-,• la 

read, •tor by wleldln9 your ••g4· upon lt you have prof•ned 

th-.• Co• at-lft9 on thl• verae, .. blMan Johanan ben Sakkai 

tau9ht1 juat •• lt Hy. ln Deuteronot1Y 27:,, •you ... t bulld 

the altaE of tbe Lor• yoar God of unhewn (811L8MOT) aton•,• 
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we know that these atones ext et to establish peace 

(S HALOH) . 7
• Thi a paclfletlc respohse may be a result of 

necess ity: the Rabble ha d no choice but to seek 

acco11111odatlon with Ro.a. 

The chapter ends ~1th a dt~cuasion of the fact that the 

Sanhedr ln was established alongside the altar . This is 

der ived fro• th~ juxtaposition of the verse: "that your 

nakedness iaay not be exposed upon it," wlth the very next 

verse whlch begins Bxodus Chapter 21 : "These are the rules 

t hat you s hall set before them ... " 7 • The chapter concludes 

with a parallel of the Sanhedrin and t he altar of the 

TeMple. While the Te•ple no l onger exists , t he Sanhedrin 

would s erve as t he focus of t he nation. 

By way of su...ary, let us recognize that ~uch of the 

Hokilta .atezial is a response to, and emphasis of, what 

appears i n the Biblical text. But we must also recognize 

that so.e al9nlfica.e~- e11Phaaea have been added . Notions such 

as the idea that the Slnaitic revelation represents t he 
• 

enthrone-nt of God, the importance of honoring parents, the 

negative view toward idolatry, and 

monotheis•, are clearly 

TBSHUBAH, the positive 

7 • Kekllta, p . 290 . 

79Kol5llta, p. 292. 

Biblically 

view toward 

the imq>ortance of 

baaed, but ideas of 

chaatiae-nt, the 
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1aportance of paclfl••, .... the l•portant role played by the 

elders, are e•phasee read into tbe text by the Rabbis. 

The Hekllta developed 1t8 theo\09 1c state1Mtnts ln 

response to the historic context of Tannaltic Judaism. 

Honothe1s• was e•phaaize?i 1n defense of Judalsa where 

competlnq religious syate11e, especially Gnostic is•, 

threatened to introduce their ideas into Judaism. The role 

of the elders, and the laportance Tannaltlc lnstltutlons 

were a responee to the die.antling of the priesthood and the 

Tellple. 

Th~ .. y, - it will be recalled, ls the question of God 

and the exa•inat1on of hov God relates to the world . How can 

the election of Israel be explained to a qeneration that has 

experienced the loas of autonoay in their proaised homeland , 

and the destz:uction of their '!'eaple? How does one 

co1N1unlcate with God vhen the conduit of the Teaple has been 

destroyed? The aldraah responds to these historic 

clrcu11Stances: Repentance can bring the people back to God; 

Chasti.seaent ls good, tor it assures Israel of GQd'a love 

and allows M:c to •xprna her devotion . Chaatlseaent and 

atone11ent beco .. replac ... nte for the sacrlflces and the 

Temple. Throu9h these the people continue to llve with Ood . 

Chastlse .. nt and TSSHUBAH are the .. • vhich were developed to 

explaln to Tannaitlc Jewe hov related 

hov they had to relate to God. 

to 
(. 

thelr world and 



We shal 1 next turn to a discussion of a text 

representative of Alloraic Judaisa, the Peoikta de-Rab 

Ka hana. As we did with the Hekilta, we shall exaalne the 

text, 9089 of the IK>dern 

scholarship on the t a xt, an over view of t he historical 

context ln which lta traditions qrew and then exaalne the 

"piska" which dea l s with HATTAN TORAH . 

The Peoikta de- Rab Kahana 

The Peaikto de-Rab Kahana is an A.morale coapi lat lon o f 

Palestinian orlgin . Host scholars place its date of 

coapllatlon so8ewhere in the 5th-6th century. The Pealkta l a 

a hoalletic aidraoh which was a rranged to accoapany Torah 

portions a nd Haftarah readings on holidays and special 

sabbatha. 80 luaa proved the exlatence of the Pealkta of Rab 

Ka hana in 1832 . Wlth no aanuscrlpts to go by, he showed that 

the references ln the Xalkut and the Arukb of Rabbi Katin 

d id not refer t o the known fetlkta t e xts : the Pe1ikt1 

Rabbat l, or the Pealkta Zutrata . By exaainlng the 

dlfferencea between these two texts wlth the Yalkut and the 

Aullh, Zunz pro~ed that there was a separate text which he 

called the LP~•~•ul~k~tua.__ __ d .. •--~Rm•~b....___.K~•~h~•-nu•-· Hla ordering of the 

chapters be91n with Boeh H1Sh1nah and followed the calendar . 

.,...P .. lkta De-ltav ...... ,• lncvcloD9c1i1 Judalca (Keter: 
J eruaalea), 1972, Vol. 13, pp. 33~-34. 
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He proposed that ito date of coapl l atlon occurred in t he 8th 

century.•~ In 1868 Solo11<>n Bube~ published an edition of the 

feoikta of Ray Kaba no based on 4 aanuecrlpts. The 

publication of Buber's edition conflr.ed Zunz's theory . 

However, Buber's edition began with Hanukkah and he placed 

the date of coapilation ln the 3rd century . • 2 Modern 

scho l arship place& ~~adltlono contd lne.1 l'n the · eesikta as 

dat ing back to the 4th-5th century, although its redactlon 

may have occurred ae late ao the 6th century. 

The chapter ln the Peaikta which deals with revelation 

is chapter 1 2. This chapter was read on Shavuot, the holiday 

whl ch co..e•orateo the revelation on Sina 1. It conta ins 

co111Ments on verses fro• Bxodus 19 and t he first coll\IDandment 

of the Decalogue in Kxodus 20. 

Alloralc Judals• 

We shall now tur:n to a dlscuosion of the hlstor ic•l 

contex t of Alloraic Judaioa. This epic period begins with the 

conclusion of the Mlabnah and ends with the rise of the 

Savora la, roughly fro• 210 to 640. Dur i ng this period, the 

Pa lestinian and the Babylonian Tal11Uds vere arranged and 

edited. Jewloh life during theoe four centuries was affected 

••zunz, Ha'Draobot B'Xioraol (Biallk: Jerusalea), 1974, 
pp. 81- 107. 

• 2 •Pealkt•," pp. 333-34. 
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by the decllnA ol'- Helleni c Ro.an r ule and the beginning of . 
Christian Ro-. The period ends with the Arab conquests. In 

the Jewish life, we see a decline in the hegemony of 

Pa lestine over the diaspora and a worsening political and 

economic situation in Palestine. 

The period fro• 235 to 284 is marked by a decline in 

Roman rule . This period, which spans from the end of the 

Severan dynasty, to the beqinning of the Diocletia n reign , 

was a era o f crisis and confusion throughout the eapire. The 

RoiDan adainistrative syate• caused hardship throughout the 

real ca. •:a 

'l'h• ~ iaportant institutions of Jewish life were the 

Sanhedr ln and the Patriarchate. The Patriarch was the 

official head of Palestinian Jewry but with the beginning of 

t he Aeoralc tlme period the Sanhedrin established itself as 

a separate power. Already in days of Rabban Gamaliel ( 210-

230) and Rabbi Judah (230-270), the Patriarch no longer 

presided over the Sanhedrin. During the first and second 

qenerat~ons of Aaorala, power was shared by the Patriarchate 

and the Sanhedrin. After the fall of the Teaple, ordination 

of rabbl'S · · ' ·lfau plaeell ln ttte h.tnda of the Sanhedrin but 

during the patriarchate of Rabbi Judah the Prince, this 

authority vas placed in the hands of the Patriarch. After 

Judah, joint approval was required. During the first 

generation of Aaoraia, the Sanhedrin, the acade•y, and the 
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Patriarchate were located Sepphor:ls but by the second . 
generation, the Sanhedrin and acadeay 111<>ved to Tiberlas.•• 

In 28•, Diocletian beca919 ell\peLOL and s t abilized Roiaan 

r ule . In 313, Constantine recognized Chrlstlanlty as the 

off lcial religion ot the empire. Palestinian Jewry was now 

forced to wage a two front battle . When the eaplre was 

pagan, the Jews had to detend theaeelves only in the 

political arena because paqanlaa, by lts v~ry nature , vaa 

tolerant of other religions. Cbrlstianlty, on the other 

hand, was 110nothelatlc and therefore not tolerant of other 

belief systttma. Judalaa was in an especially awkward 

poaitlon vis-a-vla Chr lstianlty since Chrlstlanity viewed 

1ts~lf as the true heir to the Jewish heritage. Throughout 

this period we fi nd a aove9flnt toward systematic persecution 

and degradation of Judais• as a result of the Church's 

influence . Stlll, the Church never proscribed Judai~111 

a llowing it to exist in a degraded condition to serve as a 

KwLtness" to the trut.h of Chrlatlanlty. For these reasons, 

1t sponsored anti-Jewish legislation and attempts to convert 

Jews to Christianity.•• 

It waa thia persecution and degradation which led ta..._n 
abolition of the Patriarchate and other significant changes 

ln Jewish life. During the reigns of Theodoaiuft I, Honoriua, 

Arcadlus, and Theodoelus 

••1A14.., pp. 3•S-•7. 

••1A14.., pp. 349-53. 

tlll the end of the 
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Patriarchate, 379-425, iaper lal 

worsened. After the brief rule 

attitude toward the Jew 

of Julian the Hellene (360-

63), who toolt 

c onsolidated lts 

steps a9ainst 

poaltlon and 

Christianity, the 

beca11e ->·leas tolerant 

Church 

toward 

Hell e ne& and 'heretics.••• 

In this climate Of increasing intolerance the 

Patriarchate was a bolished . The Patriarchate ha d been strong 

t hrou9ho ut the 4th c entur y, but early in the 5th century 

s teps were taken 

The last lil.Jti., 

i111per la l law by 

by the e•plre to insure its deterioration. 

Rabbi Gamaliel, was accused of breaking 

building new synagogues and allowing the 

c ircumcision o f slaves. He was s ubsequently demoted l n le9al 

s tatus. When he died the authorities refused to acknowledge 

his successor. Partially, the Church wuat.a to abolish this 

inst itution because it clai-.d a tie to the royal Davidic 

line.a"' 

The period fro• the abolition 

t he Arab conquest was difficult for 

Palestine. The population dwindled, 

deteriorated. The Sanhedrin continued 

very restricted . The be9inninq of t he 

by anti-Jewish leqlelation and riots 

••1.RlJl., pp . 354-55. 

•
7 1Jl14., p . 355. 

of the Patriarchate to 

the Jewish populace of 

and their legal status 

to operate, but it was 

5th century was .. rked 

of Christian fanatics. 
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After a respite in the second half 9f the century, Christian 

mtlltancy renewed under Justlnlan (527 ~65).•Q 

out of this hie tor ical context aggadlc literature, 

s~parate fro• halakhic aaterial, e.arqed. As stated, prior 

to the Alloralc period agqadah was placed right alongside the 

halakhah, as ls the case with the Hlshnah and the Talauds. 

Now, ln the 5th, 6th and 7th centuries we find collections 

of aqqadah independent froa halakhah. Thia hoalletic 

.at:erial used in the synagogue on Sabbaths and 

festlva l s . Some scholars vlew the development of aggadic 

1 i terature as an example of the intellectual decline of 

Palestin ian Jevry. But this notion has been strongly 

contended by others who view the aggadah as a rich and 

creat ive literature. Clearly, the iaaterlal shows generations 

of develop.ant and widespread knowledge aaonq the populace 

of Hebrew and Bible.•• 

The developaent of agqadah also f.lta the historical 

a ltuation. With the deterioration of c.ntral · authority~ 

people could no longer be coapelled to follow the halakhah • 
• 

The leadership resorted to aqqadah to convince the• why they 

s hould continue to feel bound by t he tradition. The aggadah 

doeg not seek to compel, it strives to convince. 

Now let us focus our diacuaaion on the Peaikta de-Rab 

Kehana . Two overarchlnq the .. a are present in its treat .. nt 

••1Jl14., pp. 357-63. 

••1Jl14., pp. 360-61 . 
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of HATTAN TORAH: the notion of covenant, and a re~pons•to 

life under foreiqn domlnatlon . Both of these are a reaction 

to the hi &torlc context in which Palest! nlan Jewry found 

itself. In response to the dominance and challenqe of 

Chr 18tlanity, the Aaora1.. felt the need to defend their 

posltlon aa God's covenanted partner. A partnership whlch, 

in their opinion, had not been superseded by Christian1ty. 

Hence lt la not surprlslnq to flnd the theae of covenant 

play1nq a central role in its tr~ataent of HATTAN TORAH. 

ln addition to the l•portance of covenant, whlch la an 

indirect response to foreign doalnation, we also find direct 

res ponses : a neqative vlew of the nations, a belief t hat God 

will ulti.ately vi sit His retribution upon Ronae, and 

polemical aaterlal against Chrlstlanlty . 

The Peolkta develops themes in a different way than t he 

Hekllta . The pealkta, as a hoalletlc ~ldraah, can deal wlth 

any thelMt as long as it can connect back to the text at 

hand , while the ltekilta, an exegetic •ldrash, waa .are or 

l ese bound by the' -Biblical text. The Peaikta is fEee ~o 
• 

develop the .. a at vill: lt beqina v1th a ·te9e!e. , .. , •nd 

develops ln whatever direction it desires not bound by a 

text to vhich lt auat thoroughly explicate . Bxegetlc 

mater: lal contains short ho•ilies on variegated topics 

because lt is bound to a colll)lete text but ho•lletic 

material can develop and ehape its the.ea freely. 



The chapter of the Pealkta which deals with HATTAN 

TORAH la Plska 12. 90 It beglns with a dlscuseion of the 

hlstory of r e ve1ntcan fEoa to the present. Ada• 

r eceived 7 co..and.-ents, Noah, Abraham, Jacob, and Judah, 

each received one lllOrt>. Israel, however, rose above all the 

rest; she received 613. The text discusses the qualities of 

Hoses over Ada• and Noah. It further explalns that the 

propheto were par:abollzed ln the feminine because, like a 

woman 1 n a husband wlfe relationship, they were not afraid 

to ask for what Israel needed . The section ends with the 

notion that when Israel reads this portion every year (on 

Shavuot) it ls aa if she stands at Sinai. ... 
some lnter:eatlnq questions come to •ind illlMtdlately: 

Why does the text relate revelation back to Adam? and why 

does lt sklp over Isaac in the c hain of revelation? One 

possible anawer la that this text is responding t o other 

people's clal.., that they were the true heirs of the 

Biblical tradition. The Jewish people were not in a position 

to deny other r:ellqlona• cl•l.a, she could only respond that 

her 's waa the beat . Therefoi:e, the paragraph begins with 

Adata, who la the pro9enltor of all people and ~ud•• wl th 

a diecueelon of why Hoaee' revelation waa greater. Isaac may 

•op91ikt1 d•-B•b Jabtpa, ed. Bober, p . lOOb-llOb; 
en9lleh edlt1on, Braud• and Kapeteln, tr. (JPS: 
Philadelphla), 1975, pp. 223- 52. Paragraphs nuabera coincide 
with the o~d•r of th• paragraphs as they appear ln th• Buber 
edition. 

•&1.A14., pp. lOOb-lOla. 
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have been skipped 
was no over aiaply because there 

revelation of lav t~ la&ao; Pr because he was cons idered to 

be a pre-Jesus paradiga in Christian circles. Isaac was 

slailar to Jesus because he was bound and alaost sac rificed 

~Y his father Abraham . In aoae aidrashic traditions, it ls 

proposed that he was sacr l ficed a nd t hen resurrected.•~ By 
• 

playing down the role of Isaac, with his parallel to Jesus, 

t he text ls also playing down the lmportance of Jesus and 

Christianity's claiM to revelation. 

The Peaikta goes into great detall descrl~ing various 

aspects of the covenant eatabl 1•hed tbrou'qb t.h• _a_..._valat ion 

of Torah. ln paragraph 2, we see that it ls protect ive, for 

God gave it because of h i s anxiety about the safety of the 

I sraelites . •~ 

Paragraph 3...,. c ontinues the developaent of the theae o f 

covenant. The text begins with the pericope, Song of Songs 

2:5, "Susta in IMt with ralsln cakes, refresh iae with apples, 

for I aa falnt with love." Thia verse ls an excellent 

c hoice, for the very next verse continues: "His left hand 

wds under ay head, Hi s right ar• eabraced ae." The 'right 

hand' ls understood by the aidraa~ to aean Torah, and the 

use of fruit re• nds us of the first paragraph's discussion 

•zshaloa Spiegel, Tho Litt Tilal (Pantheon : NY) , 1967, 
pp. 3-8. 

wa11l.ld.., paragraph 2, p. lOla-b. 

••J.l.14., p. 10lb-102a . 
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of vhy Hoses is better than Adam. Unlike Hos es , Adam dld not 

know how to use God's fruit. 

The paragraph discusses the positive aspects of 

iaartyrdoa. What are the raisin cakes (ASSISIYOT) ? They are 

the fires (BSHOT) of Abraham (vho, according to Qeneoio 

Rabb4h, 42:4, was throvn into the fire after rejecting 

idolatry), and Hananlah, Michael, and Azar1ah (a reference 

to-~hel~ survival of .artyrdom in Daniel 3:19) . The midrash 

then gives another interpretation: they ace the 'well 

thought out' (H'OSASOT) halakhot. 

The text continues its discussion of the text: "refresh 

me wlth apples, 11 the Torah's scent ts as pleas lng as apple 

blosaolllt'I; "for I am faint with love, 11 Rabbi Isaac t eaches: 

when •oney 18 plentiful people want to hear legal 

discusolono, but when money is scarce and people are feeling 

oppressed, they would rather listen to aggadah. 

The paragraph concludes with a parable in which God is 

described aa a king whose aon ls alck and the t~~ Vltnta 

him to go back to ochool. The king will not let him go until 

• the boy la healed. That la why God valted three months, fed 

the people aanna and quail, made them drink fr c m the well, 

and ultimately gave the• Torah. All these things, the Mnna, 

the quail, the well, and the Torah are viewed by the mldraah 

as alraculoua sources of sustenance. They all lead up to the 

revelation of Torah. 
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Paragraph 4 discusses the numerical value o f the thlnqa 

described ln Hosea 3: 2 , "Then I hired her for flftia•e 

(shekels of) silver, a homet of barley, and a lethech of 

barley." A ho1DOr of barley equals 30; a letbech equals 15; 

altogether that aakes 45 . The text asks, what happened to 

the other flve whlch would aake 50 to equal the f lfty days 

of the Oaer between Passover and Shavuot (the time betwee n 

redemption and revelation)? They are found in the 

c ontinuation of the Hosea ver&e: "and I stipulated with her, 

"In return, you are to qo a long time (llt. "aany days"> 

without either fornicating or earryinq; even I (shall not 

cohabltl vlth you . " In this verse, "many" ls taken to u.ean 

three; and "days" is taken to mean two; fi ve altogether. The 

Hosea text makes the "waitlnq period" of the Omer into a 

c hance for the people to 'cleanse• therMelves. When they 

proved they would not adulterate, God gives the Torah .~ 

In paragraph 5, we find that Torah ls descri bed as 

something new. It was 9lven "just yesterday." Exodus 19:1 

does not read 'on that day,' but •on this day."•• Note the 
• 

tension: ln the first aldraah, revelation was described as 

be9lnnin9 with , ~aa, thus it ts very old; but thls aidrash 

tea4'hea-tha.'- •• l• always nev. This ...,.Y be polealcal a9alnst 

Christian clalll!I that the Church represents the "new" 

covenant. 

••lRJJl., p . 102a. 

••.1.b.14. p. 102a; p . 105a; p. 107a . 
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In para9raph 6, Torah le co•pared to a weapon which 

•establlshes' its master . It l o a double edged sword which 

gives llfe ln this world and the world to coiae. It ls also 

compared to eplced wine, ap_parlfnt l y a popular drink dur 1 nq 

tnls period.•? These ...t1r:~ betray the lnfl-ue.oe of a Roaan 

c ultural envlron1aent. 

Paragraph 8 comments on Ecclesiastes 3 :1 "To everyth1nq 

there is a season ... " The revelation on Sinai was the 

cu l•lnation of a c hain of smaller revelations to Adam, Noah 

and his sons, and Abraha•. We see there ts a set time for 

revelation even though the process ls ongoing . •• What is 

very lnterestin9 about this a1drash ls t ha t it takes us fro• 

a very protective envlronaent, the Garden of Bden, to a less 

protective environment, the Ark, and f lnally to the least 

protective environ.ebt , circumcision. The covenant becomes 

less protective but equally, · t·f · .....t- mout, salvlflo .as-t.Hle 

goes on. 

Paragraphs 10, 11 and 13 all develop a negative vlew 

toward Roaan rule . In paragraph 10 we read about man's 

ultiaate ponish11ent. Why does a 11Un's soul recoil when he 

smells bri1MStone? Because he knows that this is how he ls 

going to be punished, Pa. 11:6 "He will rain down upon the 

wicked blazlng ca.la and sulfur; a scorching wind shall be 

thelr lot.• The paragraph then discusses the 'double cup' 

•71.ll,{4., p. 102a-b. 

••lJl.14., 102b. 
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that the Ro..ans drlnk at the bath. Today, they drink thls 

poterlon, a .edlcln•l drink, but toaorrow they will receive 

a double portion of scalding wlnd.•• 

Torah is metaphorically described as a tree in 

paragraph 11. Song 2:3 "Like an apple tree among trees of 

the forest, so i s ay beloved aaonq t he youths. 1 delight to 

sit in his shade, and his fruit is sweet to my mouth." In 

Rabbi Huna ' s exposition of this text, Torah ls the apple 

tree and· larael alts in 1t.~ ... hade. Didn't t he rest of the 

nations have the opportunity to sit under its protective 

s hade? They ran away because its shade was not qood 

enough .Loo This aldrash may very well be polemical since 

Song of Songs 2:3 ls a key verse in Christian Patristic 

11 terature. 

Thls negative view o f Chr18tia n Rome ls contrasted once 

agai n to Israel's covenant with God. This relation ls 

expressed through descriptions of God , Torah and Israel in 

faaillal relation. In the Peaikta, the relation between God 

and Israel ta not only described as a marriage, but also as 
• 

a parent-child relationship. Par•qra\lll :- tt·, .. tter utlllalnq 

of t he the marriage aotif, coapares God's redemption 

Israelites froa Bgypt to a king who rescues his son fro• 

kldnappera.1.oa 

••JJlJJl., p. 103a-b . 

LOOJJlJJl. , p. lQJb, 

LO&~'I PP• lOlb-1048. 



' 
] 

Chapter l : Aqqadlc Llt~ature, page 70 

In paragraph 13, God is co•pared to a king who wants to 

earry a woman. Before he betroths her he must do some things 

for her. When he sees her naked, he clothe~ her (the cloud 

-afHI the tabe~nacle); at the sea, he crosses her over; 

captured, he saves her (the Aaalekites). Another version of 

the deeds ia offered: he sees her at the baker , and gives 

her bread (iaanna); he sees her at the inn, and gives her 

splced wlne (the well>; he sees her at the bird cra..er who 

fa t tens birds for sale, and gives her birds (quail); he sees 

her at the dried fruit deal@r, and gives her frult (the land 

of Israel). These linages describe the Sinai experience as 

t he courtship and betrothal of God and Israel . 

We also find the marriage motif describinq the 

betro~~--of Israel and Torah. God ls descr ibed as a king 

who wants to 111arry off his daughter (Torah) but had 

proclaimed that people froa one country c ouldn ' t marry 

people from another, when he desired to ~ind a groom for his 

daughter, he relaxed the decree. Pa . 115 : 16 teaches, "The 

heaven~ belong to the Lord, but the earth He gave ove~ to 

iaan." Yet in Kxodus 19:3,20 we read, "and Hoses went up to 

God ... The Lord ca11e down upon Mount Sinai." God, who a t 

first had separated heaven and earth, gave something of 

heaven to the earth through Torah.~ 02 

I• ..... ,~ph 15 we find a discussion of the nuaber 

"three." Thia has its textual basis in the first veree of 

102.lll14., pp. 104a-105a; see also paragraphs 12 and 19. 
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Exodus 19, "In the thlrd month ... " The mldrash teaches the 

Importance of the nullber three: the Torah is made up of 

three parta, there are three patriarch~, the third tribe l s 

Levi (Moses' tribe) , and Torah was revealed in the third 

month.•0~ The •idra•h continues with numerous exa•ples . Thi s 

may be a response to the Ctn:"ietiaA belief iu t.,_ ftlntty. 

Paragraph 16 tells us that God gave the Torah to hrael 

bec ause the Israelites did not fight among themselves . The 

Torah ls a document of peace, and so it could not be given 

to Israelites until they were unified.• 0~ 

In paraqraph 18 ~e find a well constructed midrash 

which teaches that Torah was revealed to strenqthen Israel 

aqainst sin. The pericope text is Kcclesiastes 10:18, 

"Through slothfulness the ceiling s ags, through lazy hands 

(RAPPU YADAYIH> the house caves ln . " Thls is c ompared t o 

Rephldim, the place fr o• which the- children o t l~LdCl 

departed on their way to Sinai . God was forced to qive the 

Torah because of the people's carelessness : Because of their 

slothfulness, the celling (i . e. the heavens) saq<}.ed (Ood 

c ame down on Sinai); because of their lazy hands, the house 

caved tn tl.e. Torah was qlven). The proof text reinforces 

this: Jud9ea 5:4, "O Lord, when You ca111e forth fro• Selr, 

advanced fro• the country of lido•, the earth treabled; the 

ao~l.R.14., p. lOSa . 

~ 04J..kl4., p. 105b. 
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heavens dripped , Yea, the clouds dripped water.1t•oc:o The 

scene ls Sinai, the earth trelftbling , and the rafter's of 

heaven opening with the c loud dropping its water: Torah . 

Note the different view of ra in here than t hat whlch will 

fall on Roiae described in paraqraph 10. 

Paragraph 19 betrays a negative v i e w of other natlons. 

The midrash teaches that Jethro, Hoses ' father ln law and a 

Hldianlte priest , was not allowed to be present durinq 

revelation. The textual basi s for t his ls t he e nd of Exod us 

18, wfte•• ~Ho•es sends hi• away. The proof text o ffe r ed by 

t h e mldras h l s Proverbs 14 : 10, "The heart a lone knows its 

bitterness, and no outsider can s hare i n its joy." Jethro 

was sent away, we are told , because he wa s dwell i ng in 

coafort whil e the Israelites were enslaved in Eqypt . Si nce 

he did not s hare in thei r bitterness , he c ou ld not 

participate ln their r eward .• 0 • Look at the importance qiven 

to s uffering . Without suf fering, I srael would not have 

merited Torah. Since Jethro did not experience suffering ln 

~qypt, he c ould not experience Torah on Sinai. 

P~aph 20 preeen-ta ~- ~1"°"" that through Tora h, 

t he people are renewed. Thus , revelation is a foretaste of 

the world to co.a. God "renewed" the Israelites because they 

had to be perfect before betrothing them t o Torah. The 

aldraah teaches: If a klnq vanted to marry off hls son, but 

LO•Ul14• i p . 106a , 

~ O•l.llJ.4., p , 106a . 
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d i d not have new s ilver s ervi c e a nd c hests t o gi v e him, he 

would polish old ones. That l s what God d id . Before he 

n~rried Torah and Is r ael, He correcte d any defects in the 

rsraelites: those who were bllna , were qiven s iqht; those 

who were deaf, could hear once aga in ; those who were lame, 

were g i ven the abi li ty to walk. The proof text poi nts t o the 

Mes sianic time (Is. 35: 5 -6) ; Torah ls t here f ore, a tas te of 

wha t the world to come will be llke.• ~ 7 

The Pes lkta c ontinues wit h some neqa t l ve pa ssaqes 

t oward Rome and Ch r i s tian ity. Paraqraph 21 a s ks why God 

wa i ted till the third month before revealing the Torah . 

Bec ause t he third month ls the mon t h of t he c ons tella tion , 

TE'UMI H, "twins ." The text is re f errinq Lo Esau, Jacob • ~ 

twin. God waited till the third month to see i f he would d o 
A £ 

TES HUBAH . Th is way, we are t o ld , Lhe nati o n s c ou l d neve r 

c omplain that they would have followed the To r ah t o o, if 

they had the chance. For they had t he chance . 'Esau' refer s 

to Chr i stian Rome, Israel's 'twin,' who claims to superse d e 

he t: . 

The paragraph continues with a discussion of why Torah 

was g iven in the wilderness. This metaphorically re f ers t o 

Lhe nations. Israel c o n tinues to receive Tora h in the 

"wilderness," but now the wilderness ls life among the 

~ O?'l.JUJ;l., p, 106b . 
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nations. By 11v1nq Torah ln thi s desert I sra e l has the 

potential for receivinq reward.1 o a 

Paragraph 22 contains a polemic aqainst Christianity. 

ln Jeremiah 31:31 we read, "See, a time ls coming - declares 

the Lord - when I will make a new covenan t with the House of 

I srae l and the House of Judah." The Church c laimed to be the 

inst itution of that new covenant. This paragra ph, afte~ 

c omparing the newness of Torah to the world t o come, offers 

a c omment o n Jeremiah 31:33, 

But such 
the House 
the Lord: 
their inmost 

shall be 
of Israel 

I will 
being 

hearts. Then I will 
be Hy people. 

the covenant I will make with 
after these days - declares 

put My Teaching (TORATI) into 
and inscribe it upon t heir 

be their God, and they shall 

In this world peopl e study Torah, but forget; in the world 

to come, God will teach Israel Torah and no one will 

forqet.~ 0• Torah is Lhe vehicle of t he "new" c ovenant . The 

Pesikta emphasizes that Torah is "new" and "renewing." This 

ls contrary to Christian claims t hat Jesus, and thus, the 

c hurch, was the embodiment of the promise of Jeremiah. 

Paragraph 24 discusses Psalm 50:7, "Pay hee~, Hy 

people, and I will speak, o Israel, and I will ar raign you . 

I am God, your God." The theme developed is how Israel 

differs from the other nations. She is the only one who 

received the commandments (HA'DIBROT), as it says , "Pay 

10•~. , p . 107a. 

10•1.lU4. , p. 107a. 
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heed, Hy people, and I will speak (V' ADABER). " She ls the 

only nation who l s called "Hy people ." She is the on ly one 

who wltnes&es t o God, f o r theit ls no wt l nesslng (EIDAH) 

without hearing (SHHUAH), a s it says, "Pay heed (SHIH'AH) 

... and I will arrai gn yoll (V'AlDAH) ." God is her master and 

judge, her patron, as it says, " I am God, your God." Wh lch 

brings us ba c k to Exodus 20:2 , 11 1 11 (ANOCHI) . 1 1 0 

Paragraph 25 ls a mldrash on the first word of the 

decalogue, "I" (ANOCHI). It l s explained as a notarlkon, a n 

abbreviation, for: ~I Myself wrote it and gave it;" "The 

writing ha s been given, pleasant are its words ;" o r "I will 

be thy light, thy crovn, thy grace."•• L Th ls midrash 

discusses some qualities of Torah. 

Paraqraph 26 begins with a discussion of t he word, "l," 

and then moves into a discussion of monothei s m. God appears 

at t he sea as a war rior, at Sinai as a scribe teachi ng 

Torah, and in the days of Daniel as an elder. Just because 

God appeared ln lhilny different guises, Israel s hould n~t 

think that there are many different Goda. The paragraph 
• 

ends, "for it ls pleasant for Torah to come out of t h e 

mouths of elders." 1121 Once again, we see the 1mporta nce of 

the "elders," the teachers of Torah. It ls not surprising to 

&&ol.RJJl., p. 108b. 

,.,1ll14., p. 109a; Braude, p . 247. 

1121.R14., p . 109a . 
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f ind those who tauqht Torah describing God as do ing what 

t hey do , since that l s how they derlved their authority. 

The last paragraph, 27, c ontlnnes this theme of 

monotheism . God appeared in a ster n face, like a man 

teaching his son Bible; an indifferent face, 1 ike a man 

teaching Mis hnah; an i nvi t ing face, like a man teaching 

Talmud; and a joyous face , like a man teaching a ggadah; but 

there ls s till, only one God. God l s also described a s an 

iconic statue (note the Roman cul tural influence ), a 

t housand people will look at lt dif ferent ly, but ther~ l s 

only one statue. The "conunand" (DIBBUR) , was heard a ccording 

to each persons ability, like t he iaanna which tasted 

different to the babies , the young , and the e lders. 

The mldras h c oncludes on a note of hope for the final 

redemption : Israel is told no t to t hink because she hears 

many voices t here are many Gods . Ra t her, 

'"I the Lord am your God;" In this world, Isra el 
was redeemed fro• Bgypt, and put into servitude to 
Babylonia; and from Babylonia, to Persia; and from 
Persia, to Greece; and froa Greece, to Rome; and 
from Rome, the Holy One will redee~ them, and thtn' 
will never be put into servitude aga i n. Aa it says 
in Isaiah 45:17, "But Israel has won through the 
Lord triumph everlasting. You shall not b~, shamed 
or disg r a ced in all the ages to come." 

In summary, it is clear that the peoikta de- Rab Ktbana 

is representative of Amoraic Judaism. It develops two main 

t he .. s : the centrality of the covenant, and responses to 

foreign domlnatlon. The covenant ls established throuqh the 
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ls everlasting, despite c laias to the c~ntrary. 

The revelation at Sinai, for whi c h only I srael was present , 

represents her election above the nations. The text l s 

apologetic and polemical against Christian c laims. 

Furthermore, lt expresses a negative vlew of t he nations . 

It's hope is for ultimate redemption from, and retr ibution 

against, Rome. 

Conclusion: 
Some Aspects of Aggadic Literature on HATTAN TORAH 

We have t horouqhl y examined two texts which have 

sect ions dealinq wlth HATTAN TORAH. In the Hekilta, Si nai 

represents t he e nthronement of God and the election of 

Israel. This episode allowe the text to develop a number of 

s ub- themes, most notably : those of TBSHUBAH, chastisement, 

pacifism, honoring parents, and t he rejection of idolatry. 

The text betrays som.e o i the important c ontributions of t he 

Tannalm in transforming Judaism from religion based on a 

Temple cult and pries t hood to a rel i gion based on R~bbinlc 

notions. 

The Peeikta emphas izes the covenantal relat ions hip 

between !srael and God . This takes two forllll!S : direct 

e mphas is of the covenant through positive descriptions of 

that relationship; and, indirect emphasis through negat ive 

descriptions of the other nations and polemics against 
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Chrlstlanlty and Rome. The text exempl lfles the histor i cal 

situation of Amoraic Juda ism. 

We can now attempt to make some qeneral conclusions 

reqardinq the aggadl c view on HATTAN TORAH . The aqgadah 

views the cevelatory experience at Sinai as integral to the 

c ovenant between Israel and God . The Sinai experience i s 

sl~ultaneously viewed as the enthronement of God, and the 

election of Israel. Related to these notions, i t represents 

t he marria ge of God to Israel, and I s rael to To rah . It makes 

God into Israel's king, judge , father, husband, and patron. 

The aggadah preserves the Biblical concept of HATTAN 

TORAH, but it imbues it with new form a nd meani ng. Clearly, 

the Biblical story portrayed Sinai as the cu lmination o f 

redemption and the enthronement o f God. The Bible emphasized 

disdain for idolatry, a nd stressed the extraor dinary nature 

of revelation. These emphases are maintained and accentuated 

ln the a ggadah . The aggadah also uses the Biblical text as 

a n opportunity to express its own ideas: In the Mekilta, 

Israel continues to stand at Sinai through TBSHUBAH , . 
c hastise99nt and martyrdoa; in the Pesikta, the observanc e 

of Shavuot ls the mechanlsa through vhich Israel can once 

agaln stand at Sinai and renew the covenant. 

In the next chapter, we shall exaalne some of the 

medieval responses to HATTAN TORAH. We will look at the 

lives of Rabbi Solomon b . Isaac, Rabbi Abraham lbn Bzra, and 

Rabbi Hoses b. Nachaan . After examining the contexts in 
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which they lived, we will st udy their commentaries ' to 

Exodus 1 9 and 2 0 . We s hall c o nclude by compari ng and 

contrasting the theological deve lopment in t he aggadic and 

medieval literatures. 



Chapter 4 : HATTAN TORAH in Medieval Literatuce 

We have determined that aqqadlc literature develops 

conceptually. In the a99adic texts we analyzed, HATTAN TORAH 

came to symbolize the correlative notions of the 

enthronement of God and the election of Israel. Numerous 

s ub - concepts generated from lt: TBSHUBAH, suffering, and 
• 

c hastlsements. These sub-concept& were c reated from the 

synthes ls of the literature's historical cotttext and the 

8l bli cal tradition. 

The Rabbis built upon Biblical notions to explain their 

experience of the world . The merger of Biblical text and . 
Rabbinic thought produced the 9reat literary worka of 
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Judaism: the Hishnah, the Talmuds, and the Aggadah. The 

theology ln these texts developed " impulsively." It 

responded to the stimulae of llfe. Thus, i t dealt with 

problems as they presented themselves and not 

systeaw1tlcally . The underlylnq assumption in these texts ls 

t hat a ll truth can be found in the Biblica l text. The Rabbis 

felt no need to look elsewhere to describe the way the world 

wo t ked. 

Medieval Jews built upon thi s structure, but for some, 

t he Bible and the Rabbini c literature were no longer viewed 

dS the only sources of truth . In medieval thought we find 

three baslc approaches: the literal, the philosophical, and 

the mystical. These lead to the establishment of three 

different "achoola,~ each attempting to brlng the Bible into 

harmony with their approach. Yet, in spi t e of their 

differences, medieval Judalsa did not break apart . The 

conceptual nature of the theology it inherited allowed 

different approaches to be maintained within Judais11. 

Despite an 1deolog1cal tension great enough to cause schlsaa 

" 
llke the Haimonldean controverales, 11 ~ the unity of Judalae 

was preserved. The conceptual nature of Rabbin .c theology 

was in part reaponelble for this unity. 

11~controverales which erupted over Halmonldee• use of 
allegory. The KallM>nlsts vere ln favor of thla approach, 
while the ant1-Haiaonlste ela1118d it denied the truth of the 
Torah. 



Medieval Jewish history hegins with the Moslem 

conquests of the Roman emplre in 633 and lasts untll the 

Sabbatean crlsi s in the 17th century. For our study, we are 

only concer ned with the perlod up to the 13th century. 

The Moslem conquel"lt btought most of the Jewlsh 

populat ion of the world under the rule of the Calipha te . 

Po litical circuamtance presented the opportunity for Jewish 

se lf qovernment through the office of the Exilarch . On the 

whole, life under Islamic rule \ofas bettet than the Christian 

tule that preceded Lt. Bconomcally, Jews were permitted to 

engage in all types of business. Christians and Jews lived 

In a deqraded, yet relatively secure, c ondition . "The 

Covenant of Omar" slated that t hey were "Peoples of the 

Book," which qave them a special status. 

Yet despite this "degraded" status we find g reat 

Intel l ectual growth among the Jews as a result of their 

interaction with other c ultures. The intellectual c limate of 

t he Moslem eaplre was that of a renewed Hellenism. In this 

environment, Jewish scholars came into contact once again 

with Greek phllosophlc notion~ . Not since the days of Philo, 

had Jewish thinkers attempted to harmonize Tvrah's truth 

wtth Greek philosophy. The goal of both Jewish and Moslem 

t hinkers waa to bring reason and revelation into 

agreement .~ 14 

~i•Halm Hillel Ben-Sasson, A Hiatory of the Jewlob 
People, pp. 385-88. 



ln the areaa which remained unde r Chri st ian control: 

spa i n , I ta l y, and 

placed on the Jews . 

untll the Moslem 

Franco - Ger.any, lncreas l nq pressure was 

Jn Vi s i goth Spain, fr om the 6th c entury 

c onquest ln 71 1, t here were persec utions 

and at tempts to convert the Jews b y force. Elsewhere, 

condi t ions al a o worsened . In the first half on the 9th 

ce ntur y the s ituation improved unde~ the rule o { Bmper or 

Louis the Plous, but by the latter half of the 9th c ent ur y 

and t hroughout the 10th and 11th centuries, pressure on t he 

Jews i ncreased once again . Chrlstlanlty became the faith o f 

t he masaes and the Jews •ere viewed aa the only remaining 

antagonists to the 'true falth . 1 ~ 1 e 

Papal attempts to consolidate Church influenc e 

eventually succeeded ln producing the First Crusade 1n 1096 . 

One of the targets of the crusader5 was the Jews. In the 

months April through June, 1096, riots broke out against t he 

Jewish c om11unities in the Rhine basln . 11 • 

In this context of pressure and persecution, Ashkena zi c 

Juda is m )laa forlMtd. It had its 

fully blossomed in the 10th 

roots in 

and 11th 

Southern 

century 

Ital._.y, bu t 

in Western 

Europe, north of 

based on the 

the Pyrenees. Its 

R•bblnic model, 

leadership struct ure vae 

but reflected Chrlatlan 

influence. Unlike the Jewa 

leadership was baaed on a 

···UU4.·1 pp. 409-13 

&&•1k14. , pp . 4133- 18. 

under the Ca l iphate, whose 

r l9ld hierarchy combined wi't.h 
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academi c knowledqe and central authority in the Yeshl va, 

Ashkenazic Jevry based mostly on To•ah k l-A ... now 'C'Uge and 

local authority. Unlike t he Babylonian model, Ra bbinic 

leadership served without material reward or great public 

fa nfare. The importance of was ' of cen tral Torah study 

cone et n fr om the ver y beg i nnings of Aahkenazl c Jewry . LL 7 

unlike their c o reliqioni sts under Islamic rule, study of 

secular s ubjects was not at a ll emphasized. 

The three approac hes found in medieval Jewish theo l oqy 

developed in response to the poll tlcal and ldeologlcal 

dimate of the Middle Ages. In As hkenaz , we see the 

eroergence of the talmudlats. In the orient, we find the 

emergence of the philosophica l achoo!. In Spain, we fi nd t he 

emergence of t he mystical school. 

Representative of the ta laudists ls Rabbi Solomon ben 

Isaac, known as Rashl, WhQ wrote i n the 11th century, and 

the Tosaf ista, whose work appeared ln the 12th and 13th . 

Rashl wrote the premier commentary to both the Blble and t he 

Talmud . The Toaaphists wrote additional notes to t'll•udlc 

commentac i es which c~me before them, partlcularly that of 

Rash 1 . The talmudiata were concerned with thorouqhly 

e lucldatlnq the traditions contained ln the halakhah and the 

agqadah . They attempted to solve contradictions in the Bi ble 

and the Talaud, and show how the e vent• in the Bible were 

"11 terally" true. They used exegesis, q1:a..atical 

1&71JU4., pp . 458-60. 



Chepter 4: Medieval Literature, SNl9• 8S 

explanations, and somet imes even resorted to aqgadah in 

order to shov that the Bible was true. Thi s approach 

resulted pat: t ly f EOlft their context. Ashkenazl c Jewry waa 

thoroughly grounded ln Biblica l and Tal1M1dic education but 

disdained iro• study of 'foreign sciences,' like philosophy . 

Religious life vaa all encoapassing and its study was the 

only subject qiven serious consideration by scholars. The 

pervasive role of religion in society was shaped by the 

cultural environmen t: not only ln the Jewish community wer e 

reliqlon and religious study all encompassinq but in the 

Chri st ian world as well. 

The literal approach of Ashkenaz in Bible commentary 

may a lso have been a direct response to Christian pressure. 

The Church used interpretation of script ure to claim that 

Christianity was the true religion. The talmudlsts, by 

concentrating on the literal 1Mtaning of the Biblical t&xt 

and usinq aldrash sparinqly, were able to disprove Chriatlan 

claims. 

! n the ox lent, find the emergence of the philoaoph1 c • 
approach. Representative of this -thod ls the Biblical 

commentary o f Rabbi Abraham ibn Kzra in the end of the 11th 

and beginning of the 12th century, and the philosophic 

writings of Rabbi Hoses ben Maimon, Maimonides, in the 12th 

century . These .. n were influenced by Hellenic thought which 

they encountered through Hoslem culture. Jn the lands of t he 

Caliphate, .Jeva enqaqed ln secular as well as religious 
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5 tudles. The synthesis of religion and l reve atlon was the 

111perat L ve. Halmonldes, ln his int r od uction to the Horeb 

ttebukh1m, "The Guide o f the Pez:plexed, 11 s late d that he was 

l"ri t 1 ng for those who had stud!ed philosophy and were 

perplexed because of the contradictions between reason and 

cellgion. 11 • The philosophers used alleqory to prove that 

t he Bible's "real• truth lles in its rationality . Biblical 

s t o ries, the phll09ophers said, allegorically teach truths 

wh i c ti any rational person could deteuai ne. 

In Spain we find the emergence of a third approach, 

that of the mystics. Spain was ruled by the Chrl s tlans until 

t he Arab conquest i rt 711. Ourlnq the years prior t o the 

conquest, Spanish Jewry was influenced by ils Christian 

environment. After 711, Hosle• culture was influential until 

Lhe Christian rec onquest in the 11th century. 11 ~ Under these 

conditions we underat~nd the development of the mystica l 

approach. Hyatlcis• is a synthesis ot philosophy and 

r eligion: couched in phllosophlc lanquaqe, lt atte•pts to 

prove that the truths of reliqion are prlaary. While the 
.. 

philosophic approach atte•pted to prove that the stories of 

teliglon were nothing but allegory, the mystics attempted to 

11•Hoses Haiaonldea, The Gulde of the Perplexmj, Sblomo 
Plnes, tr. (Univeralty of Chlcaqo: Chlcaqo), 1963, P· 5s 
Rabbinic edition: p. 4a. 

11••spain," socyclooedia Judaica (Keter: Jerusalem), 
1972, Vo l. 15, pp. 222-27. 
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prove that these a toz:ies really happened, but had symbol ic 

8 lgni f icance . 

Representative of the mystical school of Spain is Rabbi 

Hoses ben Nachman, known as Nachmanidee or t he Ramban and 

Moses ben Shem Tov de Leon both of whom lived in t he 13th 

century . Ra•ban f llled his Torah commentary with symbol le 

c omments which c onnect: the Bible to the Mys t i c Tree. Hoses 

de L~on ls aost likely the author of the Zohar, the most 

inf luentia l Kabbalistlc text . 120 

The difference between the talmudlsta , phllosophers and 

mystics ls found in t heir approach, not in their conc lusion. 

All three concluded that Judalsm was a reliqion of truth, 

but a 11 three d lsaqr eed on what that truth was and how it 

should be lnterpreted . The Talmudists sald that Judalsm 

should be intez:preted strictly from Bibli c al a nd Rabbinic 

sources . The philosophers said that philos ophy was the basis 

o l t ruth, and that "revelation" teaches truth that anyone 

wlth the proper intellectual t r alnlnq co~ld intuit. The 

tnystics said that Judaism contained 11 symbol le" truth which 

• 
can only be understood by those trained in the secrets of 

mysticism . 

The halakhlc syete• did not divide the three : a ll 

agreed that Judals• was to be based on HITZVOT. Yet lt i s 

not surprising to find that they all disagreed over the 

~2o"zohar,• ancyclppodla Jud11ca (Keter: Jerusalem), 
1972, Vol. 16, pp. 1209-11 . 
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rea0ons for the conmand-.ents. The talmudists brldqed the gap 

caused by the contradlctlon between Di v ine will and human 

freedo11 by e•phaslzln9 the complete obedience of !'Olln. Thus, 

commandments were given so Mn could know the Divine wlll 

3nd follow God' s ways. The philosophers were not satisfied 

with a vlew of the world in which authority was placed in 

t.he handas of heaven alone. Han, they said, participates in 

t he Universal Soul through rationalism. The commandiaents 

were "qiven•• l n order 1111ake man fully rat l onal. The 

ph l losopher truly understands the "reasons" ( 1. e. the 

rationality) for the halakhah. The path to eternal life for 

t he philosopher ls not obedience to God through perfor mance 

ot HITZVOT, but activation of the intellect through 

philosophic training. The mystics add to the Rabbinic 

tr ad l tl on a dl f ferent dimension: SOD, the myst lcal " secret." 

According to the caystlc, each and every HITZVAH has an 

internal force whlch kindles the hidden Divine lights of the 

S 1 PHBROT 1 the myatlcal tree. The halakhah becomes a way to 

prepare both mlnd and body for the ascent up the tree to 

encounter God. The endeavors to penetrate the 

mystical ll9ht hidden in each conui.and, each verse, each 

word 1 and even each letter of the tradltlon.~2~ 

Now let us turn our attention to xepresentatlvea ot the 

three school• of thought and see how they understood HATTAN 

&a~chal• Hanoch, HABAMBAlf K'HOKIR U'MKUBAL (Torah L'Aai 
Jeruaalea), 1978, pp. 13-16 . 
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·roRAH. We sha ll exaaine the Biblica l commentari es of Raehl, 

Ramban, and !bn Ezra on Kxodus 1 9 and 20 t o determine what 

significance t he concept of revelation of Tot a h held for 

them. These men develo ped t heir systems of thought upon both 

t he Biblical and aqgadlc tradition whi c h we have examined, 

but they add somethlnq new to the text: a i.ystemat le 

approach. 

Unlike the st udy of aqqadic litera ture, we have little 

pcob leM dating the medieval material: we know who these men 

were, when they lived, their biographies, and the histol'. l e a 1 

c l rcums tances which affected their lives . Therefore , l t 

s t1al l be muct1 easier to make general lzations about how t hey 

may have been lnfl uenced by their historical contexts. Now 

we s hall look at their bloqraphies and commenta ries to see 

how they flt into the puzzle of .aedleva l Jewish thou~t. 

Rashi: Hls Li fe and Co.nentary on Exodus 19 and 20 

The flowerinq of Ashkenaz took p l ace in northern France 
& 

during the 10th and 1 1th centuries. Here the mystical trends 

of southern Italy were toned down but not c ompletely 

discarded. Franco-German Jewish a ociety was a merchant 

socie ty deep ly i n vo l ved in Torah study and ruled by 

halakhah. out of Aahkenaz caae the f lr:st. al1nost c omplete , 

co11Aentary on the Tal•ud and t he Bi b le, t he c o..entary of 

Rashl. Theae ha ve re.ained the bas is of t raditional Jewish 
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Biblical and Talmud study to th is very day.~ ~~ 

Rabbi Soloaon ben Isaac, known as Rash!, was bocn in 

1040 in Troyes, France. Troyes was the capi ta l of Champagne 

a nd thus attracted many merchants . It is not surprls lng then 

that Raehl was well educated and acquainted with numerous 

aspects of medieval life. After his .arrlage, he went to 

Hainz where he studied with Jacob ben Yakar and Isaac ben 

Judah . Fro• there, he IM>Ved to Worms where he studied wi t h 

Isaac ben Eleazar Halevy . At the age of 25, he returned to 

Troyes, but ma l ntained close contact with hls teachers . All 

t h ree of hi s daughters married prominent sch¢ lars. He 

founded a school which soon ca1ae to rival those at Mainz and 

Worms.~ 23 During Rashi's life the pressure upon Jews living 

under Christian rule inte nsi f ied . Rashl survived the Fiest 

Crusade in 1096, but many of his friends and relatives were 

killed.•24 Raehl died in the year 1105. 

In hla Biblical co.-entary, Rashi e•ployed a .ethod of 

exegesis which c ould be characterized as a coapromlse 

between pahat and drash. His goal was to give a ll~eral 

explanation of the Biblical text. He therefore f avored the 

~22•ffletoxy," lncyclopedia Judaica (Keter: Jerusalem), 
1972 , Vol. 8, p. 667. 

~am"Raahi," Bpcyclopedla Judaica (Keter: Jerusalem), 
1972, Vol. 13, p . 1558 . 

~a4•Rasbi," lncvclopfldia Judtica; and, Ben Sasson, A 
History of the Jeyiab People (Harvard: calllbridqe), 1976, PP • 
414-18. 



Cftapter f 1 Medieval Literature, PA9• 91 

pshat, the "plain" read1nq, but i n cases where he co~l d not 

explain the text using thls niethod, he resorted to the 

d~ash .~ 2D The m1draeh1 c explanations he employed were always 

the closest to the plain readlnq as possible, that ls, they 

did not qo far afield in their explanat ion of the Biblica l 

t ext . Most of his comments, whether pshat or drash, are 

taken from Rabbinic sources. The res t are most ly qrammatical 

expla nations and phlloloqical co1U1ents.~~~ Rashl' s qoa l was 

t o 11 explain 11 t he Biblical text throuqti lhe use of Rabbinic 

sources. Thla ls the essence of the li teral approac h. Now we 

s hall turn our attention to hi s commentary o n Exod us 19 and 

20 to ascertain his definition of MATTAN TORAH . 

Rashl · -closely adheres to Rabbini c notions of what 

HATTAN TORAH saeans. Unlike the philosophers and the Mystics, 

he did not want to uncover the Bible's hidden meaning by 

a pplylnq a forelqn systea to it. Rather, Rash1 qoee throuqh 

t he text, verse by verse, word tor word , and presents t he 

c omments of the sages which most clearly brlnq out the 

literal meanlnq. At tlMes he presents some mldrash: e\ther 

whe n he cannot explain the text literally or when the drash 

do~s not stray too far from the plain meauing. 

In chapters 19 and 20 of Bxodua, most of Rashl's 

c ommentary ia taken fro• the Hek ilta, but he also takes from 

12•azra Zion Melamed, Bible 
Jerusalea), 1975, pp. 359-66. 

comn~ntatois (Hagnes: 
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various tractates Of Talmud and other mldrashlc 

coapllati~ns. Rashl'e 1nethod ls closest to the aqqadlc 

style: lt develops lapulsively . This 18 because Rashi 

co llects what he fee ls is the best Rabbinlc explanatlon of 

the problem in the text. Thus, he synthesizes the Rabbinic 

literature and the Biblical text. 

The following excerpts from Rashi's coDllllentary will 

s how how Rashl drew from Rabbinic sources what he felt were 

the s implest explanations of the Biblical text. The first 

slx exa•ples present notions which we encountered in our 

examination of the Hekllta and the Peoikta. 

l. Bxodus 1911 "On that 
begun "on this day," 
day?" So that the words 
as if lt was just qiven 

very day : " The text should 
why does it say "on that 

of Torah should be new to 
to you today. 127 

have 
very 
you, 

2. 19:2 •ffavinq journeyed from Rephldia:" Why does it 
repeat the explanation of where- they were coainq from 
since it already aaye that they were encaaped in 
Rephldl• and therefore that is where they were coalnq 
froa? Thia conn~• their leaving Rephldla to their 
arrival at the Stn•l desert, just like their arrival at 
Sinai was with TSSHUBAH, so their leavinq Rephidi• was 
wl th TBSHUBAH. 12• 

3. 19:4 "On eagle's wingB," like an eagle who carries 
ita young on its wlngs. Other birds carry thelr 9oung 
between their feet because they fear birds that fly 
above thea. But the eaql~ fears only ma~ who could 
shoot •n an:ow at it land does not fear other blrds l, 
since no bird can fly higher than lt. Therefore, it 
puts its young on its wings, saying, 'better the arrow 
should strike · .. . ~ban •Y children.• Ood did likewise: 
Bx. 14:19-20, "The anqel of God, who bad been going 
ahead of the Israelite ar•Y now llOVed and followed 

1a78ee above, p. 67; P9tlkta, p. 102a, l05a, l07a; All 
translatlona of Raahl's co ... ntary are •Y ovn. 

1 a•see above, p. 35; Mekilta, pp. 193-94. 
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from in 
· and it 

behind the•; and the plll~r of cloud shifted 
front of them and took UJ> a place behind them, 
caae between the .-ray of the Bgyptlana and the 
Israel ... " and even aray of 

though the Egyptians were s hooting 
arrows and sharp 
deflecting thea. 12• 

atones at them, the cloud was 

4. 19:17 "Hosea led the people out of the camp toward 
God , " Thls teaohea that God's presence went out to meet 
the• like a bridegrooa goea to receive his bride, as it 
says Deut. 33:2, "The Lord ca1M from Sinai," but it 
does not say, "to Blnal . " 1 >0 

5 . 20:1 "all these thi ngs saying," Thia teaches that 
the Holy One said the decaloque in one utterance, 
so1Mtthln9 which la laposslble for a man to do. If this 
ls t rue, then why does lt continue: "I the Lord am your 
God •• • You shall have no other gods besides He?" This 
teaches that God went back and explained each and every 
command.•~• 

6. 20: 8 "Remember the sabbath day," "Re~mber" and 
"keep" (Deut. 5:12) were said ln one utterance. Just 
like Bx. 31:14, "You shall keep the sabbath, for it le 
holy for you. He who profanes it shall be put to 
death," and Num. 28:9-10, "On the sabbath day: two 
yearling laaba without bleaiah ... a burnt offerlnq fot 
every sabbath ..• " ~leo, Deut 22:11, "You shall not 
wear cloth coablnlnq wool and llnen" and v. 12 •You 
shall .ake tassels " Also, Lev. 18:16, •oo no t 
uncover the nakedness of your brother's wife• and Oeut . 
25:5, "Her husband's brother shall unite with her." 
(All these were said in one utterance,) as it says, Pa. 
62:12 "One t hing God has spoken , two things have I 
heard . • •~3 

All these co-.ente, gleaned fro• Aggadic literature, are 

presented to explain the Biblical text according to the best 

(1 .e. the aost literal) Rabbinic comment . 

12•see above, p. 37; Mekilta, PP· 201-02. 

~~osee above, pp. 69-70; Peaikta, pp. 104a-105a . 

•31see above, pp. 48-49; Hekllta, P· 252. 
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lo connect ing the Bibl ica l t e xt to the 

agqa dlc literature, we see thJ t Rash i a lso makes c onnections 

to the Talmud: 

1. Ex. 19:13 "He s ha ll be cast d own," Fr o m here we 
learn that they should be thrown down lnto a stoning 
pit vhich is two lengths high. Sanhedrin 45a. 

2. 20:13 "You shall not steal," This means stealing 
people, (i . e. kidnapping) because stealing money ls 
prohlblted ln Lev. 19:11, "You shall not steal ." How do 
we know this ls c orrect and that lt la not the other 
way around, that Bx. 20:13 prohlblta stealing money and 
Lev. 19:11 prohiblte kidnapping? You know from the 
context, since fthe other prohibitions ln Bx. 20:13) 
0 You ehall not iaurder," and "You shall not co-lt 
adultery" both require the death penalty to be qlven by 
the couEt, so here, "You shall not steal" requi r es the 
death penalty by the court . Sanheslrio 86a. 

Rashl offers nu.-erous qral'llnatical explana t ions (fl, 

below) and oftan explains Biblical words by offeri ng quotes 

fr o m other s ections of the Bible (12 ) o r from the Aramai c 

t r a nslation (13) . SoaetllDes, Rash! transla tes diffic ult 

wo rds lnto F rench for the reader (14). Unlike the other two 

colftlDentators we shall exa•ine, rarely doee he dlqress to 

give hla opinion . Rather, he allows his selection o t source 

material, whether Rabbinic, Biblical, or translation , t o 

s peak for hla1 

1 . Bx. 19:18 A.BHAN KULO, "vas all smoke," Atl~AN ls not 
a noun aince the SHIH ls appointed wlth a PATACH, bu t 
i t le a PA'AL verb, llk~ SHA.HAR, SHAN'AH, that ls why 
Onkelos translated "lt vaa all s.oklnq" and not "it was 
full of eaioke" •.. 

2. 19:5 sKGULAH ..ans "a treasured poaseaai on• like 
Bcclee. 2:8, •treasures of k109a,• i.e . expenelve 
utenaile and precloaa atones that kinqa store. So you 
are Hy treasured possession a110n9 all the nations. Bat 
do not aay that you alone are Mine and I have no one 
else other than you: I have others so that you should 
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be knovn aa Hy favorite. As it says, Ex. 19:5, "Indeed , 
all the earth la mine," but in MY eyes, th 
worthless. ey_are 

3. 19:4 "how I bore you," Onkelos translates it "and 1 
.ade you travel," revising the text ln order to show 
proper respect to God. 

4. 20:23 "Do not ascend Hy altat by 
build the ascent to the altar, do not 
step, "echelons" in French, but make 
sloping. 

steps," When you 
make it step by 

1t one part and 

A.a stated, Rashi prefers the pshat to the dras h ln hi s 

explanations. He provides aqgadlc material that closely 

adheres to the al•ple meaning. When he does give the dtash , 

he often .entlona the pahat first: 

1. Bx. 19:17 B'TACHTIT HA'HAR, accordinq to its pshat 
thla means "at the foot of the mountain." And accordi ng 
to the draah, it means that the mountain was ripped out 
of the ground and placed over the• like a roof. Sbabbat 
88a. 

2. 20:2 "who brought you out of t he land of Egypt," the 
Kxodus alone was s u fficient for you to serve He. 
Another interpretation: Because He appeared to them at 
the sea aa a warrior doing battle now revealed Hi.self 
to them as an elder full of mercy ... just because 1 
c hange Hy appearance, do not say that there are two 
powexa: I alft He who took you out of Egypt and c rossed 
you over the sea. 

It ia clear that Rashi's qoal is to explain the 

problems in the Blbllcal text through Rabbinic sources. Host 

of his co-.nta att-pt to give the simplest exp lanation 

possible, the pahat. He does at tlmea use aggadic 

explanation• which are not pahat, but bxlng us f urthet away 

from the plaln, or literal, explanation . These aldrashic 

explanations are usually introduced as such, or are qlven 

with other explanations. 
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ben Isaac was writlnq hls commentary for 

the learned masses of Aahkenaz who were well acquainted wlth 

the soui:cea. He synthesized the Blble and Rabbinic 

llterature ln a concise and easy to use co1111nentary . Rashl's 

objective was to brlnq the text to life throuqh Talmudic and 

aqqadic sources alone, not because these were the only ones 

dt his disposal, but bec ause in his Aahkenazlc context there 

was 110 reason to do otherwise. 

Rash i c reateG no concept o f HATTAN TORAH independent 

from the aqqadic notions he presents. His methodology ls to 

c reate a syn~heais of the best (i.e. simplest) Rabbinic 

explanations. He does not provide a systematic theoloqy of 

Judaie•, rather, his theology is closest to that of the 

aqqadlc material which presents theological "statements" but 

not syete.atlc thought. As we found in the aggadlc 

literature these stateMents are offered lmpulslvely and not 

taken to their ulti .. te conclusions. For example, he treats 

the proble~ of anthropomorphism in a few coavaents in Exodus 

19 and 20. Raehl presents material which shows that he is 
• 

clearly aware of the ··problea posed by anthropomorphic 

descriptions of God: 

1. see above, Rashl•a co..ent on Kx. 19:4, where he 
offers Onkelos• translation and states that he 
translates this so ln order to "order to shov proper 
respect to God." 

2. 19:8 "And Hosea brought back the people's words to 
the Lord,• ••• Ia lt true that Moaee had to brln9 it 
back to 004? No, lt la just that the text teach~ you 
prope~ 9ilnnera throu9b Ho•••· Hosea did not say: since 
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He who sent lfte already knows the answer I do riot have 
to brlnq lt back to Hla. Sbabb.)t 87a. 

3. 19:18 "Now Hount Sinai was all in s1ooke, for the 
Lord had co.-e down upon lt in fire; the smoke rose like 
the aaoke of a kiln," . .. What does "kiln" teach? To 
aake lt understandable to the human ear - it gives 
humankind a known syabol, just like: Hos. 11:10, "The 
Lord vlll roar llke a lion." After all, who qave 
strength to the lion to roar ln the f lrst place if not 
God? Yet, th•· text coapares Hla to a llon? Thia ls 
because we ttave to compare Him to his c reat i on ln order 
to understand Hla . Another exaaple of this ls Rzek. 
43:2, •wtth a r oar like the roar of mighty water s , was 
the Presence of the God of Israel." Who qave a roar to 
t he waters if not Hla? Yet we compare Him to His 
creatlon? To maka Hl• understandable. 

4 . 20:11 "and He rested on the seventh day," ls it 
possible for Hl • to write about Himself that He rested? 
Thie ls to teach anan a fortioxi that even thouqh he may 
sti ll be toiltnq in his work when the sabbath comes 
t hat he Must ~est. 

Clearly Rashi and the aggadah from wh ich he drew his 

co..ents knew of the problews posed by anthropomorphic 

statements deactlblng God. Yet, .instead of developing a 

systeaatlc approach to this problea, these Biblical texts 

are used a8 oppoEtunlties to make theoloqlc statements 

concexnlnq how the world operates. 

This i8 not the case with the philosophers. They 

recognized the proble11& lnhexent i n the deacrlptlona of the 

God of the Bible. Thus, they sou~ht to explain these 

statements (and the entire Bible by extension) as 

d if Po88ible at all, ate allegorical. Oeacrip~one of Go , 

only poealble in the negative. Any description of God 

implies ll•lta. Any Divine action implies change of will. 

Philo•ophy and Judala• introduced soMethlnq The aynthea la of g 
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in whi ch a f 1 ore Qn system, namely Helle ni c 

ph l l osophy, W.98 synthes 1 zed wl th the e lbllca l text . Now we 

s ha 1 1 t u r n t o t he commenta•y of a h 
A. ma n w o r epresents t he 

phi losophi c school: Abraham lbn Ezra. 

Abraham ibn Bzra: His Life and Commentary on Exodus 19 a nd 20 

The reintroduction and penetrat ion of Greek philosophy 

into Judaism occur red in qeogra phl c area a which were 

Influenced by I s lami c s o c iety and culture . Lt s l n f 1 uences 

can be s e e n in the rational ist tendenc i es of medieval Jewish 

phi l osophic writlnqs and c ommentaries . The qeonlm o f the 

10th and 1 1th century appealed to rationalism in t h e i r 

works. They atte~pted to brldge the qap between the two 

truths of the ir society: ratlonallam a nd revelation. Baadiah 

Gaon, i n hls Book of Beliefs a nd Oplnlono explained Jewlah 

theory and practice on s ystematic rat ional qrounds. He 

argued t hat man must use his rational intellect as well as 

accumulated traditio n (i .e. Talaud1c argument) . 1 ~~ 

Out of thls cultural c ontext came Abrahaa ibn Kzra . 

From the little we Jrno v of his life scholars ha ve been able 

to piece toqether ao .. what of a biography . Ibn Kzra was born 

in Tudela, Spaln, ln 1089. In the first part of his life> he 

lived ln Spaln, and .. y have travel led • to Mor th Afr lea 

s eekinq the coapany of scholars like Judah Halevi . It 15 

1 ~m"History," p . 667 . 
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poss i hle that he tnarried Halevl' s d a uqhter a nd had flve 

c hildren. •:.1
4 

The first f1 fty years of the 12th century were 

promisinq years for scholars and poets l n Spaln and Horth 

~frica . Ourinq this t ime the area was ruled by the Almorabln 

who highly valued scholarshlp and were tolerant of other 

religions . But ln 122. a new sect appeared ln J sl ~m led by 

Abdallah Almohadl. Thie new group was zealous foe Islam and 

i nt olerant of other religions. As time went o n t he sect's 

power increased until lt becaane the dominant Islamic force. 

Hany Jews were given the c hoice of death or conver s i ot1 : many 

f led to Roaoe or castile, and Ibn Bzra too, was forced to 

t lee. 1:»e 

From 1140 till his death ln 1164 , lbn Ezra lived the 

ll fe of a wanderer . First, he tra•.fel led to Rome, where he 

made contact with l•poxtant faMllies. He may ha ve tauqht the 

son of Rabb i Natan, the author o f the A.rukb. l t seeias he 

1~de both friends and enemies in Rome because ln 1147 he was 

forced to move . It ls possible that the extreme na ture of 
• 

his views may have contributed to hls wande.tlnq. He l i ved i n 

Beziers and then moved to Narbonna . At fl rat he went t o 

Nort her n Italy, then in 1148, he •oved to Provence i n France 

~m•"Abraha• ibn Ezra," Kncyclooedia Judaica , Vol. 8, P · 
1163. 

~~•Kela.ed, p. 519. 
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whet e he bef r 1 ended Jacob Ta11 . In 1158, he moved t 0 London 

and ln 1161 back to Narbonna.1~• 

Ibn Bzra's writings wez. e i n f l uenced by his life 

experience. Ke wrote nusaerous works, only some of whlch have 

come down to us . As a result of hia incessant wanderinq, 

most of these works were short treatises and not 

method 1ca11 y arranged . He began WT ltinq h i s Biblical 

commentary tn Rome and continued worklnq on lt throughout 

his wandering.&~, His philosophy ls exp~essed in scattered 

hlnts throuqhout hls commentary . He used an elusive style 

and at tlMes tantalized thtt ~eader with the phrase: "and the 

lntell1qent will understand ." It ls likely that he wanted to 

reveal his ext£e.a views only to the select few who had 

trainl nq ln philosophy. Because of the scattered nature of 

-his presentation lt ls not posslble to piece together a 

consistent syste• but lt seems clear that he was eseentlally 

a neoplatonlst and heavily influenced by Solomon ibn 

Gabirol. 131
• 

Neoplatonis• is the system developed by Plotlnus (205-

270) and h le pupl ls. It ls based on the not Lon that reall ty 

conslsls of a series of eaaanatlons fr: Ol'll the on~, etexnal 

sour~e of belnq. The first esaanation is &tslYA.., which ls aind 

or intelllqence, and the further down you qo in emanation, 

i~•IJU.sl., p . 1168. 
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~t1e more multiplication , i-perfecti d " ... on, an matter you tlrnl. 

Han brldqes the qap between sp i r it and 11\atter. Therefore he 

has the potential to unite with the Univer sa l soul and 

achieve salvation.'~• 

Let us now turn to Ibn Ezra's commentary to Exodus 19 

and 20. 1 ... 0 It shall become quite clear that he l s 

representative of the philosophic school of thouqht. Not 

on l t do we find the Neoplatoni c theory of emanations 

contalned in hls pres entation of HATTAN TORAH, but a l so we 

find a aystemat le denial of anthropomorphism through 

d lleqorlcal method. In addition, he provides t horouqhly 

cat iona l explanations for the commandments and their 

rewards . 

Ibn Ezra begins his coMMentary to Exodus 20 with ca 

rat her lonq lntroduction1. ... • l n whic h he describes the 

proble•s that anyone who looks at this c hapter rationally 

would encounter. Hany people eay that the first two coWMnds 

were the only ones qlven by God because they are in the 

f irst person. Others queetlon if the flret commandment, "l 
• 

the Lord aa your God ••. " l s a command at all . They ask: can 

·~·"Heoplatonia•," &ncyclopecJia Judalca, Vol. 1 2 , PP · 
958-60; Dagobert o. Runea, plctlonarv of Phlloeooh~ (Helix: 
New Jersey), 198• , p. 256. 

1.•oaeferences to Ibn Ezra•e conuaentary are from: Ashex 
Valzer, eeryabei ffa•Torab l'B•beDU Avr•ba• lbn lzxa (Rav 
Kook: Jeruaale•), Vol. 2, Bxodue, 1977; verses and the first 
few words of the co ... nt will aleo be .. ntloned. 

~·•22. £.lt.., pp. 125-130; "YBSH SHE'BLOT KABHOT ... " 
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il system based on a coau11andlng God also command belief in 

that God ? Fur thermore, we are not able to cateqorlze it as 

pos ltlve or neqatlve .••~ 

On top of these problema, the rati onal person must as k 

why there are differences ln the two enumerations of the 

decaloque. For example, in Exodus 20: 8 we are told, 

"Remember (ZAJCHOR) the sabbath day," and ln Deuteronomy 

~:12 , "Observe (SHAMOR) the sabbath day . "• 1~ The Rabbinic 

res pons e to this problem l s that both were said ln one 

utterance. 1 ~• This is problematic for Ibn Ezra : 

What did our sages say about this problea? They sa ld : 
• 1obsei:ve" and "i:emember" were said in one \ttterance. 
And this state1Aent ls the qreatest of all the proble.s 
which I shall explain. God forbid that they were 
incorrect, for our knowledqe ls less than theirs, lt is 
just that s ome people of oui: qenei:ation thouqht that 
they were speaklnq literally, and they were not. 1

•
0 

There are more problems with this notion: 1f both were 

rea lly sald at the same time, why dldn't the Bible s imply 

say "Remember and observe the sabbcth day?" Finally, i t ls 

not "rational" to think that many verses could be said at 

once. As Ibn Kzra concludes: "Reason does nol s upport all 
• 

these things. And the most difficult of the thlnqs that I 

1•21...QU., "AMRU RABIH . . . V'SHB'BLOT KA8HOT HE'ELBH . 11 

,.,..:llT ... IA 
~·, 

HA I PARASHA ••. II 

p. 126, "V'HIN8I 

" 448ee above, Chapter 3, P· 

AICACHNlJ KA.RAMU ZO 

14WJbn Kzia, p. 126, "V'KA 1 ABHBR HIPABNU B'DIVRKI 
HAZAL . •• "All txanelatlons of Ibn Bzra's commentary are 

mine. 

I. 
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mentioned, la that every wonder d b one y Hoses has an elei»ent 

0 t l roaq 1nat1 on, and the 1 ntell lqent will underetand . " 14& 

"Jmaqlnat lon" ls a c ode word for the ph1lo8'lphers . Miracles 

occur in the lmaglnatlon , or in dreams o r v isions, because 

they are not real. The dreamer just thinks t hat they are. 

Fl nally, lf tnese thlnqs were really sald in one uttera nce, 

this ~ould have been the q reates l o{ a ll mira~ les, f or even 

lf yo u s hould say that God does not speak llke man, how 

would ma n understand God's words? 1 47 So Jbn Ezra conc ludes 

t ha t l t ls s imp 1 y not rational to c onc lude t hat t hese 

contradictions were said "in one utterance." 

In order to properly explain these contradictions Ibn 

Ez r a examines that nature of Bibli cal Hebrew . I t l s c lear to 

t hose who know, that the words c hange but meanlnqs remain 

Lhe same.~~u Ther efore, t he fact tha t the second enumeration 

uses d l f fer en t l anguaqe need not bother us, beca use t he 

mea ning is the same . For exa1aple , the reason tor ••rememc er'' 

is that all week lonq you ace to remellber the sabbath so 

that when it comes you "observe" it : 

Know that the back of the brain ls remelllbrance, in this 
place fOJ:N are kept. Therefor:e, re11e1tbrance i_ncludes 
k .. pin9. Th• reason for "retMtllbez" ls that every day he 
should re .. aber what day of the week lt is, and all 
thla le done eo that he "keeps" seventh day and does no 
work on it • •. so when God aald "reae•ber" all thole who 

&~•1JU4., p. 127, "V•AIN HADA'AT SOVBLET KAL ELEH ... " 

l•71A14., ttv•HIMBI IBH HA'OAVAR HA'P8LXH V'PKLBH . .. 
SHB•HU KAVBD MIN HA•DtVUR B'VAT ACHAT." 

.. ~-~.I "AMAR AVRAHAM HA·HICHAB8R ••• ti 
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CO!IRIObend underdtand that its meaninq ls identical to 
"keep,• aa 1£ they .__~e said 

-- -- w~~ ln one utterance.~ 49 

The noti on of "forms• ls c r ·uclal t o an understanding o{ I bn 

Ezra ' s c ommentary . From the above comment it becomes clear 

Lhat "in one utterance" (B'VAT ACHAT) l s a&sociated with t he 

Heoplatonl c not ion of for1n5 ln lbn 8zra ' s reinterpretation . 

God " reveals" f o ra>.s whi c h tt1e ph i losopher ca n compr e hend . 

!bn Ezra emp ties t he Rabbini c idea , "in one ut tecance," of 

i t s Ra b b ini c meanlnq and fills it with a Neoplatoni c 

phl l osophi c notion . 

Ibn Ezx:a's philosophi c oriental ion CcUI a l so be 

demonstrated through an examination of the reasons he qlves 

!or t he c ommandments and their rewards. In Exodus 20 : 12 we 

cead, "Honor your father and your mother, that you may lonq 

endure on the land that the Lord your God is asslqninq you ." 

'Lonq llfe' ls the reward for honoring parents. lbn Ez ra, tn 

his introduction, c~nts: 

Fro• the rational facility, which God has i•planted in 
..an'a alnd, he knows that he aust treat with respect 
those who treat hi• well. For exa•ple, the child is 
b rought into the world by his paren~a: they wean bi•, 
nurse him, raiae hi~, and give hi• drink, food and 
clothes. Therefore, he must honor them all his life . 
They are the reason for his being alive on t ne face of 
the earth, and that la why (Scrlpturel says that lts 
reward is "that you may long endure ... tti::io 

In hl s dlacuaalon of the reasone for the sa bbath, Ibn 

Ezra tells ua that Jews are to observe this day becouse it 

l4•1JU.4., p. 129, "V'DA KI 8 1ACHARIT MOACH ." 

,sowk•A •u•Kr'sHIKUL HA'DA'AT . " 
~· 1 

• 

.. • 
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for wisdom (HOCHHAH) . On the sa bbat~, one 

ohould be alone (L'HI TBODBD) in order t 
~ L o rest and tur n aside 

from one's work. "1'o be alone" 1 th s ano er important c ode 

word for the philosophers, lt means to separate from the 

world and reflect upon ph11oeophical matter a.1 ~1 

According to Ibn Bzra, there are three c ateqories of 

HITZVOT : COnuDandments of the mind , c ommandments of the 

tongue, and commandments of act i on. All three cateqorles 

have both positive and neqati ve commandments. For example: 

coirunandments of the mind inc lude "love the Lord your God" 

(Deut . 11:1) and "do not ha t e vour neiqhbor i n your he art" 

(Lev. 19:18); comma ndments of the tongue include the 

reci t ati on of the Shema and 0 you s t.all not revile God" (Ex. 

22 : 27 ); and, commandments of action are so self evident that 

he provides u& with no examples. Accordinq t o Tbn Ezra, 

comaandments of the mind are the raost importan t : 

The conmandments of the mind are the most important a nd 
essential of all the coa.andments. Many people think 
that there are no punish.ants associated with the 
thoughts of the mlnd, except concerning idolatry. It is 
true that idolatiy is the worst of all evil thoughts, 
but the rest put together are equal to it, after ~ll, 
doean•t tt say: "Six things the Lord hates" (Prov. 
6116), and among the•: "A mind that hatches evil plots" 
( vs . 18 ) • 1 c.:a 

Thus, the flrat co~ndment, "I t he Lord arR your God," l s 

the most important of all : 

1011.JU.d.., pp . 136-37; Ex . 20:8. 

i•alJU.sl., p . 135; 
DKRACHIH." 

ttV 1 KOL HA'MlTZVOT AL SHALOSH 

.. 
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Therefore, the flrst coovoandment ts t h t 1 e mos mportant 
compared to the nlne COll\ll\iM\ds tha t follow it . It ls the 
closest lo co-.andments of the mi d Th 
this collllftand t l th n . e reason for 

men s at you should believe and that 
your mind should be without doubt . .. •~~ ' 

It ls lnterestlnq to note t hat lb n Ezra does OQ.t; dee la re 

t hat 1 t is a c onuaandment of the mi· nd. R th h a · er e only says 

that it ls closest to this cateqory. In an elusive wa y, he 

communicates to us hi s opinion that a commandinq God cannot 

"command" belief ln Hlll\8elf. 

Like all the pP.ilosophers , lbn Ezr-a has a tremendous 

amo un t. of dlfflculty with anthropomorphic descriptions of 

God . He s ystematic ally discounts every anthropomorphic 

descri ption in Exodus 19 and 20.'~• Hece ~re two examples: 

1. Ex. 19:20, ... When man wants t o talk about thlnqs 
that are qreater than he, froN the uppermost world, he 
brinqs then down until they are imaqinable to him, ~ 
if they were in the Lmaqe of aan, so that thos e who are 
listenlnq to him can understand.&eo 

2. Kx. 20:19, VA'YOHER ADONAI, Hany people have er red 
because they thought that "from the heavens He let you 
hear His voice to discipline you" (Oeut. 4 :36) was 
referring to Mount Sinai since it is written: "The Lord 
caae down upon Mount Sinai, on the top of the mountain" 
(Bx. 19:20) and now it says "that I spoke to you from 
the heavens" (Ix. 20:19). Those who understand •Y 
co..aentary to KBK TlSAH (see Bx. 33:21) will unders~nd 
the reason foe this (aeeaing contradlct1onl. But now, 
let Me give a parable so perhaps those who have no 
brain will understand also: Ponder this, it is as l f 
there was the 1Maqe of a aan with his head in the 
heavens and hla feet on Mount Sinai . This ls the reason 

•a~!.R.1.Sl., p. 131; "V'HINEI ZEH HA'D180R HA'RISHON." 

1is-. ~·, p. 120 Bx. 19: 3; p. 134, 
PANAI"; p. 135, Bx. 20:5 "LO TISHTACHAVBH 
TA'ABDBH, BL KANA"; p . 142, Bx . 20:21, "AVO." 

Bx . 2 0: 3, "AL 
LA.CHEM, V'LO 

•0•1R1Jl., p . 124 . 

' ' -~ ___. 
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for the word: "and He came down," and "that 1 s poke to 
you froa the heavens ," j ust like "on that day, He •will 
s et Hls feet on the Hount o f Olives" (Z h 1~ ) k ec . ., : 4 . 
Because ~e now, that the heavens and the earth is full 
of Hls qlory . us-. 

more way Ibn Ezra exempl1£ies the philosophic 

schoo l of thouqht le the way h0 r a tionalizes away miracles . 

For example , accordinq to lbn Ezra , the qreatest mixac le on 

Hount S lnal was the sound of the Shofar. No one had ever 

hear d a ram 's ant lei: used as a horn before: 

One i s amazed at those who say that the reason for 
"when the raa• s horn sounds a long blast" (BIMSHOCH 
HA'YOVBL) was that lt was getting louder and louder 
(Ex.19:19) . Rather, Hoses speaking BIHSHOCH HA'YOVEL 
teaches that the sound of the shofar was a great 
miracle. There was no mirac le at t he Sinai q~therinq 
greater than it: llqhtenlnq, thunder, a nd the c loud of 
q lory had all been seen before in the world, but the 
sound of the shofar was not heard unt ! l the day of the 
qiving of the Ten Commandments. 1 e 7 

From a ll that we have examined we see that Ibn Ezra 

represents t he medieval philosophi c schoo l ot t h o uqht. He 

uses a l leqory to remove any problem posed to the rational 

mind by Biblica l or Rabbinic concepts. ln hi s commentary, 

anthropomorphic descriptions of God c ome to be nothing more 

lhan alleqor 1cal descript ions created by man lo he lp 

descr ibe the way the world works . Rabbi nic notions are 

reinterpreted and qiven philosophi c content: " 1 n one 

utterance" coaes to repre~ent the Neoplaton le notion of 

"foras . " In a slailar manner, Ibn Kzra systemati ca lly q1ve& 

~ a•l.R14., p. lfl . 

~•7~., p. 122, Bx . 19:13, "V'HATlHAH AL HA'OHRIH ... " 
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t he commandments and thelr rewards a thorouqhly rational 

basis. 

HATTAN TORAH, for Ibn E2ra, is an all~gory whlch 

Leaches philosophic notions. He compares the d eca logue to 

l he Neoplatonlc syete• of emanations. 1 hi n s commen ta1y to 

Exodus 20:14, he compares the Ten Commandments to the nine 

spheres of emanation. God is not an emanation, but is 

presupposed. The nine which follow are: the diurnal sphere, 
ii. 

Lhe c o nstellations, Saturn. Jupiter, Mars, NOGA, ONES, l lle 

sun, and the moon . 10w ln another place, he compares the Ten 

Commandments to Arlatotle' s ten principle's of reality . .la• 

Ibn !Szra, in typical medieval philosophic s t yle, uses 

the litei:al i ntex pre tat ion of scripture to s how 

r a ti o na ll t y • In places where the plain sense of scripture 

goes against reason, he alleqorizes the text using 

philosophic notions . Unlike the Talmudic school, whlch used 

literal interpretation to prove that events described in the 

Bible occurred exactly the way they were descrtbed, the 

philosophers were uncoMfortable vith the Bible represent inq 

truth Lu and of 1 tsel f . Rather, they had t o br lnq Biblical 

"truth" into haraony with philosophi c truth . Th~y resorted 

to allegorical interpretation to reveal to those trained in 

p~ilosophy the real truth contained in the Bibl ica l verses. 

•••l.Rist., p. 139-40; "AMAR SCHAD HECHOCHHEI HADOR ... " 

•••1.1U4., p. 133; ax. 20:1; "V'ANSHBI HA'HBCHKAR HAZU 
KOL DIVRBI HA'GUF SHBHBM ASARAH •.. " 



Ct..pter 41 Medieval Literature, peqe 109 

The thhd medieval approach ~e shall c ons ider ls the 

•ystical school. Ky~tlcls- 1 t ... · ·~ s a syn heels of the llteral-

talaudlc approach the allegorical-phl losophlc approach. The 

mystics were not satlsfled with the "pshat" readinq ot 

scripture and, although they insisted that the Biblical text 

vas llterally true, they clalmed that lt also contained a 

••syabollc" mean1nq which becon.es apparent to thoee trained 

i n mysticism . Representative of thls school ls Rabbi Hoses 

be n Nachraan, known as the RA14BAN, or Nachmanides. 

RAHBAN: Hls Life and Commentary to Exodus 19 and 20 

Throuqhout the 13th century the Chu rch 1Min talned an 

aqqressi ve attitude toward the Jews. Within the empire, t he 

Church wa3 constantly at odds with the emperor s and rulers. 

Si nc e Jews were increasinqly involved in money lending, they 

wete quite important to the rulers and for the same reason, 

hated by the qeneral populatlon.~ao At the Fourth Lateran 

Council in 1215, Pope Innocent III decreed that Jews should 
• 

wear a special "badqe of infaay." At the sa.e time, the Pope 

appealed to the general populace by criticiz i ng Jewi sh 

usury. Thus, the Pope struck a blow against both t he Jews 

and the rulei:a. BegiuninQ in 1241, a series of dlsputations 

took place ln France in whic h the Jews vei:e put on trial and 

for:ced to defend the Talmud. Hany copies of the Talmud were 

~•0aen Saaaon, p. 477. 
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seized and bulned.L•~ Durinq t he · d pet10 between 1298 and 

1348, fal se charges aqa inst the Jewd increased. This period 

culmi nated wl th massacxes of Jews in response lo the "Black 

Death" plague of 1348-49. 1 ~~ 

ln Cnrlst l an Spain, where Nachmanides lived, lhe status 

of the Jews was cons iderab ly better than the r est o[ 

Ashkenaz. This was a result of the Reconqulsta of Spain from 

Hosle• rule ln whlch the Jews supported the Christians. In 

1 ! 47, the King of Araqon proclaimed that Jews were welcome 

! n Spain. These favorable conditions beqan to deteriorate by 

the end of the 13th century .~ •~ 

Nachmanides was born in Gerona in 1194 and died in 

Palestine in 1270. The t wo oreat events durinq hi& l i fe were 

the Second Haimonidean Controversy in 1230-32 and the 

Disputation of Barcelona in 1262. Maimonides, in his ~h 

Hebuk Lm, proposed that Ser ipture should be interpreted 

allegorica lly . The Haimonists took this position to the 

extreme, while the anti-Maimonlsts cri ticized it adamantly. 

Bane (HBRBH) and counter bans were pxoclaimed by both sides . 
• 

The anti-Hai•onlsts appealed to the Jews of Franco-Germany 

tor support. 

Nach.anides, although by no .aeans a Haimonlst, 

attempted to .adlate the controversy. He wrote to the Jews 

i•&JJU.sl., pp. 484-86. 

~~~lJU.d.., pp. 486-87. 

i•allU,d.., pp . 487-88. 
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the• not to tak e an extreme position 

against Halmonldes' works. Nachmanldes sa id that Halmonldee' 

i ntended audience wa& not t he Jews of France, but those who 

had come into contact with Greek philosophy. Unfortunately, 

h is attempts at Mediation ultimate l y tailed be<.:ause 

extre•lets on both sides qalned the uppe r hand. L"-··• 

The second 1M jOI event of Nac hmanldes' life was the 

Disputation of Barcelona . Pablo Christiani, a convert, 

cla imed that he could prove the t ruth of Jesus through the 

a ggadah ln the Tal.ud. Vhen faced with the defeat of thei t 

Rabbis in thls dlsputatlon, the Jews would naturally 

convert . I nter:est lnq to note that th l s was the same Talmud 

~hich was put on trial and burned in Paris ln 1241 in 

France. Unlike the Rabbis of France who were fo rced l nto the 

disputation as defendants only , Nachmanldes was able t o 

participate aa an equal under protect ion of the king . ••0 

In the disputation, wh ich lasted five days, Nachmanides 

argued that the aqqadah in the Talmud were just secmons 

expres~inq t he Rabbi's individual opinions dnd not bind.i 11q . 

This was not true of the halakhah which would alwa ys .ceraain 

binding . He also argued that the issue of the Hes8iah was 

not of do9 .. tic importance to Jews. The .ost important thinq 

for Jeva waa to live in purity throuqh the Torah, and, since 

&••.l.R14 p 542-45; Solomon Schechter, Studies in 
Juda~oa; 111~;. o~ Pog1001. Concepta. Moye91ntp of Thought 
lo Jewish TJaditlon (Athenua: Nev York), 1970, PP· 196-97. 

&••een 8aaeon, p. 488. 
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rewards ~re greater when faced with obs tacles , Jews wo uld 

prefer to live in exile than under the Messiah . Needless to 

s ay, the Jews djd not c onvert to Chri s tianity a nd, for hi s 

part, Nachmanldes was forced to flee for his llfe . rn 1267, 

he moved to Palestine where he lived the las t three years of 

his life a nd wrote the bulk of his Biblical commentary.1•& 

Hystl c ism f lourished in r esponse to the ph i losophi c 

approach whieh itself was a response to Moslem cultur e , but 

it did not develop solely in response Lo r a ti onalism. 

Hystlcal trends had been pre sent in Judaism s ince Tdlmud i~ 

limes , as can be seen from the famous s tory of lhe lour 

Rabbis who "enter Paradise.tt 1 & 7 However, in the Middle Aqes , 

mysticism found new theoretical dnd lite rary e xpression as 

an alternative to philosophy. This was especially true in 

13th century Spain. Here , until the beqinninq of the 12th 

century, Jewish philosophic thought developed against the 

backdrop of Moslem culture. But from the 12th century on, 

Christianity made its presence felt. The Jewish response to 

lh is pr~sence was pr i mar 11 y mysticism. i.~;i:, 

The philosopher accommodated faith to the truths of 

rationalism: revelation, anthropomorphism, and mirac les 

became theoretical issues which were explained 

alleqorically. To the mystic these notiona wera not 1ust 

~••Schechter, pp. 197-200. 

~•7ttl!IUd &ayll ttaoochet Haqlgah, p . 14b . 

i.••aen Sasson, pp. 517-20. 
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t heoretical issues but spir ltual foci : they explained how 

the vorld operates. 1 •~ The talmudlate explained Blbllca l 

stories literally. Thus, Exodus 19 and 20 tell ~xactly what 

happened on Sinai and how Israel was hlstorlcally chosen 

over the natlone. The ~ystlc did not view Sinai as just a 

historical event: but a paradiqm of revelatlon full of 

secret meaninq: HATTAN TORAH is symbolic of onqoinq mysti c al 

cevelatlon . It has "hidden" meaninq whic h l s yet to unfold 

to the mystic. This hidden meaninq is t he decisive one for 

the mystic. 1 ,..;. 

The my~tlc views reality t hrouqh the s pherot ot the 

mysti c tree. By understandlnq how the tree operales, the 

mysti c understands how God, and thus, Lhe world operates. 

The tree describes the ea.anatlons of God's attrubutes: 171 

• 

..... IPH· 

1.7oGerahoa G. Scholea, Ha1oi Trend& l~~lsh Hyatlclsm 
(Schocken: Nev York), 1941, PP· 7-10 . 

1. 71.1.RJJS.., pp. 211-17. 

• 



Chapter 41 Medieval L1ter•ture, P•9• 114 

Keter (supreme crown) 

Bina (lntel llqence ) 
Chochm.; ( w l s d om) 

Gevura h (power/punishmen t ) Chesed Cl ove) 

RachaMi~ (compassion) 

Hod (majestyl Netzach <lastinq end ur anc e) 

Yesod (bas ls) 

Malchut Ckinqdom) 

The mystic a tte•pts to "reunite" with God by reverslnq the 

process of e.anation and "c llmbinq up" the tree. Alonq the 

way, the aystlc encounters different attributes of God . The 

Torah beco.es a mystical manual describinq ho~ the cosmos 

operates. The ayatic's primary concern in lntecpcet1nq the 
• 

Torah is to discover its secrets (80001'). The dra5h is all 

lMportant to the mystic for through Lt he excends the 

n~aning of the Biblical text to uncover lts hidden 

meanlnqs. 172 Nach.anides' commentary to the Torah Is full of 

mystica l symbolia• referring the reader to the aystlc tree. 

Nach~nidea, like tbn Bzra, wrote in an elusive style 

which only hints at his true meanlnq. There ar:e some 

~721.JU..!l., pp. 10-14. 
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indlcatlone that, at fht>t, he wanted to reveal More 

mysticism in hls commentaries but he fell 111 and was told 

ln a dream not to revea l too much and so he cho8e this style 

for hl 8 commentary.~ ~~ These h i nts often take the form of 

~ryptlc references to t he mys t lc tree. Jn hi s comme ntary to 

Exodus 19~5 , he c ompares i:evelatlon to the "Yes od" of the 

myst le tree: 

"Indeed !lll the earth is Hine" ... (this verse means) 
that I am the land called ~. llke my co1PMentacy to 
the verse "and the Lord blessed Abraham with all 
thinqs" (Gen. 24:1), a nd those wlth lntelllqence wll l 
understand. 1 74 

In Nach1nanides• co...entary to Genesis 24:1, he slates: 

.. . others uncovered in thelr comnentary to thls verse 
a vei:y deep matter and expounded one of the secrets of 
the Torah . They said that the word ~ hlnts at a great 
matter: The Holy One has an attribute ca lled ~ll which 
ls the "basis" (Yesod) of all. 1 7~ 

In a very el usi v e way, NachiMnides tells those trained iri 

mystic lo~e that Exodus 19:5, "indeed all the earth is 

mine," refer& to the second step up the mysti c lree. Thls 16 

the step j ust above "Malchut" which ls also the people 

Isra el. Thus, lsxael la about to beqln its asc ent by unl tlnq 

with the next sphere. 

t E d 20 6 Nachman ldes first In his co111119ent o xo us : , 

il • t "tho•e who love He and presents the Mek ta a commen on ° 

& 7~"Nach.anldea," Bncycl9n9dia Judaic9, Vol. 12, P · 782. 

~ 7~Referencea to Nach.anldes' coMmentary are fro•: 
Cha 1 ra chave l , EP:t•L1X:JYl1•lJh~11J.i_JjHl§a~•~T~o~r~alJb1LL~·'-!R~a1-'b~b~e~n~u~M~9~1~b~e=~be~n';-;:N~a:c~h:M:-... n 
(Rav Kook: Jerusal .. ), 1976, p. 383; tranalattons are •ine. 

& 7 •1.RlJl., p. 132. 
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keep Hy c onunand.ents. " The He~llta ta uqht that this verse 

refers to the aartyrdoa suff-red by I l b 
~ srae ecause of the 

c ommandment5.
1 7

• Hachiaanideo extends this midrash with the 

following: ''But in thie matter there l s a great secret, it 

i 6 said that Abr ahalb qave his l; f l tl l • e w · 1 ove, as lt says, 

"love (CHESED) to Abraham" (Hicah 7:20) and the cest of the 

prophets wit.h power (GEVUR AH ). 11.1.'7 "Chesed'' a nd "Gevu rah .. 

are on th~ same level of the mystic tree. Thi s teaches that 

prophecy comes at a certa in level and with differ e nt 

att rlbutes. For thls reason the people s uffered the 

martyrdom as described in the H~lUl ta text. They w~re 

experiencing that attribute of God which ls equivalent to 

the love given to Abraham. 

One final example in whi ch Nachmanldes refers to the 

tree is his commentary to 8xodus 19 :13 , "When the ram's hor n 

sounds a long blast, they may qo up on the mountain." 

Nachman ides quotes Rash 1 who said that the s h o far was fr ou\ 

the ram that Abraha1n s l a uqhtered ln place of Isaac .. At first 

Nactunan ldes says he cannot understand th is s lnce tha I. c a10 

was completely burned up. The on ly way to make sense of 

Rashl's c omment is to say that God reformed the ashes lnto a 

s hofar. But, in Nachmanides' opinion, this ie not the case: 

In ay opinion there la a secret ln this aqqadah, the 
sages say that this (sound) was the voice (KOL) of 
Isaac's fear. That ls vhy it says "and a ll the people 

17• see above, p. 47. 

1 7?1.lUJl., p . 395-96. 
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the camp t rembled" 
usea the sa~e word: 

not apprehend the 
of "Gevurah" only t he 

(Ex. 19:16, cf. Gen. 
"and I s aac trembled"). 
c ommandment at Lhi s 
"voice" (KOL).1 7~ 

Gevurah, which ls not only po~er , but sl J t · • ern us · 1c e , 

fr l ghtened the people because they experienced the 

attr ibute, but dld no t c ompr ehend its true meaninQ . 

"Voice," KOL, ls cofftl'lltented on aqaln ln ver se 20. The 

tta bbi s sa id that the Tordh was qiven wi th seven KOLOT, 

"voices . " KOLOT, ls used in Exodus 19:16 , "On the third day , 

d6 morninQ dawned, there was thunder, and liqhteninq (KOLOT, 

written defec tive), and all the people who were ln the 

camp trembled," and 19: 19, "As Hoses spoke, God a ns wered him 

l n lht.rnder (KOLOT, written Eull)." In hi s comment, 

Nac hmanides lells us that when God c.:a me down on Hout1t S inai 

the people heard the KOLOT (lightning), but only apprehended 

one of the spherot, while Hoses heard t hem and dpprehended 

all seven. This ls hinted at because KOLOT i s wri t ten 

defect ive (without the H~brew letter VAV whi c h has a 

numetlcal equivalent of six) when it talks about the people 

hearing the lightninq. When it discusses Hoses it is wr i~ten 

full (with the VAV). Thus , the people only apprehended one 

s phere, while Hoses apprehended one wi th t he people, plus 

si x l'DOre.l Yw Hoses becomes the paradigm of the mystic 

17•1..tUJ1., p . 386. 

l7•~., pp. 387-88; Kx. 19:20. 
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leader. He teaches the people Torah because h h e as a qreate t: 

undecsLandinq of how lhe tree opera t es . 

Note how dlfferent Nac hmanldee' co~ntary ls from Ibn 

Ezra's. Ibn Ezra di sda ined from readinq meanin<.1 inlo ecH.:h 

and every letter of the Torah. He specif lcally says t hat it 

is wronq to comment on words j ust because they are wtilten 

full (wlth the VAV} or defective (without the VAV): 

A& I aaid, at timea the word is written in a type of 
' s horthand' and at times it ls written out ' longhand' 
This la also the case with the helping letters which 
are somet imes added or alssinq but the meaning ls the 
sa.e .. . this happens often, but both are correct 
because when lt ls wrltten without the VAV it is slmply 
written in shorthand and does no damaqe (to t he 
meaning) as when it is written with the VAV , 
lonqhand •.. ,..,. 0 

Tl is not "rationa l " to look [or difference in lettecs, only 

meaning, and so t he philosopher does not bother wilh this 

lype of comMentary. But the mystic, on the other hand, tindt5 

worlds of hldden knowledge when these letters are either 

present or mlasinq. 

Nachaanides use& t he Bible as a quidebook to explain 

the mystic tree . We saw that he found hints in the text 

~hich refer to different attributes of God. Now let us 

examine hls view of the decaloque: 

It would appear that the co..and.ents were wzltten on 
the tablets ln the followlnq manner: flve on one tablet 
which xelate to God, aa I have already ..entloned, and 
the other f lv• on one tablet; five opposite five . Just 
as they tauqht ln the Seter Xet&lrah: "vlth ten spherot 

u11oibn Ezta, sxodus 20: 1; pp. 127-28; "V'KAAE;HER AMA.RT! 
LBCHA, SHBPA'AH YBACHZU OBRBCH KITZARAH, UPHA'AH DKRBCH 
ARUKHA ... " 
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which have no essence, like t he len f inqer s five 
opposite f lve, and the cov enant of unity in b~tween 
thea . " Froa this it should become clear to you why they 
tauqht that there were two tablets: because up to 
"honor your father . . . " lt ls dlscusslnq the written 
Torah and the other s are t he ora l Torah . And so our 
Rabbis hinted: like bride a nd groom, like their t wo 
frlends, llke t he two worlds, a nd all thls l s one hin t , 
on ly the lntel ll qent ~i ll understand the secret . '~' 

Nach1Mn ldee h i nts to us that the Ten Comma ndmen ts ace 

drtdr1qed like t he spherot ot the myst ic tree. The l o p half 

descrtbes God's place and the botto• half, lhe plac e t o 

wh i c h the •ystlc can ascend . All ten make up the entir e tree 

and are unified throuqh the middle sphere: Rachamim, 

"mercy . " Thus, the Ten Commandments are un ified throuqh 

"honor of parents: " just as mother and father s exua ll y 

unite, so Israel a nd God unite t hro uq h the spher e of 

Rac haalm . 

We have seen how Nachmanides uses symbolism Lo 

i n terpret the Torah. He finds ln lts letters, words, 

phrases, and flow a new world: t nat o{ the mystlcal s pher o t . 

Conclusion 

Three achoola of thought emexqed durinq the Hlddle 

Ages, all of whoa maintained vastly d lf ferent 

intexpcetation& of MATTA!I TORAH: For the talaudists, HATTAN 

t for the philosophers , TORAH was a real even ; 1t has 

•••ffach.anldes, P · 404; Ex . 20:ll. 
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asslqned (allegorical) meanlnq; and for the 

both real and hidden (syabollc) meaninq. 

The tallM>dlate viewed revelation 

mys t 1 cs, 1 t has 

on Sinai as a 

"literal• story which explained why 1srael was chosen over 

t he nations. In his Biblical commentary, Rashi "proved" the 

literalness of the story by seeking out plain meanlnq of 

Scripture and only tlsinq aqqadah which did as li tt le damaqe 

to the plain readlnq as possible. 

The philoaopherai viewed the S lnailic experience as a 11 

"allegory• whi ch teaches rational truth; in the case of Ibn 

Ezra, it teaches about the Neoplatoni c system of emanations. 

Throuqh the alleqoric method, the philosophers reinterpreted 

everythinq in the Bible which contradicts reason. 

The ayatlca looked for the hidden "•YJlboli••" in HATTAN 

TORAH . For Nach.anldes, revelation a t S!nal was an example 

of the entire people's ascent up the tree. Hoses was the 

qreat mvotlc who apprehended seven of the spherot , while the 

rest of the people only understood one. Throuqh the symbolic 

method, the myst lcs found the "true" s iqn if lea nee of the 

Biblical verse . 

Despite the immense difference between Lhese three 

approaches all were maintained in Jewish tradition. No qroup 

broke off to form their ovn .religion, all remai ned within 

Judaism. All three of the co..-entarles we exa•ined are found 

in any typical Rabbinic Bible vhich Jews continue to study 

froa tod•Y· How vaa this unity saaintalned? Ve know that 
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boundarles wit h in Juddism dnd al li m~s va rious 

sects were pushed out of the fold.1u~ 

Clearly, unity was aalntalned by the centr i f uga l fotce 

exerted by the pressur e from t he s urroundlnq soc iety ln 

whl c h t he Jews f ound themselves. Christian , and to a lesser 

exten t, Hos le• society vlewed the Jews wlth a nimosity and 

put vary lnq deqrees of pressur e upon lhe1r Jewlsh 

m1nor:lt l e!j. This , however , was not t he only reason that 

Jewish unlt y was maintai ned. 

There were at least two other major facto r s whlc h kept 

Medi~vdl Jewry unified: the halakhah and l ti e conceµ tual 

nature o f Jewish t heology. Although the three echools 

di s aqreed over the reasons for the c.;ommdrtdme nts, the 

importance of the halakhl c system was never questioned. As 

long as a basic aqreement reqardinq be havior pattern was 

maintained, Jewish unity was assured. At the same tlnie, 

t heol og ical unity was maintained beca use Medieval J uda i sm 

i nherited a theological system which developed conceptual l y. 

In t he next c hapter, I will discuss the natute of t h is 

theo logical a yste•. 

1e~speclflcally, t he Karaites . See Ben 83sson , PP· 441-
50. 
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We have e xa1alned two 

medieval c:omn1entar i es (HI 

aqqad l c 

HATTAN 

c ompllatlons and 

TORAH. There 

three 

were 

s iml lar 1 ties and differences in the ways in whlc h these 

Lexts responded to lhe issue of 

texts devel oped "impulsively" or 

responded to theoloqlcal issues much 

with the problem.a they encountered 

r evelation. The aqqadic 

"spas•od lea 11y . 11 They 

the same way Lhey dealt 

in t he Biblical text. The 

himpul s es" of life wexe de alt with on a ca~e by case basi s 

creat lnq wonderful theoloqlcal state11ents 

Israel's relation to the world, to God, to the 

so forth. Revelation, with all its concoaltant 

came to s ymbolize Israel's election by the one 

concernlnq 

nations, and 

sub-thel'Dea, 

God. Through 
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the Rabb in le heraeneutlc Slnal beca me the orlqln of 

halakh ic eystem. 

The medieval texts developed "systematically." They 

res ponded ln measured phrases which synthesized t he Biblical 

dnd Rabbini c material wl th a "fore1qn" system oC lrut h . ·rhis 

system was vlewed as t he principle messaqe of the Bihle , the 

aqqadah, and the halakhah . 'l'he Lwo primary externaJ systems 

vere philosoph y and mysticism. The talmudists, as we have 

s taled, responded "systemati c al ly" in so far as t hey appJ ied 

a 11tera1 interpretation to the Blbli ca l a nd Rabbini c 

tradition. They only u s ed aqqadic sources whic h were c lose 

to t he literal meaninq. 

Despite the difference& between the med ieval and the 

aqqadlc literature, all are IMintalned under one overarchlnq 

11 terary classlflcatlon: Rabbinic literature. Th is is 

because they all develop wlthln a " conceptual" f ramework : 

developing and expresalnq their thought v ia c oncepts which 

all t he texts "aqree" to M lntaln, but "disagree" over their 

essences. All of the texts we examined maintain and develop 

the concept of HATTAN TORAH, yet all dl saq c~e ove c l ts 

content . The conceptual nature of Rabbini c lheoloqy per ml ta 

t h is. When theology develops conceptually and not by 

formation of dog.a,. a tr:emendous amount of flex i bll 1 ty is 

bullt into the structure. 

The question before us now la whether or not these fi ve 

texts developed conceptually. Clearly the aqqadlc texts did : 
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lhey "dug" deep into lhe Biblical text, e tt larqinq and 

contractlnq the themes they found there based on the contex t 

ln which the aggadah developed. The t h Y aug t their t~eoloqy 

ln scattered phrases which reacted to the "heartbeats" of 

l ife. 

The quest ion ls more dif flcult wilh regard to the 

medieval aaterlal. Raehl presented a more or less abr ldqed 

version of the agqadah in hi s conunentary a nd s o hi s 

theoloql c syste~ developed much like the Rabbis. But wha t of 

Jbn Ezra and Nac hman i des? They s ysterRatized HA'fTAN TORAH , 

rnaklnq it into an "alleqoric" or "symbolic" teachinq. Unlike 

lhe Rabbi s and the talmudists, no longer did t hey view t he 

"tradition" as belnq the only source of truth. They did not 

deve lop their theoloqy " spasmodically," relatinq the Bible -
to all aspects of 11 fe. Rather, they developed their 

theology "systeraatlcally." The Bible's stories, ver ses, 

words, a~d even letters were "assigned" new meaning. Thi s 

ass igned meaning was derived hom a synthesis of the 

"system" with Jevl.sh sources. 'l'hla new lnterpretat i on came 

to be viewed as the true meaning of the text . 

However, both the phlloaophera and the aystlce were 

met i cu lous in aaintaininq the structure. All three medieval 

schools disaqreed over the principles behind the ha lakhah, 

but a 11 were in aqree.nent over its efficacy. Tha l is, 

al though they a 11 gave d lf ferent reasons for the halakhah 
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t. heY all bel leved that lt w~s the self evident express ion o f 

Juda l s m • 

The same ia t%ue wilh the way the y deve loped Lhe 

conceptual r ubrics t hey inherited fro111 the Rabbi s. All three 

groups disagreed over the essence of the Lubrics, but aqreed 

to use the overarc hing concepts more Of less as "chapter 

ti tles" for t he expression of their theoloQlc system. Thus, 

for Nachaanldes, HA~TAN TORAH was the mystical experience ot 

Israel . For Ibn 8zra, HATTAN TORAH allegorically taught t he 

Neoplatonic syate• of emanations . For Rashl , HATTAN TORAH 

represented the historical election of I srael by God, and 

the organlzlnq principle of the literature. Because all 

th ree maintained the centralily of the overarchinq concept, 

theologi c unity was ma in ta i ned . Thus, despite the -
differences between lhe medieval syste1M in approach, all 

were maintained within the Jewish tradition because they 

maintained the structure. 

The ayste.atic thought of the medieval period might 

have led to a dissolution of Judaism because by . lta very 

nature it can be dogmatic: Dogmatic theology develops to the 

exclusion of other systems. Nevertheless, this did not 

happen: the onlty of the structure was maintained because 

the "systems" were expressed through "concepts" inherited 

t com Rabbi n ic Judaia•. 
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Form and Content 

The •tudy of Rabblnlc llte t b ~ ra ure y analyzlnq 2.Il.lY lts 

f. orm and device doee not qive us any sense o[ the material ,
8 

cheol oq lcal unlty. Thus, Schafer's proposal of a mod 1 fled 

~analyti cal-descriptlve" mt!thodoloqy, while essential to r 

t he advancement of the f leld, should not be the only way for 

scholars to proceed. Clearly, Schafer' s methodoloqy will 

help us to achieve botn a better understandlnq of how the 

literature workl5 and to sharpen our knowledqe of the 

rela tion between text and ti~; but we should not limit 

ourselves to form analysis and shy away from the study o( 

content . 

Jn my opinion, study of content is d S important a s 

s tudy of form, for there can be no true understandlnq ot a 

l iterature throuqh J ts lorm alone . Heseat c lt in Enq1ish 

l l t erature, for example, would not be limited to s tudy o f 

fotm alone. Rather, analysis '41'0Uld take place on bo t h 

l evel s : cont~nt and foz:m. The same should be true for 

Rabbinic literature. 

Concept Theology: The Unifyi ng Factor 

Yet even study of both content and focm <io not 

demonsti:ate the unity of Rabbini c literature: as we have 

seen both chan9e dr:a.atlcally throughout the centuries. 
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There are vast dlfferencee between Tanna1tlc and Amor ale 

mid rash, and th.la mater lal lH quite different from medieval 

exeqes ls. Yet thie problem is not i nsurmountable. To solve 

lt, we must look beyond content and form to theoloqy. It ls 

Lhe ma l ntenance of an overall t heoloqical structure wh ich 

unifies Rabblnlc Juda ism. The conceptual nature of t his 

theoloqy presetves t he unity of Rabblnic literature . 

Althouqh thle l iterature hds continued to be been s haped b y 

Lhe histot ica l c ontexl ot lts " r edac tors" lhLouqhou t the 

centuriea , every ed i tor, whether he was a Tanna, an AJnora , 

or a medieval exeqete, he!& maintained the over a rchinQ 

rubrics whlch are the basis of the literature . These rubrics 

were inherited from "the Rabbis" a nd t hus we Qive t he en t ire 

literature the name : Rabbini c literature. 

In the beqlnnlng of his commentary Lo Exodus 20, lbn 

Eira stated: 

Know this: the words 
are the souls, and the 
coQtainer. Therefore, 
saqes to .alntaln the 
chanqe in words slnce 

ar e the bodies, a nd the meaning& 
body ls to the soul llke a 

it is a qeneral principle of the 
meanings but not to worry abou~ 
they have the same meaninq. 1 •a 

Ibn Rzra was telling us not to worr y about the appa r ent 

contradiction between Biblical verses . In li 1 s sys t erM L 1 c 

appllcation of neopl atonisa to the literature, he reads the 

1 u-•• h p 127 ,· "AMAR AVRAHAM 1 •mva1ser, Ibp 111• • P9 iOF•v, · 
HA'HiCHABSR • • . V' DA, Kl8 HA'MILOT • .. " 
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no ti on of 

It, ... utterance. 

eternal Hforms" into t he phra &t II 10 one 

Yet we mlght rephraee hls c omment to teac h something 

about. Rabbinic theoloqy: "Know that the conceptual rubrics 

ace the bodiee, while the Meanings given to them a r e the 

souls, and t he body is to the soul a container. Therefore, 

it ls a general princ iple of Rabbini c 

un it y by relnterpretlnq c oncepts 

conceptual hamewoxk." Flexibility in 

li t erature to maintain 

while inalntalnlnq the 

c onc eptua l de linllion 

has permitted a theoloql c al unity in Rabbini c thouqht f or 

t wo LhouRand years. 

~·~see above, p. 101-03. 
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