
INSTRUCTIONS FROM AUTiiOR TO LIBRARY FOR THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS 

AUTHOR Laurence A. Kotek 

TITLE "The Tzaddik and t he Lamed Vov Legend" 

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. [ D.H.L. [ Rabbinic [ XXJ 

Master's ( ] Prize Essay [ ] 

1. May circulate l)( ] ) Not necessary 
) for Ph. D. 

2. Is restricted for __ years. ) thesis 

Note: The Library shall respect restrictions placed on theses 
or prize essays for a period of no more than ten years. 

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my thesis 
for security purposes . 

3. The Library may sell photocopies of my thesis. -A 
yes .-io 

(h~\ l41~ 
Date Signature of Author 

Library 
Record 

Microfilmed 7 / ; 7 / ZZ 
Date / I 

Signature of Library ~taff Member 



The Tzaddik and the Lamed Vov Legend 

by 

Laurence Ae Kotok 

Thesis submitted in partial 
:t'Ul.fillment of reguirements 
for the Degree of Master of 
Arts in Hebrew Letters and 
Ordination 

Hebrew union College-tewish 
Institute of Religicn 
Cincinnati, Ohio Referee, Professor Guttmann 
1972 



DIGEST 

The object of this thesis is twofold. The first 

objective being to trace the development of the concept of 

the Tzaddik through the Tradition. The se~ond objective is 

to examine and clari:f'y the Lamed- Vov Legend. The two object­

ives are closely related to one another and as a result ar e 

treated as such. The first Chapt er begins by establishing 

the etymological background for the root word ..:;:iiJ-· This 

is done in order to form a definitional hypothesis with 

which to operate . The second section of the first Chapter 

examine s the previous scholarly endeavors written concerning 

the root word p j ..3 , as representative of the Biblical 

School of Higher Criticism.. The first Chapter thereby attempts 

to firmly establish a mechanical understanding of the root 

word J>53 and its noun form , j> ' ]~ . 

Cb.apter two tak~s the specific definitional materials 

produced by the first Chapter and relates it to specific 

Biblical passages . This is done with the intent of determining 

exactly who the Biblical ~ 'r.J is, and what he represents. 
f 

In addition to clarifying the concept of the /2' i3 within 

the Bible; there is an effort made at cataloguing specific 

themes which begin to be related Biblically to the L)' J 3 . 
7 

From this Chapter 6ll understanding of the major role which 

the Biblical :material played in the latter formation of 

the concepts of the 7> / ~ ..J and the Lamed-Vov/) '1-J "merges . ;r-- I 



The Talmud provides the source material for Chapter 

three. Thi s Chapter examine s the role of the.~ as it 

appears in the Talmud. The Talmudic materials provide the 

framework of the µ '!3 in the Talmud, and show the maturing 

of the concepts which were found in the Biblical passages. 

From the Talmud is found the evolution of certain Biblical 

i deas into concrete concepts; this is found to be the case 

with the ~ and the Lamed- Vov. 

Chapter four attempts t o synthesize the preceeding 

materials which dealt ma.inly with the general 7 ']3 and 

apply that which was found to the concept of the Lamed-Vov 

P'jl 1 z_J . This process begins with attempting to examine, as 

well as pin down the Lamed-Vov Legend. A caref'ul examination 

i nto the source of the legend is also provided. The next 

section of the Chapter lists all of the possible sources 

for the La.Jy,ed-Vov Legend, and tries to show how the legend 

grew out of the sources . Th~ third section of this chapter 

is the culmination of all that has proceeded. Conclusions 

as to the thrust and relationship between the general concept 

of the }' 'i J and the specific concept of the Lame d-Vov 

I? J f I ]>J are made. This is done with t he i dea in mind that 

there is a logical flow whi~h joins the two concepts together. 
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CHAPTEll ONE 

Towards a Def'ini ti on of the Term J 1 1 3 

A. The Etymology of /) 1 j 3 
I 

'l'he word f)l 13 , which is a noun f'orm of the 
I 

root !J ]3 , is a word with aJ1 impressive past and present. 
I 

The various concepts which have been represented by this 

word have all been based upon derivatives of the original. 

root meaning of the word. In our particular discussion it 

is important to investigate the original meanings and 

definitions of '/") 13 in order for us to .tully understand 
I 

the various ways in which the word has been used through 

out the many layers of' materia1. 

When a check is made of the two foremost l exicons 

of the Old Testament, Gesenius and Brown, Driver, and Briggs, 

an understanding of the root meaning emerges . The ~ord ?' j3 
has a varied and wide heritage. The word appears in many 

languages carrying a similar meaning in all. In addition 

there appears to be an internal consistency within the various 

groups of languages pointing towards this shared definition. 

Let us at this point check exactly what the lexicon relates 

to us for the root :pl.l • 
J?li ( root of following; New (Late) Hebrew, 

.Aramaic ~n derivat~on; c~are Arabic _.£;l4 
speak- the truth ( also !.;·.J:..;; · hard, ev~ll• . 
straight, perfect ); sabaan ~~J3 just, epithet 
of king J . H. Mordtmann ••• ; iiTli'iUly excellent 
••• ; also verb favour,endow ( one with some­
thing) Corpus Inscript. Semitiearum IV, No.198, 
1.4 ••• ; Phenician~ adjective j1let,right, 



Tel el-Amarna ( Canna.nite) ~adul;, innocent; 
Old AralDaic ~ 13 nmm righteoune ss, l oyalty, 
Nabataean1 1/G- adj~ctive , authorized, 
Palm;yrene Jc:../l T> 1 ~ r. v Cf e.. ft ? s ; Saho sadalf, 
be true, clear ... ; Ethiopian 8. .g: ct> be just, 
righteous, so New (Late) Hebrew J> ~J Piel, 
Hiphil, Aramaic P '! ( , -.o?.J •• : .. . . ) 1 . 

I 

The interpretation of the preceeding material i~ as 

follows. The root 'j>'JJ comes to us from usage in many ot 

the cognate languages to Hebrew. In Phen!cian the root word 

is found used as an adjective meaning just or right. The 

root appears in noun form in Old Aramaic meaning loyalty or 

righteousness . Sabean empl oys the root fJ Y J as does Phenecian; 

it is found to mean just and in certain cases meaning excelSnt . 

The consistent root theme of n]3 meaning righteousness or 
I 

loyalty is also found in Old Aramaic, where the root is 

found used as a noun. Nabataean completes this particular 

group of languages with the further usage of the root being 

used as an adjective meaning authorized. 

Going beyond the examples of the preceeding paragraph 

the root p ~ J also comes -to us with similar meaning from 

an examination of sever al archAeologiical find.a. The Tel el­

Amarna tablets provide us with an example of p°l 3 appearing 
2. 

as a noun with the meaning right • .Another example of a»ch-

eological testimony as to the spectrum of meaning which the 

root ~ illustrates emerges from an investigati.on of 

the Ugaritic Tablets whinh have been uncovered. Sp~cifically 
• Ugaritic Tablet 32: 5 in Keret 1:19 exhibits the usage of the 

3. 
r oot '/) 7 3 having the meaning of r i ghtful or legitimate . 

I 



In addition to the preceeding materials which lead 

us to assign a tentative etymological definition to the root 

} j 3 ; there is further proof found within the Semitic 

Language Group that the ro ot jJ 'J3 universally possessed 

the meaning of either being just or righteous. In Bthiopic 

a member of the Semitic group the root displays a meaning 

of just or righteous. Another Semitic language Sahidic also 

shares the root -fll• In Sahidic the ro ot has the meaning 

to be true. Old South Arabic according to Koehler and Baum­

gartner used the general root ft 1 J and within this language 

exhibited a meaning of to be just. 

The root or more precisely the proposed root ~ 

appears throughout the Near Eastern Wor~d. as shown through 

the frequency with which the word appears. As we have seen 

the root though found in many languages, some of which belonged 

to the same group, has exhibited a consistency of meaning. 

This core definition, though not confined to always appearing 

with the same precise meaning, has evolved a precise conceptual 

definition. The conceptual definition of p r 3 being "just 

or righteous"waa translated into the various idiomatic 

paradigms of the numerous la.nguages wherein the root JJ z 3 
appears . The basic conceptual meaning never varies it is 

the way that meafiing is concretized which varies. Also one 

notes from this study that the root itsel.1' remains consistent; 

I' I J appears in all of theae languages. Taking into account 

the broad usage of the root ~ and the consi stency of 



4. 

meaning when that root is found it is not at all illogical 

to assume t hat the r oot J1 93 inherently possesses the 

meaning of being n just or righteous "• 

B. A View of the Higher Criticism of fJ Z 3 

The nineteenth oentury phenom•non of Biblical or 

Hi gher Criticism for the most part let no part of the Bible 

escape their scrutiny and investigation. They attempted to 

rediscover how the Bible w~s authored and the rational used 

by those who edited the different stratum of material. A 

facet of this overall investigation was the examination of 

words and concepts "!fithin the Bible which would provide 

greater understanding of the complete Biblical gestalt. One 

of the numerous words and concepts examined by these zealous 

scholars was the root ~· Their results and conclusions will 

supplement the etymological f1ndi11¢s which we have already 

cited• and thereby contribute t o our total understanding and 

definition of the root word f ?3 . 
Biblical scholarship initiated its search into the 

meaning and conceptual uses of the r oot word jJ 1 J in 1860. 

It was in this year that the firs t two articles written about 

this subject appeared in German Zeitschritten. The two 
4. 

articles, one written by Ludwig Diestal and the other by 
s. 

August Ortloph , both had as their goal the rediscovery of 

the original meaning of .:p:t:l_• The tool which both men used 

was their knowledge of etymology; it was from this base that 



they began their study. Etymology bad already established 

a tentative meaning for the root pU. ; as we had noted 

previously that de.finition was: "to be just or righteous 1: . 

s. 

Diestal and ortloph employed the prior etymol ogical evidence 

and then applie d it within the method of Biblical Criticism. 

They found that the Arabic usage of the verb ~ n to be 

straight n was the most precise rendition ot the word i n 

relation to the varied use~ of the word p.1 i n the Bible. 

Tb.is particular definition of /) 3 3 does not appear to be 

essentially different than past renderings of the root word. 

The truel y innovati ve change to the defi nitional s t ructure 

of tbe root was t he addi tion to the definit ion of "to be 

straight" which Diestal proposed. viestal reasoned as a 

result of his investigation that in addition to the pure · 

definition of :p.l]. ther e was another dimension to the 

definition found as a result ~f Biblical Criticism. This 

extra dimen sion was that the word 013 in the Bible meant 
I 

"to be straightn , but in addition implied some norm by which 

the degree of t straightness• could be measured. The i nclusion 

of a norm by which the word }' j> J was Biblically defined~ 

became the focu s of all subsequent scholarship on this word. 

August Ortloph who along with Diestal had begun 

the study o.f the root µ'31 ; attempted to take Diestal ' s 

conclusion one step f'urther. Ortlopb accepting the ide~ of 

a Biblical norm which defined the word p f 3, went about to 

define that norm. His method was to categorize the various 



instances where the word '7J } 3 appeared, and in this way 
I' 

6. 

attempt to discover what that norm comprised. His ~esearch 

led him to the following .tour catego1•ies: 1. the relation 

of the individual Israelite to his people, 2. the relati on 

of Israel and her membars to Yahweh, 3. the relation of 

Yahweh to the nations, and 4. the relation of Yahweh to 
6 . 

Israel and her indi vidual members . 

The pinpointing of a universal norm by which the 

word ::p.12... was defined did not flow spec1fica11y f r om 

Ortloph's study. In 1874 Albrecht Ritschle became the next 

major scholar to pi ckup the yet unsolved controversy. He 

based his wor k upon the pr evious foundings and agreed with 

Diestal • s original premise that µ 'j 3 il'lvolved the conform! ty 

to some norm. This conclusion Rit schle used to support his 

own work in the second edition of Die Christl1che Lehre von 

der Rechtf ertigung und Versoebnung. The most iJnportant 

r esult of his work with this problem was his use of Ortloph•s 

method of categorizing and his resultant conclusion. Rat her 

than accepting Diestal ana ortlophs• conclusion that there 

was a speci£ic norm through which the meaning of :j1l_}_ was 
. 

governed; .rdtschle injected a new idea that the norm itsel f 

could vary from situation to situation. 

The idea of a varying norm became a guiding princi ple 

1n the subsequent work done on this sub ject. Emil Kautzech 

writing in 1881 became t he scholar to crystalize the work 

that preceeded h:.lm into a oogent discussion. His work Ueber 
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die, Derivate des Sta.mmes /) f] in AlttestamentJ..iohen Spracl:!g­

tbkauoh became for ths time the authoritative work in the 

field . Kautzech•s study was so widely accepted because of 

his firet rate reputation as a semitic scholar and the 

ex."l.austi ve r·esearch which he conducted into the materi al . 

Drawing on Rit~chle•s conclusion that the norm upon 

•hi oh fl 9 J relies varied from si t11ation to situation; 
I 

Kautzech illustrated the different situations. Hi s firs t 

example was that "s ometimes i t could be an ob jective measure 

of weight s or volume , sometimes it might be an ethical pre-
7. 

supposition or an idea" . In other cases he theorized t hat 

the norm could either be a physical norm or a spiritual 
a. 

norm, but in every case he maintained th.d.t the idea of 

conformity to a norm was always present. He also felt that 

there was a forensic dimension lrithin the varied norms which 

defined F 13 ; he saw this as being tt in the right in speech 

or action~ in a legal sense without emphasis on ethical 
9 . 

action". The ethical quality was also a norm whereby ';) r3 
I 

was defined in other c~ses; Kautzech explained this area a s 

the overall character of and behavior of an individual or 

people. 

All in all the work which Kautzech produced set the 

limits for future study of this area. The first new idea to 

be offered to this field of study did not appear till forty 

years later. In 1926 Otto Procksch began his examinati on 

into the idea of /) r.3 th.rough his work. in Ch.ri&t entum , 



8. 

und Wissenschaft. Pro~ksch became intrigued by the th:ree 

dominant usagss or the root pz3 i n Biblical materiel• he 

foundtbesetobe: j>z3, j>']3 ,e.nd aµ73 .These 
three f onns according to Procksch comprised the formula ror 

finding the true meaning of j) 9 f. Basing his hypothetical 

definition upon the previous work done on the subject of 

'0 t3 being determined by a norm; Procksch attempted to 
' 

provide a novel interpretation of that norm. He r easoned 

that that which was in reality normati~e was the determining 

order in a cil:'cle of persons. In. further explaining his def­

inition Procksch iD.ust rat ed the necessity of the t hree forms 

of /) 73 within his definitional structu1~. A fJ '[3 was 
I 

the man whc took the proper inner stance attitude wit hin t he 

normative order. The word f j] stood f or the normatiive 

order; whereas 1) f ~ 3 stood for the proper inner stance 
10. 

within such an order. There is a marked BL"llilari ty between 

Prock sch ' s understanding of µ '! J and /)~ 93 ; the only 

difference being the former refers to masculine usage, the 

latter refers t o feminine usage. The important end result of 

Procksch work was that he saw 'jJ j' J inherently embodting t he , 

norm by which it was defined. In addition he took the noun 

forms of the root jl r 3 and saw them to be proper nouns 

denoting the specific feminine or masculine individuals who 

exhibited •the proper inne~ stance attitude within the 
11. 

normative order represented by the root '711 3 • ' 
I 

The Scandinavian School of Biblical Crit icism which 
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was to bec0n1e a major force in Biblical oriticisim also took 

interest in the search f'or the meaning of jJ 15 • An advanced 

student at Uppsala named Fahlgren wrote Sedaka, Nahestehende 

und entgegengesetzte, Begriffe i.m A. T. in 1932. This work 

by Fahlgren was the next step in the eV1"1ving study of 

) 13 . In this work he attempted to find the meaning of 

j) j ? through an examination of 1 ts antoI1Jllla . 1n Biblical 

usage. Fe.higrents major conclusions draw in part, as with 

all t he previous studies , upon earlier attempts to untangl e 

the meaning of j213 from the text. Synthesizing the work 

of Procksch, who assi gned normative roles to the noun forms 

Of p z3 , and Ortloph, who was the first to realize that 

the norm by which V [-3 was governed was determined by 
I 12. 

different relationships, Fahlgren began his study. 

Employing the past conclusions Fahlgren proposed 

that the derviati ves of f11- were used to denote tbe con­

formity to the various norms which sprang out of the rel­

ationships between man and man, or between God and man. He 

t'u.rther concluded that µ r 3 underwent no development in 

meaning per se, rather the devolopment which did occur was 

in respect to the content of the norms themselves. The subtle 

difference which he proposes reinforces the idea that it 

is the norms which not only vary, but also determine the 

concrete meaning of }l ? 3 at any given time. His conclusion 

that the essential de~inition or :µJ_}_ never changed was a 

new concept, though in light of the ge.neral commitment to 
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varying norms which determined the meaning, his finding is 

not crucial. Fa.ltlgrents contribution to the subject is a 

result of his idea that the norms which govern the meaning 

of f j3 underwent basic content changes. These norms 

thr·:rugh this definitional evolution brought about changes 

in meaning to the root fl ?3 ; whereas in the past scholars 

had looked upon the change in meaning as directly proportional 

to the particular norm -;J 13 was in a specific relat ionshi p , 
with, Fahlgren added that the norms not only varied, but 

underwent a development of their content. This conclusion 

points to the nature of an evolving culture and the essence 

of societal growth and self- definition; which be feels present 

in Biblical civilization. 

OUr study of the Biblical Criticism concerning the 

root µ.ii has brought us to many conclusions and t he opini.ons 

of many men. Perhaps the most importqnt point to be gleaned 

from all of the numerous scholars is the symbiotic relation­

ship felt to exist between J1 ] 3 and the norms which in each 

ins t ance and generation create the boundaries within the word 

is defined. Specifically p t j involves •being just or 

righteous•; the way one is •just or righteous' is determined 

by the norms which govern the specific situation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDING OF /) ; j J 
} 

The Bibl ical experience and literature is :tull of 

m.lm6rous variants of the basic ro~tp9J. ri:'hroughout the Bi ble 

are examples of this root used as nouns , adjectives , e.nd 

verbs ; what i s o.f importance is that no matter :in which .form 

the root appears it always convey3 a simil ar meaning. From 

our study o.f etymology we have f ound this universe of meaning 

to center around the idea of •being just or right ' • I t is 

this i dea which i s employed i n Bi bli cal usage. As has been 

noted the root appears i n dif~erent forms and as such carr!es 

an appropriate meaning f l owing f r om the core def i niti on. 

The parti cular form of the root jJ ~ 3 which we will 

consider in t his chapter is j2 ' :Y 3 . I t is this noun form 

of the root which in certain Bibl icaJ. instances is used a s 

a title to describe the eertain nature of a man. The quality 

which it pod.nts to and the way in which the word i s us ed i s 

the Biblical precursor of what wil l be become the Talmudic 

Tzaddik. The origins of that concept are apparent in the 

unwinding o:f the Biblical understanding of 1) 1 13 . 
I 

In addition to the aforementioned use of 7J ' 73; 
I 

we a1so find examples were the word is used in a legal 

sense. A meaning which, though Biblically removed from 

symbolically standing for an individual, did contribute to 



13. 

the repository of meanings which were to be considered as 

Within the realm of the conceptual meaning of p 1 3 3 • 

August Ortloph,one of the pioneers in the study of 

7J 1 J in the Bible, established four major categories 
I 

within which he placed the various Bibl~.cal exampl es of 
1. 

l'l' 'J 3 • The categories which he instituted, explained i n 
I 

the first chapter, involve the idea that the term 'f)'IJ is 
I 

in constant flo~ as determined b~ the relationship in which 

it is found . The particular relationship which is of utmost 

importance in this section is where the term p'13 i s applied 

to a person. This stress is the result of the premise that 

the latter day concept and individual who would be known a s 

a Tzaddik, could be directly traced to tLe Bible . The Bible 

served as a mode of formulation for the concept . 

The foremost Biblical example of µ ' 5') applied as 
2 . 

a t itle to a man is the story of Nosh. It is in this story 

that the Biblical author expresses the concept of ~'13 and 
' shows the ramifications of such a title. There are certain 

questions that are needed to be answered: 1. What does 

""/) '13 mean in this case ? 2 . What is the relationship bet­, 
ween Noah and the term J'll ? and 3. What generalizations 

can be made in regard to t his particular usage that can 

guide .further conclusions? 

OUr first commitment in our examination of this 

example is t o look dire~t~ at the text and to attempt to 

find the definition for ~ which is implied by the context. 
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The verse Ythich provides us with our example reads: 11 These 

are the generations of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, blame-
3. 

l")ss in his generation; Noah walked with God". The hebrew of 

the verse more clearly illustrates the juxtaposition of 'ji11_; 
4. 

t'./JnfJ j)'j) /J /µ J) /l''i 3 e 1/c /)) • It is from this example 
I 

that We can deri V9 meaning i'or the term /)I z] • 
' 

The Revised Standard Version of the Bi bl e i nterpret s 

the verse as fol lows , 11 ' Noah was a righteous mans , i.e . he 
5 . 

stood in right relationship to God". This particular under-

standing of the verse est abl ished ce~tain crite r i a which a.re 

lt'JJ it a s signs important to our study. In t erms of de.fi ning ., 
the predominantly accept ed dei'inition of bei ng ' righteous or 

just t . This usage def'ines Noah ts pe r sonal being and cl a r ifi e s 

through example how an i nd.i v i dual meri ts the title of /) 173 . 
I 

.Another clue which leads us to accept the operational def­

inition of µJ}3 to be •one who is r i ghteous o~ just • is the 
' 

way y 113 appears in the ·t;sxt . The word does not appear a.lone 

in this case, but its meaning is rather strengthened by the 

inmtediate USe Of e It='./';) • The tWO WOrdS taken as a unit Of 

meaning clearl y show that the individual who is referred to 

as a jl 'J.3 is special. His uniqueness involves h i s place 

among men and his position in relation to G<>d. 

Noah as a human beine is defined and stratified by 

his name being mentioned in relationship with the tdrm µ.:z1_. 

I t declares to the reader who Noah is and what type of pe1•son 

is viewed as p '7 J . The question of how we are to understand 
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this verse is dealt with by Rashi, the eleventh century 

French Rabbi who wrote a commem~ary on the Bible. The way 

Rashi interpr~ts the verse sheds light upon the relationship 

and meaning of the word 7> ' JJ . It is important to note that 
r 

even though Rashi wa~ chronclogically, greatly removed from 

the Biblical period; his writing and synthesis of the material. 

grants numerous insights into the developmenta1 concept of 

the /) 1 'l j • 
> 

Rashi writes in response to Genesi s 6 : 9, the ver se 

we are considering: 11 
' These are the progeny of Noah: Noah 

was a r ighteous man' - since the text mentions him it sings 

his praise, in accordance with what is said, ( Proverbs X: 7) 
s. 

•The mention of the righteous shall be ror a blessing . •" 

The first question Rashi attempts to answer in this section 

is: What was the necessity for using the word f)'J.3 in con-
' 

junction With Noah ? The answer Rasbi posit s is based on 

another verse which establishes the elevated positi on of 

the {> 1 J 3 • ( Proverbs 10: 7 ) 

The next question which Rashi deals with is : Yfh1 

does the text follow its description of Noah with I 'JJ7]P ? 

n ' In his generations ' - Same of our Rabbis explain it 

( this word ) to his credit: he was righteous even in his 

generation; it follows that if he had lived in a generation 

of righteous people he would have been even mere righteous 

owing to the force of good example.otmere,however, explain 

it to his discredit: in comparison to his own generation he 
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was accounted righteous~ but had he lived in the generation 

0£ Abraham he would have been accounted as of no importance 
7. 

( af. Sanh. lOSa ) • •• This conaent by Rashi clearly shows 

the normative dimension of µ1 23 • Whether the fi rst or 

second opinion which Rashi gives us is correct , t he im:>ot'tance 

of the statement is found in the temporal limitation put on 

17 11 J by I 'J? ? 1)) • 
I 

The exampl e of Noah points out some of the definit­

ional and 0vn.ceptual boundaries of the word p1zJ . Noah is 

Called by the title ; I zJ I a term meaning t just Or right SOUS t e 

The use of :;ti].. as a t itle which describes the nature of the 

human being to which it is attached is a charact er istic which 

will become ln Talmudic times a standard occurrence . Rashi 

helps us understand how the concept of p.2 became t o be 

understood. In addition his comments clari:f'y the normative 

nature of µ1 z] ; in this example the norm which governs the 

scope of the term 721]3 is 
I • I !.fl 21 ;;J • 

The next Biblical example of the term ~ applied 

to human beings is t he story of Sodom and Gemorrah. In this 

story one is reminded of Abraham bargaining with God over the 

fate of these two cities. The argument for saving the cities 

as proposed by Abraham was based upon a plea for the r ight­

eous, the .OJ J) 1 zJ who would be destroyed With the rest of 
' 

the inhabitants of the citiea. As the story unfolds t he 

number or ~ ' p 1 }J required for God to spare the cities i s 

lowered from firty to ten. FI'om this story we are able to 
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derive certain characteristics which appear to illustrate 

the elevated position of the p 'i.J . The ji133 emerges from 

this i ncident as a special type of' human being, one whose 

behavior in some way not only effects his own position in 

life, but also the position of others. 

Bereshit Rabbah in attempting to deal with the 

qU$stion of God1s justness if he were to destr oy the cities 

of Sodom and Gemorrah, comes upon another dimension to the 

definitional universe of the term p '1) . 
11 1 Wilt thou indeed sweep away the righteous 
with the wicked ? ' R. Huna said in R. Alil.a's 
name: 1 Wilt thou indeed (HA-AF) sweep away 
(TISPBH) : Thou conf'inest anger, but anger oan­
not confine Thee. R. Joshua b. Nehemiah inter­
preted it: The anger (~) which Thou bringest 
upon Thy world, wouldst Thou destroy therewith 
the righteous and the wicked t And not enough 
that Thou dost not suspend judgment of the 
wicked for the sake of the righteous, but Thou 
wouldst even destroy the righteous with the 
wicked i " 9 . 

We see through this passage an attempt on the Midrash's part 

to define J 'J3 or righteous as all gtrl.ltless or i nnocent. 

Notice the contra.at between the wicked and the 

righteous in this pas sage , The author is trying to deal with 

an already e.xistant history which describes the destruction 

of the two cit ies . In hi s attempt to explain the destructi on, 

he tries to answer two questions which appear to be unanswer­

able: l. Doesn•t God maintain the lives of the wicked for 

the sake of the righteous ? ( 0 .And not enough t hat Thou dost 

not suspend judgment of the wicked for the sake of the 
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righteous.•• 11 10.) and ? . How could C-cd, who is just, k:!ll 

irmocent people along with the wicked, even if the kil}.ing 

o~ the wicked could be justified ? ( 11 • •• but Thou wouldst 

even destroy the righteous with the wicked l " 11. ) The 

an3wers to both of these questions is found in the importance 

placed upon the /) '33 and the evolution of the c oncept which 
7 

beginning Biblically gains importance through the years. 

The question of how God could destroy the righteous 

along \"Tith the wicked is also dealt with by Rashi. Rashits 

answer to the q~eetion gives fUrt her proof t o t he statement 

that the importance of' t h e p' 33 grew i n geometric proportion 

from Biblical times onward. " ••• wi l l Your anger u r ge you to 

destroy r1.ghteous with wicked ? ••• Should You, however, sa"'f 

that the righteous cannot save the wicked - but why shoul d 
12 . 

You kill the righteous at all ? 11 

The Sodom and Gemorrah story brings to the surf'ace 

some dit'ferent aspects of the fl ]3 • From this story one 

derives the elevated stature of the {'lJi it is he wh o 

all are worried about . It is the £ > ?'V who Abraham uses , 

as a bargaining tool for the l ives of the wicked. Th~ ~'13 
I 

in this story has the power to act as a pledge or in essence 

has so much extra righteousness that he can compensate f'o!' 

the evil of others. When the ten men cannot be found the 

concern shifts .from the total population to those few right­

eous people who live in the cities. Their position as P'J)']J 
I 

is looked upon with such importance that the question becomes 
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a concern for how God could destroy the righteous along with 

the Wicked. Even t he few p J {) ' 1} Who might be in the cities 
I 

of Sodom and Gemmorah were considered to be of such value 

that their survival is crucial, s.nd raises questions of 

the ultimate justness of God. It must be remembered that it 

i s th~ -ji.12 who 1s seen to be capable to create such a 

s i tuation; it is the p 1)3 Who is : favored with sucl:t-power .. 

within the human condition. It i s the :p ' rJ in the story- Of 

Sodom and Gemorrah who appears able to use his righteousness 

or just ness to the ban.fi t of others. 

The stories of Noah and Abraham• s plea for Sodom and 

Gemorrah are the two foremost Biblical examples of the term 

J2 , zJ applied as a title or name to human beings. The 
I 

Bible contains many other uses of t he word; many appear in 
1 3. 

t he Psalms and in Proverbs. The word i n these cases though 

i t contributes to the total definitional structure of the 

root is not of utmost importat1ce to our study. The Biblical 

examples of the root 1J J 3 where 1 t is used in a legal sense 

' has a more profound effect upon the formulation o~ the 

concept of the j) i 33 . 'rhis conclusion is based upon the, 

observation that where the wor d is used in a legal sense it 

is many t i mes in relationship with a person, who is exhibiting 

t his attribute. 

The importance of the Biblical passages where the 

root j2 1 J is u sed in a legal sense is understood when the 

synthesis is made between what t he word means used as a 
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legal term and how this meaning is applied to the individual 

who is rererred to as a '/1 1[] • This eventual correlation, 

which is an esse~tial part of the conceptual transformation 

of the root .fJ.2 and 1 ts noun f'orm µ If) ' become s Clear 

through the examination of a few Biblical examples. 

The book of Exodus provides us w:..th an example of 

'fl J 13 used in a legal sense. The verse reads: " Then 
I 

Pharaoh sent, and called Moses and Aaron, and said to them, 

' I have sinned t his time: the Lord i s in t he right , and I 
14. 

and my people are in the wrong • • • • • ~ The Hebrew of the 

Verse illustrates the USe Of the Word p I z] as applied 

to God and the word p1tie' as applied to Pharaoh and his 

people. The word in this context is defined t hrough t he 

parsllel; it i s God who is correct i n the situat ion, it is 

God who is exhibiting the quality of .a µ'r] . The legal 

nature of the word i s seen in the translation of the verse. 

God is in the right; God is ~orrect in his jud§nent ar.d the 

sentence is theref ore vindicat ed. 1J 13 J is used here as 
I 

a qualifier of God; it qualifies him in a legal or forensic 

situation. The quality of fJ.'13 which God demonstrates i n 

this example is a quality which the concept of the /) ' [3 , 
will also incorporate. It is the µ ?J who is just and 

right not only in his tot~l personality, but also in his 

dealings legal or social with others . In a way we see how 

the human p) z J is patterned a!"ter God, who di splays the 

quality of being a l7 ' zJ. 
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Othel'" e:r..amples of the word /ii [ J used in a legal 

sense are found in the b" ok of Deute1•onomy. The verses under 

consideration are as follows : "And wha-c great nati on i s there, 

that has statutes and or dinances so righteous as a.lJ. this l aw 
15 , 

which I set before you t his day ? 11 , "You shall not pervert 

_justice ; you shall not shol'1 parti al ity; ar.d you shall not 

take a bribe , for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and 
16. 

subverts the cause of the righteous ," , and "It" there be a 

quarrel between men; and they step nigh unto judgment , that 

the judges may judge them; t hen they shall jus tii'y the right -
1 7 . 

eous and condemn t he wicked, 11 These t hree verses a1.l exhibit 

simil ar use s of the wor d f '3) , and as such contribute to 

the our total under star:ding of t he word p ' 1.3 • 

The f'i r st of the three verses uses the wor d p' ?J 

to descr ibe •the laws and ordinancesr which God h as given 

to Israel . The word f 1 zJ implies the essential nature of 

those laws and by the use of f I j_) establishes a par allel. 

between the idea of human righteousness and legal right eous-

ness, 

The second verse : n You shall not pervert just i ce • • • 

and subverts the cause of the righteous" ; discusses t h e r ole 

of f z J in the legal sy stem, The verse prohibits the use 

of bribery because it • subverts the cause of the right eous« . 

It is the righteous who are honest and above suspicion of 

bribery. The wicked if all owed to bribe the court would be 

not only be perverting justice, but the way they would be 
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accomplishing this end would be by hurting the cause of the 

righteous. Justice is synonymous With the righteous . 

In a legal confrontation between the wicked and 

the righteous, the judges are instructed by the third verse 

to find for the righteous. Th.is conclusion provides two 

possible interpretations : 1. the f 173 is always guiltless 

in relation to a wicked person, or 2 . the ultimate goal of 

the Biblical legal ~ystem is righteousness. Whichever case 

is picked the end result is the same, the concept of p' /3 
1 

whether as the .ndividual or as the legal paradigm embodies 

the h:.ghest principal of human conduct and morality. 

The Biblical f 17) is both a person and a.n ideal. 

We see him fUnction as a person in the stor4_es of Noah and 

Sod~m and Gemorrah. In these episodes we found the quality 

of being a j>'l3 capable of producing changes within ihe 

human condition. The / 'lJ as a man is a special person, 

doing special things , demonstrating hi~ t justness or right­

eousness ' through his actions. The legal uses of 0'?) also 
I 

add to our total understanding of the term. Through the legal 

examples we see an emerging parallel between God who is viewed 

as righteous, and the man who does righteoiely~ The legal view 

also shows the use of the word -ji1l as synonymous with 

righteousness, and points the way that the 7/J] should 
J 

follow. It is all of these themes Which are eventually joined 

to produce the unified concept or the';}' z 3 as a human being 
I 

in the Talmud. 
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CHAPTER THRRB 

THE TALMUDIC UNDERSTANDI NG OF 

The completed Te.J.mud comes t o us !'rom a period far 

r emoved from the Biblical era. The centuries which comprise 

What we call the Talmudic Period stretch the period between 
1. 

the first century c. E. and the fifth century c. E. It is 

during this time period that the prinlciples of PliS.rasaic 

Judaism become iu a sense oannonize~ in Talmudic literature. 

The Pha.rasiees represented a new ideology in Judaism; the 

substance of their ideas though grounded in Biblical Judaism 

was t empered by a new and enlarged approach. The specific 

de t ails are really not essential to our discussion at thia 

point . The crucial legacy of the Pharisees ~oich we are 

concerned With is t heir utilization of the nascent Biblical 

i dea of the j2 '9..J in their literature. It is in the Talmud 

that the } / [J becomes a cormnon occurrence. 

From our study of Biblical texts we found certain 

characteristics which marked the emergence of the concept of 

the p1 jJ • We saw through t he examples of Noah and the 

Sodom and Ge.morrah story the power and status associated with 

the Biblical ~ 1J.-J. As has been noted it i s the Bible 
I 

which provides the base upon which the concept is built . 

Recognizing the origin of the concept t he tranaition to the 

Talmudic material is eesily accomplished, and i t is t he goal 

of this chapter to make that t r ansit ion. 

The characteristics which det'ined the /) 1J3 in the 
t 
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Bible become paradigmatic of the Talmudic f J 1.J . Whereas in 

the Bible these ideas e.re confined to a small group of people, 

the Talmud provides us lYith many, many examples of the term 

f I t .J used to describe a human being; in fact as was seen 

in the Bible it is also used as both a title and as a proper 

noun. These Widespread exaJ11ples tell us severt..l things: 1. 

the concept had become popularized, 2 . the concept developed 

along nth the material that came to be known as the Talmud~ 

and 3. the people in popularizing the concept as a form of 

believed f Olk tale added to the Core meaning Of tha ? I t3 • 
The process by which the concept became enlarge~ 

is seen through examples in specific areas . The first area 

that will be discussed is the power over events Which the 

Talmud ettributes to the f 1 J] • The second area Will 

be the Talnrudic nnderstanding of the role of the f) [3 in 

relation to God, the world, and the people. From these exam­

ples v11ll we see emerging the f 1 [.J as a human being, as 

a complete concept of reality. 

The Talmud tells us many things about the J2']3 , 
many things which tend to make one think of a mystical 1 

magical facet of the 'f '1.J and his characteristics. This 

possible hypotpasi~. _ iippes.rs in the f'ollowing examples. 

In tractate Taanit we find two examples where the 

p ' 13 is credited with special powers, both of which 

contribute to the :feasibility of ·a magical facet to the p;iZ• 
"Once Rabbi ordered a .fas t and no rain 
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fell. Thereupon •Il.fa \Som.e say Rav tI1.fa), 
(stepped down before the ark and recited the 
prayer) •He causes the wind to blowa and the 
wind blew, (he continued) •He causes the rain 
to fall• %Dd rain fell. Rabbi then asked him, 
what is your special merit ? He replied; I live 
in a poverty stricken remote place where wine 
for Kiddush a,_l'ld Ravdalah is unobtainable, but 
I take the trouble to procure for myself wine 
wine :for Kiddush and RavdalPh and thus help 
others to !'ul.fill their duty. " 2. 

The preceeding passage attributes to the f.1.i:J the ability 

to bring rain and wind. As we recall the words() i 2 [l ;{el( 

JJ ec f) 3 1 ) /JJI are recited as pa.rt of the A.midah within the 
3. 

second benediction from Shemini Atzereth to Passover. The 

passage points out that it is the ':p.1J who is CaPable of 

ma.king the prayer for this event. It is the jl.!.1J whose prayer 

is heard and answered. From this passage we also see a desc­

ription o:f the J) '13 : his actions make him fit .. he helps 
r 

others at his burden to tulfill their duty. If one continued 

to read this section in the Talmud another story similar to 

the one above would appear; it reinf'orces the role of the f:.13. 
as a special type of person. He is special not only in me.keup~ 

but also in action. 

The second passage whioh we will examine from Tractate 

Taani t is one which describes the ";') 193 in a way which we 
j 

are familiar with from Biblical example. 

"Raba was dejected because of the special 
honor shown to Abaye, and he was therefore 
told, Be content that( through your merit ) 
the whole city is protected. 11 4. 

The ~ as a protector of cities finds its origin in the 
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Sodom and Gemcrrah story. There too the continued existence 

of a city was based upon the merit of the (2' ?) • 

rt is important at this point to clarify the magical 

nature of the f 1 1. J • The jJ 'JJ is magi cal in the sense 

that bis prayers or bis actions are able to change or bring 

about events; what is of essenti al bearing on this matter is 

that 1 t is always God working through the p I U , v.ho is 

responsible for all things. The events which occur or the 

qualities attributed to the I J 7 J are t wo dimensional; there 

is primarily the nature of God which allows the +.J1- to 

!'unction, and secondarily t here i s the f1 1J;J himself that 

makes all things possible within him. It is this relationship 

between God and the f 1 j) which if the dimension of God 

working through the f-!-3..2_ was ignore4 yi elds magic. The acts 

Which the ";)I zJ does are done with t he help Of God. 
I 

From another part of the Talmud we learn how it is 

that the fJ 1 33 in our example :from Taani t 24a was able to 

cause rain to fall and wind to bl ow. The answer is tied up 

within the relationship between God and the 

f ' ]3 enjoys a speci al position and status in relationship 

to God. One of the rewards of this relationship is the grant­

ing 0£ the prayers of the righteo~s . 

11 
••• Rav Eleazar said in the namo of Rav 

Benjamin ben Japeth: Why is the prayer of 
the righteous compared to a hind ? To tell 
you that just as with the hind, as long as 
it grows, its antlers form additional branches 
every year, so with the right eous , the longer 
they abide in prayer, the more will thei~ 



prayer be heard" . 6. 

The Talmudic role of the ~ is one filled with 

admiration and prai se . The ~ is an exemplary human being. 

As a result of his actions God does many things for the world. 

11 Rav Samuel ben Nahami said Rav Jonathan.• s name, 
The Righteous are destined to resurrect the 
dead •••• " 7. 

It is the righteous , as a specific group of people who enable 

God to fulfill h i s promises to the p~ople . The elevated s tatus 

of the f 1 J J explains how he 1 s the one selected to be God 1 s 

agent in the carrying out of Divine pla.ns . 

" Rav Johanan said, The righteous are greater 
than the ministering angels, f or it i s said , 
' He answered and said, Lo, I see four men loose, 
walking in the midst of the fire, and they have 
no hurt; and the form of t he fvurth is like the 
son of God. 1 " . a. 

The Tal.mud a lso makes an interesting connnent as to 

the relationship between the world and t he f 173 . Biblical ly 

the roots for this relationship were present, but it is in 

the Talmud that the idea of the world being created and mainN 

tained for the sake of the ~ighteous becomes a .full blolfll 

concept . 

" Rav Eleazar :f'urther said: .Even for t he sake 
of a single righteous man would this world have 
been created for it is said: 'And God saw the 
light t hat it was ( for one who is ) good1, and 
good means but the righteous, as it is said, 
Say ye of the righteous that he is the good one0 • 

s . 
1!ial>bi~yya ben Abba said in tbe name of ~bbi 
Jolilanan: No righteous man dies out of this 
world, before another, like himself, is 
created, as it is saJ.d: • The sun also a riseth, 
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and the sun goeth down' - before the sun of Eli 
set, the stm of Samuel of Ramathslim rose. "Habbi 
aiyya ben Abba also said in the name of Rabbi 
Jo~n.an, The Holy one Blessed be He, saw that 
the righteous are but few, therefore He planted 
them throughout all generations , as it is said, 
' For the pillars of the earth a~e the Lord 1 s , 
and He hath set the world upon them' . 10. 

~bi Kiyy-a b Abba said also in the name of Rabbi 
Johanan: Even for the sake of a single right­
eous man does the world endure, as it is said: 
' But the righteous 1 s the foundati1:m of the 
world• ••• 11

• 11. 

The preceeding three examples clearly summarize the Talmudic 

position and concept of the elevated position of the :p!-1.1-· 
The world was created on his behalf, there is always a constant 

number of pJ?'z3, and the world remains in existence for the 

sake of the righteous. 

The Talmud picks up the idea of a constant number 

of e I (2'13 ' as represented by, ti •• No righteous man dies out 
1 2 

of this world, before another, like himself', is created"• 

The idea emerges in a specific concept revolving arcund the 

general core of the j> 'J.J; this idea comes to be known as 

the Lamed-Vov Legend. 

0 Did not Abe.ye in fact state , " The world 
never has less than thirty-six righteous men 
who are vouchsafed a sight of the Shechinah 
every day, :for it is said, 'Happy are they 
that wait LO '\Iaaiah 30:18) and the numerical 
value of LO is thii.~ty-six." 13. 

As we have previously seen God does various things 

on b~hali' or the merit of the f '73 . Some o:f these involve 

intercession by God in natural events; i.e. the occurence of 

rain and wind. Other references are made to the creation and 
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the continued existence o~ the world as dir ect results of the 

role of the µ' 13 • Dl addition the Talmud also provides 

us with material which shows that at ti.llles God suspends the 

natural order of things for the sake of the righteous. 

" •.And tarried there all night, because the 
sun was setr t Genesis 28:10 J, Having prayed 
he wished to proceed: thereupon the Holy One , 
Blessed be He s aid, • This right e ous man has 
come to my habitation. shall be depa~ without 
a nights rest ? Immediately the sun set ••• "14. 

The f J jJ emerges in another section of the Talmud 

providing another service for the human community; it is the 

deeds of the ( '13 which keeps judgement from the world. 

This idea corresponds to previous passages which point to 

the e~lstence of the world as directly related to the merit 

of tho /) 'z} . 
I 

" Hezekiah :further stated in the name of Rabbi 
Jeremiah, who said - it in the name of Rabbi Simeon 
ben Yohai, I am able to exempt the whole world 
from judgement f rom the day that I was born 
until now, and wePe Elieaar , my son, to be with 
me l we would exempt it ) .from the day of the 
~~eation of t he world to the present time , and 
wero Jotham the son of Uzziah with us ( we 
would exempt it ) from the creation of the 
world to its final end" . 15. 

From yet another Talmudic source we learn of the 

distinct influence the 7J'f3 had upon the general c.ommuni ty. 
I 

The influence is seen in many areas; a constant theme which 

we have seen before and will see once again exhibited in the 

.follO\'fing ex.ample is the comparison made be tween the wor k of 

the righteous and t he various other agents of God. The 

paradigmatic end result of each of these examples is the 



overwhelming statement of superiority of the f I ?3 in 

relation to other human beings and the other of God•a 

creationa.rt is i~portant to note tha~ the superiority of 

the ? I] .5 is not a pompous or haughty dimension o!' the 

j'J lj:J_ and his personality, rather it is superiority in 

moral and ethical behavior. The 71 1?:3 is compared and 
I 
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subsequently found to be superior to the other created things 

by others who make the comparison. rt is not the _:;J..!..Z...]. who 

compares himsel:f to the ministering angels or sees himself 

as r esponsible for the creation and continued existence of 

the world. All 01· the compar isons and statements abont the 

/) I 2 3 a.re rua.de by other people in r egard to the z/JJ • 
I T 

This distincti on serves as a key insight into the humility 

and modasty of the µ 1 J) . 

" Bar-Kappara expounded : The work of the 
righteous is greater t han the work of heaven 
\ creation ) and earth, as it is writt~n, •Yea 
my hand hath laid the :foundstion of the earth, 
and my right hand hath spread out the heavensJ , 
( Isaiah 48 : 13 ), while in ( regard to ) the 
work of the hands of t he righteous it is wr itten, 
• The olaoe which thou hast made for Thee to 
dwell ln, O Lord, t he sanctuary, o Lord, whic~ 
Thy bands have est ablished• l Exodus 15: l?J. "J.6. 

The Talmud in retros~ect does many things to complete 

the conceptualization of the 7/ 13 . We have so :far seen the 
7 

many examples of Tal.nr~di c literature which comprise t he skel-

etal structure of the /) 'l:J . From the examples ;re have seen , 
t he many ways in which t he ';) ' J.J is seen: bis deeds , bis 

I 

elevated position in the cosmos , his role in i'ul.filling God •s 



Wishes, and the way i n which the /) J J J is at all costs 
I 

represented as a humble, average per so.Tl. The p 1]3 is ;iot 

only a physical reality, but he is a goal, an archtype 

human form to be strived after by others. It is ve'I"Y interest­

ing how this concept is fostered in both of its dimensions: 

the human being who is the f) 1 73 and the ideal of the 
I 

f 173 . 
The concept of the '7) 1 z) appears throughout the 

I 
Ta.1111udic strata, as has been noted, there is though a develop-

mental nature tc; t he concept. This developmental evol ution 

of the concept is seen i n the categorization of different 

types of p 1-;) 1 zJ • 
I 

" A righteous man who prosper? is a perfectl y 
righteous man; the righteous man is in adversity 
is not a perfectly righteous man. The wicked 
man who prospers is not a totaly wicked man; 
the wick~d man who is in adversity is perfectly 
wicked man." 17. 

This passage from Bera.kot tells us of the existence of two 

types of P'J' 33 . The one is the ?!,Ale J 9J , and the other 

ls the normal f J z.5 . The distinction raised by this text 

shows a del'inite stratification of the two types of p/7J'J3 
j 

contained therein. There is also a didactic quality to the 

selection which attempts t o provide a visible test for the 

recogn.i tion of the real p 1J) • The pass~ge defines the 
., ,, 

person who is righteous and prospers, as the true example or 
a completely righteous m9.ll. Though the passage may primarily 

be tryi ng t o deal with the general question of why the 



righteous suffer; it is nevertheless an ill ustration of a 

hierarchy of R '/ 1 ]...J • 

The preceeding example does not stand alone as proof 

of the categorization and .stratification of e ff 1 U . The 

following example also points to this phenomenon. 

n Said Rav Aba ben Ka.~ana; What is the meaning 
of the verse, •That be far from thee to do 
after this matter, to sJay the righteous with 
the wicked.• (Genesis 18:25) What Abraham 
said is; Soverign of the universe , it is 
profanation to do afte1• this manner, and does 
not God act ai'ter this manner ? Is it not 
written, •And I will cut off from thee the 
righteous and the wicked?'.{ Ezekial 21:8 ) 
That refers to one who is wholly rigbl; eous ? 
Ia it not written, And begin ("the slaughter ) 
with my sanctuary, which, Rav Joseph learned, 
should not be read t my sanctuary •, but r nry 
sanctified ones 1, namely t he man who fUlfills 
the Torah from aleph to tav ? There , too , since 
it was in their power to protest against t the 
wickedness of the othe.rs ) and did not protest

71 they are not regarded as thoroughl y righteous.' 18 . 

The P 121Jf(P ' 7 'l J, the wholly righteous , \'1ho are re.f.erred 

to in this selection have a spacial role assigned to them. 

The· e'j>133 should have protested against the wi ckedness of 

others, but since they did not, they could not be counted 

among that group of o' 7J 'V who are known as wholly right­
' eous . It was the wholly righteous who would have exerted his 

righteousness as a tool against the evils 1n the world. The 

71 dt., ? l'JJ has a role to be active; if he reject s this 
I 

responsibility he is no longer considered to be wholly right­

eous. Through his negati on of tbe translation of his being 

into an active protest against those force which stand in 



opposition t<'.\ the universal quality of righteousness, he 

becomes less than what he might idcail-y represent. The 

?(/Ir! 7/J 3 i s a step along the evolutionary path of the 
I 

concept of the f 1 V . 
The Talmud as a body oi' 11 tera ture and law which 

genuinely reflects the life and the times duri ng which it 

is compiled teaches us a great deal about the j> 1)) . From 

the Bible we saw the beginnings of trends which became 

concretized and conceptualized i n the bulk of Talmudic 

material. Many of the original Biblical themes r emain intact, 

yet t here is development and embelishment . The µ 133 emerge s 

from the Talmud as not only a ful l grovm man, but as a 

complete concept. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Lamed-Vov Legend and its Origins 

A. The Legend 

There is within Je\Yish tradition and literature a 

legend revolving around the existence of tbirty- s ix just 

men, f I 7J 1y) who exist 
I 

in each generation, and upon whose 

merit the continuance of the world i s 
l. 

predicated. Tb.is is 
2 . 

the frame of the legend which appears twice in the Talmud. 

One would think that there would exist somewhere within the 

vast material which comprises the Jewish past a complete 

rendition of the Lamed-Vov Legend. This though is not the 

case. Whereas there are hundreds of other Biblical and 

Talmudic legends which can be found in toto somewhere within 

the Tradition, the Lamed-Vov Legend never appears in any 

greater detail than a few lines. It is these few lines which 

I feel serve as an ebbreViated reference to the total legend, 

which has been able to survive without ever being written 

down as a complete story. The Lamed- Vov Legend is a legend 

which points to a continuing reality, thereby making the 

onetine writing dovrn of its content unnecessary. 

The Legend like the concept of the f '13 f'rom 

which it derives its authority and vitality, is an ~volv1ng 

concept. Just as the meaning of the root :jl.11. and the noun 

form f 1 13 are determined by an external norm which has 
3. 

been f'ound t o vary through time and place , so to the 
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Lamed-Vov legend has been lnf luenced by the changing norms • 

It is crucial to realize that the Lamed-Vov Legend is 

essentialy a variation or a subdivision of the general ovel'­

all category of p i 7) 1 JJ . He like other p ' f) 'l J represents 
/ r I 

a certfdn elevated position in the world and in relation 

to God. In addition like the plain :p '13 he is seen as 

1\llfilling a special role as a direct result of his right~ 

eousness. In the case of the Lamed.-Vov Ii? Ir 3 his spec~al 

role is the continued existence of the world. 

We have seen in our study of the 'f 'j>J in the 

Talmud that the p 'JJ emerged as not only a human being, 

but also as a speci al type of per son who oxhbited many 

different roles. There were examples of (1 1 (> ' 73 causing rain 
~. I 

to fall or seen as responsible for the continued safety of 
5 . 

an entire city. These Talmudic examples taken in conjunction 

witb the Biblical material which defines the r;>JJJ in an 
I 

original sense provides the structure for the Lamed-Vov 

pl f I i J to be found. What is to be stressed as a result 

of this statement is that the Lamed-Vov /) 1 j J is not a 
I 

totally new idea or in any way a radical deviation from the 

general concept of the p 1 'J 3 • The Lamed-Vov j.J' J J is 

4 Concrete Variety Of e) /)I r3 J WhiOh though not referred 
I 

to as a Lamed- Vov /2 'J J is seen both Biblically and 

Talmudically. We have seen the ? 1J J established as the 

reason for the continued existence of the world in the story 
7 . 

of Sodom and Gemmorrah , as well as Within the gener al state-



ments reported a.bout the (>' f] in the Talmud. It is these 

statements attributed to the 'J'.i.J in general which are 
I 

finally incorporated into the bulk of material which makes 

up the f oundatlon of the Lamed-Vov Legend. 

one mi.gh1; think while reviewing the apparent 

\Vi.despread knowledge about the Larned-Vov Legend that it 

seems impossible tha.t one oould not find an authoratative 

source for the legend. on tha contrary the unique nature of 

the legand may be found in its ability to have maintained 

itself over vast periods of time without ever taking def i nite 

shape. The legend appears to have been a well known motif 

a."!long many different gener ations of Jews, as seen through 

the random occurrences of the legend popping up at different 

times schematicalJ.3-rb.ere are perhaps two explanations for 

the few lines which have come to be known as representative 

of the Lamed- Vov Legend ; the first is that there is really 

nothins more to the legend than the cursory statements which 

ref er to the thirty-six just men who are responsible through 

their merit for the conti nuance of the world , or the second 

alternative is that the sparse and abbreviated references 

are signposts pointing to a larger well kno~rn legend, which 

needed no more of an introduction that a few lines providing 

the general theme . The second alternative is perhaps the 

most intriguing because it attempt s to explain the wide-

spread universal nature o:f the legend as an ongoing, for 

the most part.unwritten tradition. 



Gershom Scholem in his book The messianic Idea In 

Judaism undertook an examination of th~ Le.med-Vov Legend. 

One of his statements has great bes.ring upon our understanding 

of the legend; "What are the historical origins of this 

legend an.d how did it develop ? It is curious that~ despi te 

the \1ide popularity of this idea in Jewish circles, no 

scholarly studies of any kind have been written on i+.s 
7 . 

development. " Let us examine the preceedlng statement on 

two levels; the first, using the present as a mirror of the 

past, and the second, the previously stated possibility that 

the lack of material concerning t he Lamed-Vov legend is only 

the result of the legend remaining non- literary. 

What are the ramifications of Gersbom Scholem•s 

statement that there have been no schul arly studies written 

on the Lamed- Vov legend ? The primary answ~r which comes to 

mnd is that there is not enough material to warrant S\.lch 

a search. The possibiJ.ity of a more profound answer revolves 

around the celationship between what we consider today to be 

•scholarly studies• and what motivated people in the past to 

write thl.ngs down. The parallel which is being dravn is that 

just as in the past the Lamed-Vov legend was a generally known 

theme, which maintained itself and evolved through many 

centuries without the need :for S'l elaborately written tradition, 

even today the same principal in a sense operates. The legend 

today s~ill exhibits a certain general knowledge among J ews. 

~s pointed out by Scholem, thereby making the writing down 



of the legend superfluous. 'rhe v1ta11t'T of the LaJDed-Vov 

legend could be measured by the continuance of the non­

literary tradition which has earmarked the legend since 

its inception. 

40. 

Accepting the feasibility of the by~othesis which 

stated that the brief references to the Lamed- Vov legend 

scattered th.t~oughout the Tradi tion are in reality sign- posts 

pointing to the greater reality of an ongoing non- literary 

tradition, a l lows an innovati ve answer to be gi ven t o t he 

problem. The answer reli es upon the continued under st anding 

that the legend was a f olktale which wa s kept alive t hrough 

the existence of a vital or al t radition and the se condary 

as sistance of an abbreviated written tradition~ I n light of 

the sources which contr ibute to ttre Lamed-Vov legend and the 

centuries which they span, this answer appears to be logi cal. 

B. The Sources 

This section '1111 provide the raw material f'rom 

which the Lamed- Vov legend took shape . The sources wil l be 

arranged chronologically; beginning \vith the Biblical 

materials, then the Talmudic sources, and finally with t he 

material found in the T1kkune Zohar. These mater ials will 

be catalogued in such a '1ay that the relationships between 

the portions will easily be seen. All of the materials rely 

upon eachother in creating the total concept. 

The £irst materials to be seen contributing to the 



heading of the Lemed-Vov legend are found "ti thin the Biblical 

period. The prime Biblical example which we ref erred to in 
s . 

oh.apter two wa~ the story of Sodom and Gemorrah. It is rrom 

thi~ source and the connnentaries written by Rashi that the 

rel&tionship between the :;>' zJ and the maintenance of the 

world.is established. It is the ..jl!.i:l.. in this case who is 

portrayed as having su:ffic1ent merit to not only protect 

himself from destruction, but also to save the population 

of a region. The tradition fostered by this material is the 

result of a Biblically defined j2 'P'J . This particular 

story adds to the definitional universe of p 1 u19} the quality 
) 

of being di~ectly responsible for the continuance of the 

world, a s a fact or of the merit of a designated group of 

f I/) I 5'3 • 11liis 0X8lllple designates 
I 

t he number ten as the 

lower limit of ,J'1 () 1 f3 who could possibly save the cities 
I 

or Sodom and Gemorrah or in a l~~ger sense the world. 

GF.lnesis Rabbah connnenting on the story of Sodom 

and Gemorrah provides us with a variation of the Lamed-Vov 

theme . This variation is also found in Genesis Rabbah in 

Parashat Noah. The material f rom these sources vill be 

illustrated a t this point due i·i;s direct relationship with 

the preceeding Biblical passages. 

11 Seeing that Abraham shall surely become -
Hayah Yihyeh l Genesis 18:18 J R. Tanhum said 
in the name of R. Vus Ela1 in R. Berekiah •s 
name : Re inf'ormed him that the world must 
never contain less than thirty righteous men 
like Abraham. R. Judan and R. Aha in R. Alex-
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andriss name deduced it from this ver se : 
• Seeing that Abraham shall surely become• ­
Hayah Yi hyeh: yod is ten, heh is five, yod 
is ten, and heh is f'ive . "9. (total 30,spel1ilfiPJ 

" R. Hezekiah sai d in R. Jeremiah •s name : 
Thus di d R. Simeon ben Y~i say : The world 
posses ses not l ess than thirty men as right ­
eous as Abr aham. " 10. 

The tradition proposed by th~se two exgmples from Gene s i s 

Rabbah provides for t hirty just men, plr;/l} , at a ll t i mes 
I 

present in the wor l d . 

It is from the Talmud that we f~nd the ~irst 

specific references to the number thirty- s ix as the quanti ty 

of p/f 'JJ who exi st in the worl d. I t is i nter esting t o 

note th.at Isaiah verse , 30: 18 , which is used as the source 

for the number thirty- six, never again appeare used i n this 
11. 

fashion. 

11 Did n ot Abe.ye in fact state , ' 'I'he world 
never has l ess than thirty-s~x r i ghteous 
men who are vouchaaf ed a sight of the 
Shechinah eve17 day, for it is said, • Happy 
are they that wait LO 1 (Isaiah 30: 18) and 
the nuznerics.1 value of LO is thirty- six." 1 2 . 

n Abaye sai d : The world must contain not 
less than thri ty- six righteous men i n each 
gener ation who are vouchsafed ( the s i ght 
o~ ) the 8hechinah, for it is written, 
• Happy are they that wait LO ',(Isaiah 30: 18 ) 
the numerical ve.lue of LO is thrity- six. " 13. 

In addition to these two examples the Talmud provides us 

"1th another source which uses a different number as t he 

total sum of p 1 '.:') 'j>J who must be in the wor ld. 
I 

" But that is not so, for did not Raba 
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say; The row of \ righteous men immediately ) 
befo~e the Holy one, Blessed be Be, consists 
of 18,000, o:f it is written, It shall be 
18,000 roundabout ? ( Ezekial 48:35 ) That 
is no difficulty : the :former munber l36) 
refers to those who see h1m through a bright 
speculum, the latter to those who contmplate 
him through a dim one." 14. · 

Besides the previous examples which attribute 

specific numbers to t he general tradition, there are many 

Talmudic passages whi ch are essential to. the total understan­

ding of the cocept . The ";'\ '/3 in the Talmud is assigned 
I 

certain role functions; one of these is the part the /) 1 ].3 
I 

plays in the continuance of the world. Taking the various 

examples as representing p ieces of the greater whole, which 

is the overall concept, one sees the :function of the 

individual examples in r elation to the whole. 

" Raba was dejected because of the special 
honor shown to Abaye , and he was therefore 
tol d , Be content that ( through your meri t ) 
the whole city is protected. " 15. 

n Rav Eleazar :f'urther said: EVen for the 
sake of a single r ighteous man would this 
world have been created, for it is said, 
• And God saw the light that it was \ for 
one who is ) good '• and igood• means but 
the righteous, as it is said; Say ye of 
the righteous that he is the good one. 11 16. 

11 Rabbi iliyya ber.. Abba said in the name of 
Rabbi Jo~anan; No righteous man dies out of 
this world, bei'ore another, like himself, i s 
created, as it is said: 1 The sun also rises 
and the sun goes down - before the sun 0£ 
Eli set, the sun of Samuel of Ramathaim rose~ 
Rabbi Tliyya ben Abba said in the name of Rabbi 
Jolilanan: The Roly one, Blessed be He. saw that 
the righteous are but ~ew. therefore he planted 
then throughout all generations , as it is said ; 



• For the pillars of the earth are the Lord•s 
and Re hath ste the world upon them ' ". -
l I Samuel 2:8 ) 17. 

" Rabbi Uiyya ben Abba said also in the name 
of ttabbi Jokanan: Even for the sake of a single 
righteous man does the world endure, as it is 
said; 1 But the righteous is the foundation 
of' the world • \Proverbs 10: 25) •••" 18. 

0 Hezekiah further stated in the name of Rabbi 
Jeremiah, who said it in the naxne of Rabbi 
Simeon ben Yohai; I am abl e to exempt the whole 
world from j~dgement, :rom the day that I was 
born until now, and were ~liezar, my son, to 
be with me ( we would exempt it J :from the day 
of' the creation of the world to the present 
time, and were Jotham the son of Uzziah wtth 
us l we would exempt it J from the creation 
of the world to tis i'inal end." 19. 

11 Bar- KappP.ra expounded: The work of the 
righteous is greater than the work of heaven 
l creation ) and earth, as it is written; 
1 Yea my hand hath laid the foundation of the 
earth, and my right hand hath spread out the 
heavens• l Isaiah 48:13 ), while in l regard 
to } the work of the hands of the righteous 
it i s wri tten, • The place whic~ thou hast 
made for Thee to dwell in) o Lord, the 
sanctuary, O Lord, which Thy hands have 
established • \ Exodus 15:17 J•" 20. 

The above examples bring to the su.rf'ace some of 

the recurrent themes which have been catalogued under the 

heading of the Lamed- Vov legend. They are : 1. the /)']3 
• 

oan use his merit to protect oities, 2. the world would have 

been created for even one righteous man, the converse 

states that the world would be maintained for the sake of 

the righteous, 3. there are to always be a constant m.nnber 

of p 1j> '?3 in the world in every generation, 4 . the merit 

of the righteous man is suf'ficient to keep the threat of 
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judgement fro~ the world, •judgement• serving in this case 

as the opposite of the continu.e.J1ce of the world, end 5. the 

7J / ]J is always considered to be in a favored, elevated 
I 

position. 

The next strata of the Tradition which provides an 

ex.ample of the Lal'lled- Vov legend is the Tikkune Zohar. Yitzhak 

Baer writing about the period stated, " Near the close of 

the thirteeth centul"Y an anonymous cabalist composed ••• the 

Tiklrunirn as a kind of sequel to the Zohar and a commentary 
21. 

on it" . The Tikkune Zohar picks up the theme of the Lamed-

Vov legend and adds its own twist to it . 

" There are seventy-two rig.'1teous men; this 
follows the example found in Tr e.ctate Sanhedrin. 
( 97b ) The proof for this t 7~ ) i s found in 
the word LO, ( Isaiah 30:18 • Happy are they 
'~hat wait LO ' ), Lamed- Vov equals thrity-su. 
There are thirty-six in the Land of Israel and 
thirty- s i x outside of the Land of Israel ( i n 
the galut ) ~ 22. 

c. conclusion 

There appear to be several traditions tangled 

together under the thematic province of the Lamed- Vov lege~ 

All of the examples use the same themes and share mucb in 

common; the area of difrerence is the number assigned to the 

group of e /? ( 'jJ who fulfill the concept. The options so 

far uncovered have yielded the number2: 10, 30, 1a,ooo, 36 , 

and 72. I submit that the actual number ha.s little conseq­

uence over the total thrust of the concept. The central idea 
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of the ·u 1 z J being able to maintain tb.e existence o-r the 
J 

worl d through his merit is kept intact throughout the 

examples. It is as a result of this consi stant effort to 

protect the integrity of the general legend that the 

possible probl em caused by the different number traditions 

i s neutralized. The enduring principle which emerges from 

the sources is that the legend is not totally sub~wned 

under one particular number trad1ti0n. Rat her the legend 

displays its dynamic, evolutionary nature by assuming 

dif£erent number configurations at dirferent devel opmental 

periods. It f'u.rther appears that the number thirty- six was 

the latest of the number f orms f or the legend. and became 

representative of the legend as it evolved pdat the Talmudic 

period. This conclusion is based on the material pre sented 

by the Tikkune Zohar; though the total number i s given as 

seventy- two, the relationship between the older thread of 

thirty-six righteous men and this new interpretation is 

clearl y stated. 

The Lamed- Vov legend is a type of legend. It does 

not rely upon any set number, though a certain abstract 

number has always been a p~rt of the total legend. The kind 

of legend which has oome to be identified by the name 1 The 

Lamed- Vov legend1 is based on the role of the :;>' 33 as 

havi ng an active p~rt in insuring that the world is cont inued. 

We have seen this theme evolve frOln Biblical times, as well 

as it becoming a !'unction of the /) 
1 zJ and his :f'unction 

) 
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in the world. 

The relationship shown between the f1'lJ and the 

Lamed - Vov />Ir 1 ls indeed very close . T"ne Lamed-Vov /> I 33 

derives bis identity and general defintional scope from the 

concept of the :p ' r f • The Lamed-Vov J> ']3 is a special­

ized /1 'jJ ; he is the result of the melding of a Biblica.l 

tra<il. tion and the emergent concept of the p 1 ] .J • The 

Lamed- Vov legend is primarily dependent upon the concept of 

the general p 1J .J ; this general framework is then special-

ized under the s~ecii'ic category of the Lamed-Vov legend. 

As has been previously noted the specific category does not 

detract from the overriding fact that the Lamed- Vov ii' J 3 -/...,__-=-
is first and foremost a~ / )] , who i s fu.1"'illing a 

I 

specific task as defined by the boundaries of the Lamed- Vov 

legend. These boundaries are in no way coni'ined to the mere 

numerical conf1guratio:r:r which the title suggests, the number 

thirty- six has become associated with the legend during 

the Talnru.dic period and has appeared to become dominant . 

The Lamed- Vov i s a jJ '[J , who .fulfills his 

role as a f 1 J f by keeping the worl d in existence through 

the merit he earns through his actions. 
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