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s~udent relationship tha~ have been so meaningful to the 

writer. 

i v 



DIGEST 

The character of the biblical King David was trans 

formed in rabbinic literature. The aim of this study is to 

reveal the essential aspects of that transfo rmation. In 

order to accomplish that tesk, the material has been structured 

around t he organically related themes of God , Torah, Israel -

creation, revelation, and redemption. The result is a meth

odological approach which yields an organized picture of the 

purposive history of' Israel in which the :::-abbis believed. 

D~vid is revealed as a symbolic hero at each point in t h is 

cyclical reconstruction of history. While ne maintains some 

characteristics of his biblical personality, David ' s new 

imagEi is broadened so that he represents the individual Jew, 

~he people Israel, and the hlgbest example of rabbinic thought 

and values. 

The r abb is v i ewed Israel 1s history i n terms of an 

orig inal, harmonious covenant linking man and God. Man 

rup tured that covenant through wrongdc,ing, and the story or 

history is the story of the attempt to repair that breach 

and to restore the o riginal relationship in a messianic cul

mination of histo:t•y. Thi s is the cycle which the rabbis 

have concretized and personified in the figure of David. 

From an unblemished o rigi n, he proceeded to wrongdoing. 

The result was sufi'ering and a confrontation with various 

types of spiritual foes. David's attempts to repair the 

breach involved him i n activities of repentance , study, and 

m.iiwot, that is, in Torah . He was aided in his struggle for 

v 



return by merits and God's g r ace . The King's image as a 

mess ianic figure of hope represents the culmination of the 

cycl e. Thus , David is remolded into a mythic hero of rab

bini c J udaism. He is a didactic symbol who is so p a inted 

a s to provide the attentive Jew wi th an example and a pro 

gram by which to secure salvatio n for himself , his people, 

and--even~ually --for all ~ankind. 
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CHAPTER I 

METHODOLOGY 

"There are, in the main, 11 wrote Dr. Israel Bettan, 

"three cer.t1'.ql themes around which the wisdom, the poetry, 

and the admonition of the early p reachers revolve . The 

majesty of God, the grandeur of Torah , the unique destiny 

or Israel, •.. 11 1 Dr. Max Kadushin has recognized the same 

pattern in his systematization of rabbinic thinking under 

the organically relate d concepts of God's j ustice and love, 

Torah, and Israel .2 These are not separate concepts sub-

ject to rational, philosophical exposition i n rabbinic 

literature; rather, as Kadushin has laboriously demonstrated, 

they are b~autifully interwo~~n va)~~ concepts which illu-

minate one another and give rise to a g reat many other sub-

concepts . 
) 

To be a ware of this triad of God, Torah, Israel 

is to bring an organizing methodology to bear on a mass of 

material that may have appeared chaotic at fi rst sight. To 

be aware of it is to have gathered together the multi-colored 

threads of history and tradition, fact and fable, legal 

declaration and poetic inspiration, logical deduction and 

theological point of view, polemical bite and ethical insight; 

f o r, these are t he warp and woof of the rabbis' garment . 

1 
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This structure will bring order out of the chaos, but 

it will not alone convey a sense of direction to the rabbinic 

material. For that purpose, a second triad must be intro-

duced: creation, revelation, and redemption . These three 

mesh wi th the first in such a way as to give the Jew a guide 

for living, a set path to follow. Their message is that 

Jewi sh life has a goal to be reached.4 In brief, the two 

triads cor.~erge i n this way: God, i n his maj esty, created 

a perfect (or, at least , potentially perfect) world, a 

Garden of Eden. Man has disrupted that harmonious creation 

by indulgi ng i n wrongdoing. The guilt , hardship, and evil 

in the world r~flect the resul tant, sad state of affairs. 

I n t r uth, man's present condition is no more than he justly 

deserves l'rom God as retribution for t he wrongs committed , 

for the breaking of en original trust. All i s not lost, 

however, for God in His mercy has offer ed an antidote to 

man's ills. The antidote i s Torah, that gift revealed t o 

Israel , which opens the w~T for man t o put thi ngs back in 

Ol"der once again . As Kadushin expresses it , it is a hope 

which man should feel obliged to sei Le: 

Only by the study and practi ce of the Torah can 
Israel remain a spiritual people. The Torah i s the 
covenant between God and Israel, annulled when all 
the commandment s are broken or idolat ry practiced. 
To be God's people means to be altogether absorbed 
with the Torah ..•. Israel's acceptance of the Torah 
is, t herefore, linked with their love of God ..• . 5 

I srael , then , carrying the hope and responsibi lity of 

Torah , i s charged to use t hi s treasure to bring mankind !'ull 



circle back to God, to Eden. In other words, the task and 

goal is none other than redemption. 

It should be made clear that this organic pattern 

J 

was not a self-conscious construct set down as the theory of 

intellectual idealists . In fact, it was a natural, practical 

approach to the problems of the day--framed in a style that 

the average man could understand. The biblical text was the 

raw material tl.J'ough which the rabbis could range over every

day situations . The text may have lost old meanings and 

accrued new ones in the process, but this is easily under

stood once we are aware that the purpose of the Darshanim-

in regard to the Jew of their day--was "to induce him to 

lead a religious and moral life. 116 Indeed, they did this 

admirably by making full use of the free avenues of express

ion opened up by the haggadic method. On one level, they 

gave sequence and order to con:f'lic ting biblical aooounts . 

On another level, they did infuse wider m.eanjng into the text. 

On a thi ru- - closely related--level, the rabbis used haggadah 

as a medium to argue out their differences with fellow Jews 

and heret i cs . I t was an avenue for buttressing prevai ling 

opinion and i nfusing into the text a moral and ethical v iew

point which may not have been present in the Bible itself. 

Finally , it o~fered consolations to the beleaguered people 

to whom it was addressed. This practical focus of the rabbis 

is surmnarized by Louis Ginzberg in the preface to Legends 

of the Jews. He says, 



The teachers of the Haggadah . .• were no folk
lorists, from whom a faithful reproduction of the 
l egendary material may be expected. Primarily 
they were homilists, who used l egends for didactic 
purposes, and the ir main object was to establi sh 
a close connection between the Scripture and the 
creations of the popular fancy, to give t he latter 
a firm basis and secure a long t erm of life for 
t hem.I 

4 

In sum, we can say that the rabbis drew on the bib

lical tex t for the didactic purpose of confirming their 

statement s regarding the problems of their time. From our 

vantage point , we can discern th~ organi c, purposive struc-

ture that was embedded in that activity. 

This cursory review of rabbinic thinking has been 

nec essary because the methodology employed in this study 

of King David emerges from it and i s dictated by it. The 

insight into the organic, purposive construction enables us 

t o anticipate the general outline of David's character a.s the 

rabbis drew it . We might now expect to f ind the b i blical 

David transfo rmed into a symbolic hero figure functioning 

i n the two - fold dra.na of Goel , ';c1·aL, Israel--creat ion , 

revelation, and redempti~n. We might expect a blurring of 

the lines of his biblical character in order to allow a 

repainting of him that would s peak to "everyman" in the 

rabb inic idiom. It will bs no surprise if a figure who 

looms as large in the bi blical text as does David will be 

so remolded as to reflect the span of Israel's purpo~ive 

his t ory from idyllic, harmonious youth ; through sin , suf

fering, and Torah hope; to a redemptive, messianic .future. 



All of this might be expected, not only because it 

parallels the general message which the rabbis wish to bring 

home to us, but because King David makes an ideal sub j ect to 

sit for such a rabbinic portrait . Thi s is a fact we will 

point up in our discussi on of the biblical David. For now, 

i t will suffice to point out that the David of the Bible 

will be of interest principally because he can be t hus employed. 

These being our expectations {and I believe that the source 

mate~ial will indeed justify them), our methodology should 

now be clear. 

First, we will look at the biblical David, the "raw 

mat erial. 11 After all , whatever they may have done to tailor 

or enhance the meaning of t he text, the rabbis took it for 

granted t hat the Bible was the starting point for their dis 

cussion and the ultimate proof - text for their point o f view. 

The signlficant data for our purposes will be the factual 

ma.t erial which is picked u p b:y ths i·ubbi-;. Therefore, we 

will take note of those things which are ~old about David 

which provide a take-off point for later comments; and, also, 

we will note some of the tuing s which are not. said--s ince a 

vacuum was also inviting to t he rabbinic imaginati on. 

Having laid the b iblical groundwork, we will fol low 

the rabbinic cycle as reflected through the image of Davia~ 

Thus, we will begin with God , creations and the structuring 

of the harmonies of youth "before the fall, 11 so to speak. 

This will be followed by an account of David ' s wrongdo ing , 

the separati on .f rom Eden, the breaking 01· the harmonies that 



cal.ls out for remedy. Here we will see David in confronta

tion with his enemies. 

6 

It is the sense of predicament that leads us to an 

examination of Torah in its widest sense. Through David we 

will come to an investigation of those different factors 

which mark the route back to Eden. Repentance, Torah study , 

miiwah , suffering, merits, and God's grace will be the major 

operative concepts in this part of our study. 

Finally, we will turn to the redemptive culmination 

of our cycle. There, again through the mirror of David, we 

will discuss the messianic. It wil l , of course, be necessary 

to achieve a general view of rabbinic ideas on the subject 

i n order to see how the role of David fits into the scheme 

of things . 

One note should be added here; namely, that we recog

nize by the very validity of the organic concept that our 

division of the subject is an arbitrary imposition. At the 

same time that we proclaim the inter locking character of the 

material which is constantly "playing-off" one idea against 

another, we are dividing that material into neat categories. 

T"nis seems the only way of getting at our subject, however, 

so we can only proceed in this manner recognizing that the 

source3 themselves make no such separations and that a cer

tain overlapping may occur. 

Our structure thus in mind, we are ready to examine 

the biblical David . 



CHAPTER II 

THE BIBLICAL DAVID 

The concern of our study is the rabbinic David, and 

we have already seen that his resemblance to the "original 11 

may often be tenuous, to say the least. Yet, t he biblical 

D~vid who emerges principally in Samuel and Chronicles does 

require some consideration. The seed may not look like the 

flower, but we should be aware of the former in order to 

gain some perspective about the latter . We can only recog

nize the rabbinic reshaping if we have some notion of the 

material which was reworked. 

Our purpose here is not to reconstruct all the inci

dents, views, and characteristics which the Bi ble attaches 

to David . It i s, rather, to tal{s note of some of the major 

elements which attracted rabbinic comment. 

The first thing that made David a popular sub ject 

for exposi tion was the heroic pattern which was already 

established in his biblical image. He was in the mold of 

the great mythic hero who first appears as a pure, innocent 

youth; who then faces trials and t emptations and knows the 

highs and lows of adventure, accompl ishment, disappointment , 

and hardship . He was one who experienced coni"rontations 

7 
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with enemi es and l overs. Finally , he lived wi th dreams and 

hopes on a grand sea.le. Hera, then, was a figure whose life 

could easily be linked with the three-fold story which the 

rabbis had to tell; for , the charac~eristics mentioned here 

were present i n the history of Israel, as well. 

There were other compel ling reasons for drawing on 

the David story. Above all, the rabuis- - living as they did 

under foreign domination--wished to highlight the elements 

of faithfulness to Judaism and t he hope that faith would be 

rewar1ed. David's name was already linked biblically to the 

Ps alms, Jerusalem, the Temple, the age of po litic al self-rule 

under J ewi sh kingship, and t he messianic hope. What could be 

more natural than that the rabbis would enlarge and ideali ze 

these factors to drive home the redemptive message to their 

f ellow Jews. 

Even a cursory reading of the scriptural accounts 

shows us the problems facing the rabbis who wished to ideal

iz e Davi d. For a progenitor of th~ ~~ezsiah, he possessed 

a f ew t oo many taints on his record. There was, for example, 

his own descent f r om the Moabitess, Ruth (Ruth 4 :17-22). He 

bore a certain res ponsibility f or the death of the priests 

of Nob (I Samuel 22:22). Willingly, he had j oined with the 

Philistines who were to fight against Saul ( I Samuel 2B:l-2). 

The sin of taking the census was on his record (II Samuel 

24.:10), and--most glaring of all - -there was the incident with 

Bathsheba for which an account had to be made {II Samuel 11: 

2ff.) . 
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These were a few examples of s pecifically mentioned 

sins of commiss ion, but they were only part of the problem 

f rom the r abbis ' point of view. Thei r heroic figure h ad to 

embody t he r abb inic vir tues , and pre - rabbinic David could 

hardly have accomplished that feat --seeing that many of the 

doct r ines were yet to be formulated. These matters of 

omission also had to be dealt with, t hen . 

The r abbis did not have to do all t his patchwork de 

novo, however. The Chronicler , writing from the P code 

per~?ective, had alr eady shed light on how it could be done. 

Indeed, he offered the option of a diff'erent sort of David 

whose "new-found" qu,ali ties could be meshed wi th t he more 

accurately historic ones in Samuel . The bi bl ical scholar , 

Henry Smith , gives us a picture of the Chronicler' s approach: 

His David . .. is not the David of the earlier narra
tive--the man who shows many human weaknesses . 
Whatever throws a shadow on the great king is 
carefully excluded from the narrative . What i s 
shown us is a great churchman, devoted to the 
service of t he sanctuary. The account of the 
bringing 1.ip of the ark , taken 1 !'CLn the earlier 
narrative, is changed in details so as to make 
David conform to Mosaic ~aw . The Levites , who 
are conspicuous by their abs ence from the earli er 
story, now appear as legitimate carriers of the 
sacred ob j ect .•. the author makes use of them to 
show David 's care for the ritual ; fo r it is at 
his command that the Levites arra.yge the companies 
of singers and of doorkeepers .• .. 

In his I n troduction to the Old Testament, Robert 

Pfeiffer makes a s imi lar comment regarding s ome of the 

s pecific problems which we have mentioned : 

. . • the Chronicler tacitly omits • • • what ever in the 
ancient s ources casts discredit on David •.• with the 
exception of one sin, the taking of the census 

Thi s one misdeed could no t be forgotten be-



cause it resulted in the revelation of the site on 
which the Temple was to be built. Nevertheless, in 
Chronicles it was not Jehovah (II Samuel 24 : 1) but 
Satan (I Chronicles 21:1), in his hostility to 
I srael, who instigated David to count the people. 

10 

Continuing his account or the pious , spotless character found 

here, Pfeiffer adds, 

The intri~es by which . .. {David? .. . attained the 
throne, David 1 s treasonable willingness to fight 
in the ranks of the Philistines agai nst Saul, his 
affair with Bathsheba and the astute murder of 
her husband , Absalom's rebellion, .. . as also other 
scandalous incident s, are all consigned to obli v
i on . 2 

While the literature provided the rabbis with one 

t ool f or change, history added ano t her. At first blush, 

David is a bit too military to suit the Torah-centered image 

of t he rabbinic hero. Closer scruti ny of the history reveals, 

however, that his activity led to the k i nd of religious em-

phasis which the rabbis could embellish and read back into 

t he character of t he king, himself. As Professor William 

Albright states i t, 

Fr om David's time on , the prophetic missi on waa 
closely associated with moral and political refor
mation as well as purely religiou~ r evival, as is 
shown clearly by the rcle of Nathan. It can hard
ly be accidental that the flow of charismatic 
energy in Israel was divert ed from military and 
political heroes and leaders t o religious leaders 
almost immediately after the consolidation of the 
Monarchy. Seen in this light the establishment 
or the Monarchy seems to have been almost a pre
requisite for spi r i tual revival, under t he con
ditions which t hen prevailed. 3 

The point to be made here, of course, is that the 

rabbis did not see the conditions as simply prevailing 

"then." They could read David's situation as their own. 

Another authori ty , Rabbi Leo Baeck, put s this rabbinic 



characteristic in perspective for us again: 

Where the Bible spoke of what had occurred to a def
inite person in a definite hour, the reader under
stood it to speak of what occurs always. All 
biblical history did not only tell something, i t 
also meant something. It did not relate what had 
been once upon a time and had come and gone, but 
something which happened long ago, but also happens 
again and again and is, for all the changes in 
place and detail, always the same. A particular 
story reveals, as it were , a grandiose drama which 
is performed over and over again; the masks are 
changing, but the pr~tagonis ts and their opponents 
are always the same. 

Thus , the rabbinic viewpoint which pervaded all the 

biblical material on David and which made his reformation 

into a symbolic figure a logical act . David was himself, 

but he was the model Jew of rabbinic times and personified 

Israel, as well. 

This being the case, we can look for an exposition 

on his early days that will mirror wiblemished, harmonious 

creation and Israel's romanticized past. This will mean a 

use of the stories of his yo~th ~q A shepherd and sweet 

singer of songs. It will dictate a point of view regarding 

the lineage which the Bible ascribes to him. 

Since the next step in the wider drama involves the 

loss of Eden through wrongdoing, we may rightly expect to see 

a use of those biblical materials tha t speak of David's sins . 

We have already noted the major items inv olved here--espacially 

is the Bathsheba story significant. 

In the wake of the sins come crises and hardships . 

The presence of the enemy was very real in rabbinic times, 

and the preachers wished to show that it was directly related 
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to problems of values. To do this --and to fac e the i ssue of 

enemies squarely --the rabbis devoted a good deal of time to 

David's confrontation with his enemies. The encounters with 

Goliath, Saul , Absalom, and others are all there; however, 

the y were not totally appropriate sub j ects into which the 

rabbis could symbolically read the enemies of their time. 

They turned, therefore, to two of David's other enemies whose 

characters wero open to easier reworking. Doeg and Ahitophel 

are thereby brought to center stage, and the t wo play a 

major role in this phase of the rabb~nic drama. 

What follows nex t in the rabbinic chain or events is 

t he prescription for meeting the crises. Here, the rabbis 

pull all stops in order to make David the symbol of all those 

Torah values which constituted their program in this regard. 

Many of these values were , indeed , present in s ome form in 

~he biblical picture of David . He had manifested a spirit 

of repentance after such incidents a s the taking of the 

census and the affair with Bathsheba (II Samuel 24:10- 25 and 

12:1J), and the Ps alms attributed to him helped to substan

tiate this facet of his charac ter (e.g. Psalm 51). 

The qualities of mercy and forgiveness are also in 

evidence. Twice he spares the life of Saul, who is purs uing 

him (I Samuel 24 : 3- 7 and 26:5- 12), and he is capable of the 

most moving words of love toward Absalom,who had sought to 

u surp him (II Samuel 19 :1 - 8 ). 

Alongside the sense of mercy, David manifes ted a 

strict notion of j ustice - -two qualities that the rabbis 

understood to be in creative tension. Punishment of the 
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Amalekite who claimed to have killed Saul (I I Samuel 1 :1 -16 ) , 

and David's curse on Joab for killing Abner after t he latter 

had come under a white fl a g of truce (II Samuel ) :28- 29) , are 

exampl e s of th i s . 

We have already taken note o f David ' s concern for 

reli g ious ritual in Chronic les, and h\s openness to ethical 

admonition by religious author ity in the confrontations with 

Nathan and Gsd r~garding h is rnisconduct.5 These, too, were 

positive attributes in the eyes of the rabbis. 

Much was already available to t he rabbis , then, for 

reshaping the biblical David as an exemplar of rabbinic values. 

Their exeget ic techni ques were quite capable of filli ng in 

t he gaps so as to paint David as a student of Torah and a 

follower of rabbinic l aw, i n addition to his o ther qualities. 

The final ac t of t he rabbinic drama was messianic , 

and here, too , tbe Bible o ffered "'raw ma t erial" from which 

to work. There was, for example: God's p~omise t hrough 

Nathan of an enduring Davidic kingship (II Samuel 7:8- 16 and 

its e cho i n Psalm 89 :21-38) . Numerous prophetic ref e rences 

also make the link between David and the redemptive future. 6 

It is an a s socia tion we will explore further toward the end 

of our study, where we will al so see the way in whi c h the 

rabbis enlarg ed, deepened, and refo cused t he messianic pic

ture of David . 

We n ow have an overview of the B:i.blical landscape 

out of which t h e r abbis culled material to create their own 
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David. Now we are ready to l ook more closely at the source 

materials that comprised their reconstruction. 



CHAPTER III 

THE CYCLE BID INS : DAVID 1 S BACKGROUND 

According to the rabbis, David was the progenitor of 

the Mess iah and a personification of redemptive history. For 

both reasons, his line8.6e had to be above reproach. In the 

first ins tance, it was important because it would have been 

unseemly and illogical were the Messiah to emerge with some 

taint on his "birth certificate. 11 Regarding the second, it 

was significant because the organic view of history required 

an initial, harmonious relationship between God and man-

unencumbered by sin. 

The rabbis proceed to illustrate David' s irreproach

able background in two ways . On the one1 hand, t hey describe 

his origin i n terms of a special arrar.ge~9D~ wi~h God that 

goes back to the very beginning of the world. On the other 

hand, they go to great lengths to show that there is no 

taint on bis earthly forebearers as some had charged. On 

the contrary, his ancestry could not have been more proper. 

The first part of this argumentation emerge d from 

tho rabbinic premi se that there was , from the first , a man

God covenant relationship, a pre-exis t ent Torah--so to speak-

which bound bo th parties . 1 On this basi s of mutuality, God 

and Adam concluded a legal, correct arrangement not open to 

contention. David's role was part of t hat original contract.2 

15 
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In addition to t his ori ginal link with Adam in which 

his s t atus is guaranteed by God, there are other signs that 

David entered the world with a clean slate. From the womb 

he was destined for kingship , 3 and he was one over whom the 

evil i nclinati on had no domini on.4 The clearest way in 

which t he rabbis could describe someone as being born perfect 

and wi thout sin was to say that he was born circumcised. 

This was a sign of an \Ulencumbered covenant relationship, and 

David was so described.5 

These statements failed to meet the real challenge 

head-on, however. The aspersions cast on David relat ed to 

his earthly ancestors. In Mid.rash Rabbah to the book of 

Ruth, the s t atement of the problem i s put into David ' s own 

mout h: 

David said to the Holy One, blessed be Be, "Bow long 
will they rage against me and say, ' ls he not or 
t ai nted descent ?

6 
Is he not a descendant of Ruth t he 

Moabi tess ? 1 •••• 
11 

It has been suggested that t h i s chall enge to David's 

legit imacy was the work of Sadducees who supported the 

Hasmonean c l a im to the throne. 7 It appears to be a plausible 

theory, but--whatever the case--the rabbis are intent to 

shore up the i mage of a proper backgr ound . Support had to 

be brought i n order t o demonstra~e tha~ Ruth was a fit an-

cestor for the Davi dic line. 

The controversery turned on the passage in Deuter

OOOlQY (2J : 4 - 7} i n which the Moabite and Ammonite are for-

bidden to enter the congregation of I srael . The rabbis 

resolve the problem by arguing that only the male members or 
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those group s are included in the prohibition . 8 They go 

further by praising these two stocks which were grafted onto 

the Davidic line and by noting that God's hand was at work 

in bringing the union to pass . 9 In fact, the words which 

Boaz spoke to Ruth are interpreted as a forcast that David 

and the messianic line were intended to issue .from her. 10 

Other material is presented with the clear intent of 

enhancing the picture of David's lineage. Descent from 

Miria~ is attributed to him, 11 and a tradition concerning 

the tribe of Judah and its Davidic , messianic i ssue i s attri

buted to the patriarch, j acob.12 Finally, there is the 

slightly ambiguous picture of David's father , Jesse . In a 

midrash on the line attributed to David, "In iniquity I was 

brought .forth" (Psalm 51 : 7), the tale is related or how David 

was the result of a mistaken union between Jesse and his 

wife. He had desired his handmaide~ but she changed places 

with the wife wi thout Jesse's knowl~dg~.l ) In a similar 

vein is the midrash in which David appears repugnant to his 

father because the boy prophesies that he will kill Goliath, 

destroy the places of the Philistines, and build the Temple. 

For this seeming presumptuousn~ss, Jesse puts David out to 

work as a shepherd.14 

What these midra.shim t9ll us about Jesse helps to 

explain certain problem passages in the biblical t ext, and 

they reinforce the idea that the rabbis were also concerned 

over the notion that a difficulty at t ached to David's back-

ground; however, they do not give us the predominant picture 

of the man . Indeed, he actually emerges as the kind of fine 



personality we would expect from rabbis out to glorify the 

Davidic heritage. 

Though he was tempted, as we have seen, Jesse did 

not actually s in in the incident with the handmaiden . In 

18 

fact, the rabbis tell us that he was a pious scholar who 

died only because of the machinations of the serpent. 15 Be 

never was t ruly guilty of sin, and he will be rewarded for 

his conduct by beirag placed as one of the ruJ.lng princes of 

the world in mess i anic times. 16 

Having glorif i ed the geneology of Davi d, the rabbis 

added a few more touches to the picture of the idyllic, young 

personality so that the~e could be no doubt of the unstained 

record wi th which he began. These touches are found i n the 

stories related about his years as a shepherd. 

David used bis early years to develop some of his 

many talents. He acquired the physical skill s which history 

would call on him to use.17 More important, he developed h i s 

at t ribut es of sensi t ive l eadership and humility-before-God, 

attributes with which he would lead l srae1. l8 

The rabbis have set t he s tage . As they depict the 

opening scene, David--like the romaiticized Israel which he 

personifies--, begins with a harmonious, covenant relation-

ship that is not spotted by sin. In neither case will it 

endura, but it will continue to exist both as a memory of a 

past Eden and as the goal to be sought through fUture strivings. 



CHAP'rER IV 

A BROKEN COVENANT: THE SINS OF DAVID 

In dealing with the s ins of the b i blical David, the 

rabbis manifested alternating views. We have already taken 

not e of their strong desire to "cleanse" him of his faults 

and glorify his image a.a a messianic rigure. As we shall 

see momentarily, they brought great skill to bear in explain

ing away many of his actions . There was another side to the 

coin, however , and it dictated that some of his guilt show 

through. 

David's sins could not be totally hidden, not only 

because they were so clearly stated in the text, nor siluply 

to remind us that he was human , though both of these elements 

play a part. They were, in fact . necessary because David 

was an example to the Jew and a representative of Israel's 

organic history in which sin was a real fac t or . Wi t hout sin 

as a means to explain the oppression and hardship which the 

people f aced , the rabbi s would have been at a loss in describ

ing the human situa~ion . If his t ory is more than a j oke 

which God plays on man, then the evi l in the world must have 

been brought on by men. In the rabbi nic frame of reference, 

this meant that man paid the cons equences when he violated 

the Torah contract which he had made with God. To explain 

the hardships in David's life and their parallels i n I srael ' s 
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situation, it was necessary to expose the cause, that i s, 

the breach of the covenant. 

Let us turn briefly to some of those passages i n 

which the rabbis endeavor to "whitewash" David. 

The rabbis mus t firat contend with the fact that 

there ia blood on the hands of the biblical character. He 

bears some responsibility for the slaughter of the priests 

of Nob ~nd is involved in such matters as the hanging of 

Saul's family for the Gibeonites, wars of extermination 
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against Edom and Moab, and Uzzah's death in the incident of 

the ark. Most important, Uriah 's death is on his record. 

One attempt to co\Ulter this image of David i s found 

in a discussion of Esau in Genesis Rabbah. Both were bibli-

cally described as "ruddy," which caused Samuel to wonder 

if David would also be a shedder of blood. God assures him 

t hat while Esau slew on his own impul~e, l>a\"id would not be 

a murderer since he would only kill by direction of a sen

tence from the Sanhedrin.
1 

The focal point of David's gui lt was consistently 

felt to be the Uriah-Bathsheba incident. For this reason, 

t he rabbis directed their major remarks toward it . Seem-

ingly, if that could be explained away, the other defects 

would be of minor importance. Several dirferent arguments 

are made in this regard, usually predicated on a nuance o! 

rabbinic law or scriptural wording. The favorite ploy was 

to explain that all of Davi d's soldiers were required to 
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issue a bill of divorce to their wives upon their departure 

for battle. This would have made Baths heba a divorced woman 

or, a t least , doubtfully married at the time of the tryst. 2 

Another defends David by saying that he desired her but never 

went through with the act. This argument is based on the 

verb tense in the Samuel verse . A third approach mitigates 

the guilt by evasion . David says that he is being ridiculed 

for the incident, and whi l e tacitly acknowledging it , he 

retorts that it does not bar him from a place in the world to 

come . Turning on those who chide him, he adds t hat putting 

one's neighbor to shame does bar them. As to t he Uriah part 

of the episode, this soldier i s also partly to blame, s ince 

he disobeyed the king's order to return home . Finally, it 

i s s aid that Bathsheba was ac t ually destined for David from 

creation, and his error was only i n ta.king her before she wa3 

mature. 3 

There is another explanation of the event which is of 

particular importance. While aclmowl edging the incident , it 

also explains it to David's bene1 it. It makes a significant 

point which we shall have occasion to refer to l ater in our 

study; namely, that David acted a.s he did i n or der to set an 

example for Israel in the area of r epentance . Obviously , we 

are told, David was not t he type to perpetrate such an act. 

God had predestined it so that any individual who sinned and 

wondered if repentance was available could look to the example 

or David and rind assurance that God would forgive b.iln. 

There is ano t her aspect to this section from ' Abodah 

Zarah which deserves our attention, s ince it raiororces a 
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cen~ral aspec t of our thesi s. Throughout the argumen t , 

Israel is paralleled to David. As he was not the type t o sin 

with Bathsheba, so Israel was not the type to s i n with the 

golden calf; rather, she acted as a.n example to other sinning 

nations of the possibili t y of repentance.4 

Thi s linking of t he t wo experiences helps to rei n

force not only the identi ficat i on of D&vid and Israel, but 

also the concept of Si nai as the locus !'or determining man's 

sins . I t i s the breach of Torah that is of concern, and 

that .fa:~t i s underscored in the l i nes that follow in the 

Tallllud t ext . There, we find that the story is meant to illus-

trate t ha t Davi d was the olla who elevated the 101 of repen

tance. 5 Certai nly, the 'ol is Torah, and the thrust of the 

statement is that sin lies in the breach of the covenant 

while repentance is available through that same body of law. 

I t i s a theme to which we shall return in later chapters . 

Now, we can focus our a t tent ion on certain passages 

which make it quite clear that aJ. l of DAvl d 's sins were no t 

t o be discounted. 

One reason for this position may have been the very 

clear statement s of the ori ginal text . That seems to be the 

positi on of the passage from Sanhedrin in which Davi d asks 

God for forgi veness. A l arge measure of forgiveness is 

granted, but when David requests that he be declared inno-

cent, God responds that it is impossible to remove a whole 

secti on of Scripture. 6 

Another reason for the i ncl usion of references to 

guilt may be found i n the general penchant which the rabbis 
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demonstrated regarding the excessive glorification of any man. 

They seemed to sense the danger of deifying an individual, 

and they drew back from it. While this is a general state-

ment which applies to all the guilt references in this sec-

tion, an example from the Ta..lJnud helps concretize the notion. 

It is sail.! t hat none were supreme in both Torah and worldly 

affairs from the time of Moses to Rabbi Judah Ra-Nasi. When 

an objection is raised on David's behalf, the response is 

that Ira the J airite (i.e . his teacher, according to the 

rabbis; was with him, but he died before David. Then they 

add that this means that David was not supreme all his life. 7 

What sort of sins are pointed to by the rabbis ? An 

example would be David 1 s profane use of Torah passages as 

songs for entertainment; a jibe at those who made light of 

Torah, perhaps. 8 Bis paying heed to slander is given as the 

reason for the division of the kingdom and the resultant 

idolatry and exile of the people. All of this is related to 

his promise to Mephibosheth that he a.no. z1;,a would divide 

the land. 9 A further example concerns David's mistreatment 

of Saul, both in the dishonor of cutting off his skirt10 

and i n the failure to render proper respect to his remains--
11 a l apse that caused a three year f8Jlline t o come upoc Israel. 

An important sin imputed to David is his taking of the 

census . It seems likely that such an ac t had significance for 

the rabbis because of the way in which the census results 

were currently employed; namely, for purposes of taxation of 

the sub j ect people. This is the implication of the midrashic 

passage in which it is made clear that numbering the people 



was not in itself a transgression. Moses had done so for the 

proper purpose of dividing the land. It was the improper 

purpose which David had i n mind that made for his guilt. 12 

Naturally, the Bathsheba i ncident is part of the pie-

ture of the sinful David. Rab, in a tal.mudic statement, is 

able to excuse all the mlstakes except that which involves 

Uriah and, by ini'erence, Bathsheba. 13 

What lent such impact to this particular sin , from 

the rabbi nic point of view, were the implications which were 

read i nto it . This was more than a simple case of adultery 

and complicity in murder. It was symoblic of the change in 

character that marked the man who broke with Tor ah law. The 

implication was clear that what happened to David would happen 

to every J ew who violated the covenant with God . That change 

is spelled out in a mid.rash attributed to R. Simeon ben Yo:Q.ai 

i n which he expresses the notion that before a man sins he 

inspires awe and fear in others. After one sins, awe and 

f ear of others characterize him. David is offered as an 

example of the principle; for, before he went astray he could 

say, "The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I 

rear?'' (Psalms 27: 1). After his encowiter with Bathsheba, 

however, Ahitopbel could say of him in the context of Absa.lom's 

rebellion , "I will come upon him while be i s wear:; and weak

handed, and will make him afraid .• . . " (II Samuel 17:2).14 

The rabbis were reminding the people of the true 

source of their s trength. The Jew could endure as long as 

be remained true to Torah. Indeed, such moral strength made 



him a fearful enemy. Conversely, he was doomed t o be a 

vulnerable, frightened sub j ect by virtue of a falling away 

from Torah. 

What we have seen in this ~hapter i s the r abbi nic 

confrontation wi th the s inful David. There wer e those who 

wished to preserve his untainted i mage and " i n terpreted 

away 11 the guilt i mputed to David by the Bible. There were 
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also, however, those who felt it necessary to recognize the 

guilt. It is the latter approach which made the hardships 

of David more comprehensible to t he rabbi n i c mind. They 

sustained the notion that man ' s ~oral condition--his allegiance 

t o Torah--had real consequences in terms of the human pre -

d.icament in which he found hiDlself. This was not, though, a 

simplistic notion which implied that the righteous would 

never suffer. What was maintained was that the sinner would 

su..ff'er, and that man could face hardship in any case if he 

wrapped himself in Tor·ah. In add.i ti on, Tore~ ila~ not a mere 

vehicle by which God entrapped men--as Pauline Christi anity 

• ould main tain--since that very same document opened t he 

road to repentance from sin. It no t only made sin and sut-

fari ng understandable; t hen, but it also provided new hope 

for man . As the Talmud phrased it , 

I t God created the evil inclinat ion, he 

also created the Torah as its antidote. 15 



CHAPTER V 

THE ENEMIES OF DA VI 0 

God is not capricious and history is not without pur

pose. If Isr a el was surrounded by foes, there was a reason. 

Whether it was retribution for her own sins; part of her 

role as an example to others; a test of her fait hl'ulness; 

or some other, similar reason, there were sense and meaning 

to be found behind the enemies ' exi stence. I n the end, all 

of these explanations cou1d be found through a proper under

standing and rel ationship with Torah. This was the framework 

in which t he rabbis operated, and it should come as no sur

prise, then, that the enemies of David were used s ymbolically 

to explore the character and significance of Israel's foes. 

After all, David was, as we have often noted, a personification 

ot hi s people . The nature of his hardships and encuunters 

with difficulty must have been the same as theirs; namely, a 

challenge to bis spiritual values. The enemy was one who 

tried to degrade or destroy Torah life, whether he came from 

outside the J ewish fold or from within it. 

What we discern here is a delicate balance of t wo 

roles for David, and t hus, fo r Israel. At the same time that 

he plays t he part of the sinner who faces hardships t hrough 

bis rupture of the covenant, be rnus t also be Torah 's defender 
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among men. The very burden which he bears for h i s faults is 

also the possible tool by which to t ranscend those difficu~

ties and move to a better life . This is the strange situation 

of David- Israel in his part as middleman. He is bound to be 

both servant to Torah and light to t he nations - - planting t hat 

Torah among others . 

Wi thout attempting to be exhaustive i n presenting 

David's confr on t a tions with his adversaries, we can view some 

representative selections that should help us to delineate 

the nature of the 11 foes 11 as the rabbis s aw them. Some of t h e 

themes appear more than once under the guise of different 

character s , but this may be helpful in sharpening our focus 

on the i ssues. 

Goliath 

In the figure of Goliath, it is possibl e to see 

characteristics of the non-Jewish foe of rabbinic times . 

There is respect for his strength coupled wi th a con tempt 

f or his moral standards and hose of his people. That 

contempt also emerges in describing his effr ontery toward 

God and Judaism. One also finds , here, the feeling that 

the Jews recognize their physical wealaless before the enemy 

and hope that God wi ll intervene f or them and f or His own 

sake . Such a victory would indeed reflect credit on God 

and His s ervants . 

Let us l ook briefl y at the way in which these con

cepts are particularized in t he man, Goliath. The rabbis are 
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quite ready to admit that this Philistine was a champion 

among his people and a mighty man. 1 At the same time, they 

are quick to point out that he was morally degenerate and the 

product of moral degeneracy . It is a trait portrayed part -

icularly i n sexual terms. Goliath, it is said, lusted after 

David . 2 As for his own background, his mother Or pah i s 

described as a promiscuous woman. The word plays used to 

make the point often lead to humorous, if crude, results. 3 

Goliath demonstrat~s his effrontery toward the Lord 

anc toward the faith of His people, first, by challenging 

God, Himself, to battle. Then he makes it a point to time 

his daily challenges according to the time of J ewish worship .4 

When the confrontation between David and Goliath does 

come, it is God who emerges with the credit in the eyes of 

the rabbis. David pleads for God's help and his adversary 

is smitten wi th l eprosy, looses his senses, and i s rooted to 

the ground.S David finds himself with special powers from 

God by which he is able to slay the giant.6 IPrRsl's victory 

here raises their status, but also that of their God . His 

aid was, then, for t he sake of His name . This principle , 

termed lema'an shemo, i s foWld often i n rabbi nic literature 

and i s supported here by the image of Dagon which Goliath 

wears on hi s chest and which falls into the dust when the 

giant is killed .7 The wider meaning of David ' s victory is 

underlined by that image . When Israel truimphs over the 

heathen, it i s a victory for God. 
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Saul 

While Saul was an enemy of David in cert ain respects , 

t he rabbis dealt with him with great deference . Surely, he 

was not free of wrongdoing in his dealings with David. Among 

other t hings, he was envious of the young hero , 8 and the 
9 

rabbi~ knew that this led him to many ill- considered acts. 

The over-all picture of Saul is, however, one of a 

p i ous, devo ~ed ; and worthwhile king. Thus, David is criti

c ized f or composing a song at Saul 's downta11,lO for not 

seeing to his proper buria1,ll and for impulsively cursing 

him. 12 A comparison i~ made bet ween the two kings to Saul ' s 

advant age.13 God even refrains from killing Saul a t one 

point, knowing t hat Samuel would not approve.14 

It seems likely that the rabbis f ound much to praise 

in the character of Saul because he was the first king and 

represented many t rai t s worthy of praise in their own system. 

Though he had his difficultie~ with David, then, he was just 

not a good candidate to represent major negative values. 

Absalom 

Absalom, the rebellious son of David, made a much 

be tter "foe figureu than Saul. Bis actions offel"ed the 

rabbis material much more appropriat e to their purposes . 

His significance hinged on the fact that he was 11 one of the 

family." Even as one could sense David's mixed emotions in 

his encounter with a son who had t urned on him, so one 

could understand t he tensions aroused by t he need of t he 

Jewish community ·:;o deal. with the errant members of her 
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own fold . These are the feelings that rise to the surface 

in those passages relating to Absalom. 

One could explain the presence of such wayward Jews 

as punishment for Israel's general failure to live by the 

Torah, even as Absalom's rebellion is pictured as retribution 

for David's sins . 15 The rabbis had anot her ax to grind in 

this context. As t hey saw it , following Torah meant more 

t hat simply living by the letter of biblical law. Their own 

fences around t ha t law provided necessary protection for the 

preservation of a wholesome Judaism. This appears to be the 

impact of the passage in which Hushai the Archite tells David 

that Absalom's action is the consequence of David's marriage 

to t he captive woman Maacah, the rebel's mother. While t hi s 

was not a forbidden union, the Talmud advised against such 

marriage. The proof- text was the juxtaposition of verses in 

Deuteronomy t wenty-one, where t he words on t he captive woman 

were immediately followed by tho~e on the rebellious son. 16 

What we have here is not only an explanation of the Absalom 

i ncident , but incidental arguments against intermarriage; 

for a fence around the law; and for the rabbinic method of 

arriving at new legi s lation. 

All the guilt was not to be put on David's shoulders, 

however . The rebellious Jew was right ly to be blamed for 

his arrogance, vanity, and presumptuouRness, even as Absalom 

mus t be acknowledged as guilty for possessing these qualities. 

Their spiritual corrup t ion had led. them to desire the wrong 

things even as they lost hold of the valuable heritage which 

was theirs . 17 
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Difficult as it was for David-Israel to chastize such 

a rebel within his own ranks, one had to do it because of the 

very love for such errant children. 18 When the rabbis argue 

t hat Absalom's rebellion was worse than the war of Gog and 

Magog, it is the ir way of saying tha t , in the long run, the 

ultimate confrontation against those ou tside the fold is 

secondar y to the struggle for unity within t he Jewish com

munity. If this latter is allowed to disintegrate, al.l would 

be lost in any case. 19 

Doeg and Ahitophel 

Nowhere is t he thes is more clearly demonstrated--

that David's biblical enemies became rabbinic symbols or their 

own adversaries--than through t he characters of Doeg and 

Ahitophel. I n t he bibl ical text these t wo unassociated men 

play somewhat minor r oles . In the rabbinic litera ture , the 

t wo are often l inked together , and t hey occupy a very pr o -

minent position. The reason is t hat they have beon trans-

formed i n to symbols of significant enen~ies of rabbinic 

Judaism. 

There is some dispute over the exact referents which 

correspond to their namesf0 What s eems beyond dispute is 

that they are archetype s of heretics . 21 As will be seen 

shortly, some of their heresies are almost cer t a inly t hose 

of early Jewish-Christians . I t is possible t hat Gnost ics are 

being r eferred to in some instances . The blurring of the 

l i nes between the t wo groups may be t he result of a cer t a i n 

blurring of their positions i n t he mind s of t he rabbis . I n 
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any event, t he challenge of heretics within t he Jewish com

munity was obvi ously of great concern to the rabbis, and 

they expressed t hat concern t hrough their comments on D-0eg 

and Ahi tophel. We can mention, briefly, some of the elements 

of concern which are reflected in passages about these two . 

A ma jor source of dis tress was t hat these heretic s 

were subverting Judaism from wi thin.22 Certainly , they lmew 

the Torah. In f act , great scholarship is attributed to them. 23 

This only deepened the nature of their sin, however, for they 

should have known better. Thus, it is said t ha t they learned 

but never absorbed the knowledge. It was knowledge of the 

lips but not the heart; knowledge which was not in accord 

with halakic views; and learning whose purpose was he~esy 

rather than p i ous deeds.24 In addition, Ahitophel is accused 

of wr ong l y r eading as t r ol ogi cal s i gns f or hi s own bene fi t . 

~hi s l ed him to think that he, r~ ~her t han Sol omon , was king 

of t he Jews . 25 An envy of t he Dav i di c line is also at t ri-

b t d +- D 26 
U e ... o C'SQ; . 

When t he Jew encounter ed such references , his mi nd 

could qu ic kl y f ocus on a referent to t hem in his own s oc ie ty. 

Was i t not t he ·lay of' Christianity to t urn the Bible to polem-

ical purpos e s? They used i t t o r e ad out prefigurations of 

the life of Je sus; arguments for ant inomi anism; and ot her 

here tical ideas , r ather than employ ing it as a guide f or tha 

embracing of ha l akah. Indeed, t hey could be accused of 

having an envy of t he Davidic l i ne ; f or , they had appropri -

ated i t to j ustify Jesus' claim to t he messianic kingship . 

As to as t r ol ogical signs, this may well be a reference to 
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gnostic cosmology, but it is aiso possible that t he rabbis 

were t elling t he Christians t hat they had misread their 

"star in the East . 11 I t was not t hrough Jesus, but through 

tne res toration of Solomon's Templ e, that the messianic time 

would be ushered i nto t he world. 

There are other passage s which s trengthen t he idea 

that these t wo characters are associated with Chris t ianity. 

Doeg and Ahit0phel are spoken of as having died at the ages 

of t h i r ty- four and thirty-three. 27 The s t uden t s leaving 

the s cnool of R. Hisda, one known for his comments on Chris 

tain heresy, 28 express the hope that there will issue from 

their company none like Doeg and Ahitophel, who disgraced 

themselves i n public wi t h heretical teaching. 29 

There is, obviousl y, great agit ation over t he pre-

sence of t hese heretics and an apparent desire by som.e to 
30 weed them out of the congregation of Israel . They are 

compared to a lion crouching over David-Israel and ready to 

t ear t heir prey to pieces . 31 rhis is far from t he only view 

of them, however . For ail their heresy, t he rabbis might 

have held ou t some hope tha t t hey could be reconciled wi t h 

t he Jewish communi ty. This poin t of view manifests itself 

in t hose passages in whi ch it is said tha t t hey do , indeed, 

have a share in the wor ld to come, and God will see it as 

His duty to re concile Deeg and Ahitophel with David. 32 

Without having at t empted to be exhaustive in terms 

cf Doeg, Ahitophel, and t he challenge which heres y presented 

to r abbini c Judaism, we can see t hat a significant adversary 

was being symbol ized through these t wo character s. 
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David-Israel was no t lacking for enemies . The rabbis 

were honest and realisti c in acknowledging the existence of 

f oes within and outside t he Jewish camp . To know the enemy 

was one thing, to do battle with him was something else . 

Israel's response to her predicament be comes the focal point 

for the next section of our study . 



CHAPTER VI 

THE CYCLE CONTINUES: THE ROLE OF TORAH 

What had begun as a harmonious, covenant relation

ship between God end man had now eroded into a situation in 

which a tainted Israel, beleaguered and suf!'ering, wondered 

if' the harmony could ever be restored. Henry Slon.imsky has 

described the resultant, spiritual need with which the rabbis 

had to deal. He wrote, "Man needs reassurance on double 

grounds . He must be saved from despairing over t he fact 

that there is meaning in history. He must be saved from 

despairing over the fact that the good must su1'fer. 11 1 The 

rabbis offered a response to those needs through their recon

structi on of the life of David. 

One could, indeed, move hack t oward t hat messianic 

harmony, and the tools were at hand . God had provided f'or 

such redemp tion in His Torah, and David was a pri..tne example 

of the validlty of em.ploying t hat revelation. Like David, 

one had to humble himself with prayer and praise to God and 

feel truly nenitent f or his own wrongdoing. Then, through 

various means a t his disposal, and through God's own activit~- 

all of which was spelled ou t under t he croad beading of Torah-

reda~tion could become a real pos sibili ty. History could be 

given purpose anew, and the suffering good could find solace 

in such a promised return. 

35 
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Let us f o l l ow Dav id 1 t hen, a ~ he marks ,, ff t.hose 

steps whi ch lead t hrough repentan~e and ~nrah and poin t to-

w~rd redempt i on. 

Reoentance 

At t he base of David's re turn lay his will t o repen-

tanre . This began wi th his sense o f humility and servitude 

o God . 2 He recognized tha t t hough he had kingship, weal t h, 

and vi~tory to his c redi t , he wa s se condary to God and depen

den~ on Him regard i ng tho~e gifis . 1 As great a s his sins 

might have be~n,he recognized that God was also great in f or 

giveness of them . ~ Such humility led David to a confession 

of hi s wrongs ; fo r, tha t was a nece ssar y precondi t i on t ha t 

would br i ng h)m f orgiveness and make him wor thy of redemption? 

Even Dav jd ' s wnrds of hUJ11ili ty , praise, and confession 

were on ex t r aordj nary example to Israel: f or, such feelings 

priured f or t h i n t he famous Ps alms a t~ributed to him by t he 

r~bbis . He was r;hp ~wee test of singers and he u s ed th.at 

~·r~ ·~ ~1r ther his r& ~onc ilia t ion wi t h Gnd . 6 The indiv idu~l 

J ,..w rnuld learn, here , r;he les son of u sing his own parti~ula:" 

gi f ts in God's serv ice . 

~he s tory of Davjd ' ~ r epent ance meant mor e to Israel, 

however, t han e~runple . 7 r~ a ctually had s alu t ary effects 0n 

t h ose who r rune af t er h)m. H:c- a tonemen t was n0t only per!>onal, 

bu t also a vi c a r ious a onemen : f or others . He sought mer ~7 

frnm God in order t ha t he might bless I srae1 . 8 He prayed 

t hat God would lis t en tr his p rayer; f or , t ha t would be as if 

He heard t he i r prayer . l' The purpnse of his ext ra sacri fice~ 
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of sin-offerings , said R. Simeon b . J os ina, was to make other~ 

beloved and bring t hem c l oser to t he Lord . 10 Viewed f r om t he 

negative s ide , had i t not been f or David ' s prayer, all I srael 

would have been sellers of unfit t hings, t ha t is , f c rever t he 

servants i n t he market places of t heir conqueror s . 11 Viewed 

p ositively, God's accep tance of Dav i d's a tonement would be 

reflected i n t he res toration of the Temple and t he sacr ifices, 

that is, in messianic fulf i llment .
12 

Vicariou s atonement was a gift of David to his people, 

t hen. I t was also another example f e r them. Like David, 

t hey had to resh oulder t he responsibili ty of Torah f or t hose 

yet too weak to manage it . Su ch vicarious a tonement was t he 

l o t of a cho sen people , and t he mission of the "light to t h e 

na t i ons . " In Schech ter's words, "By this a cceptance of Torah , 

Israel made peace between God and his world, the ul t imate 

e nd being tha t its influence will reach t he heat hen, too , and 

all the gentile s wi ll one day be conver t ed to the worship of 

God'~ 1 3 

Re~entance, a tonement , and the cleaving to Torah 

meant more than verbal s t atements , of course . Some ver y 

definite ac t ivi~y wa s expected from the Jew. The r abbis p r o-

ceeded to map ou t t he na t ure of such Torah a ctivism. 

Torah Study 

We learn from t he exe.mple of David t hat the study of 

Torah was a means of re t urning to God. An excommunica t ed 

David was brought back by his t eacher, Ira t he Jairite . 14 
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Study of God's law was more than simply a cure, howeve r , it 

wa s also preventive medicine. When the evil inclination 

t empt ed a man, as it tempted David, the proper course was to 

follow that king 's example and head for the house of study.15 

At times, we might note, the line seemed rather narrow be -

t ween study for knowledge of the law--as the way to contest 

with t he evil impulse--and the use of Toran as a kind of 

fetish, whose very presence act~d as a protective shield to 

one who hid behind it. Tbe passage i n which David holds 

off the Angel of Death through continuous study , hints at 

the latter sort of idea.16 Thi s notion need not detain us, 

however, since the major thrus t of the material surely is 

direc t ed towar d t he efficacy of Torah knowledge and content. 

If one follo ws the example of King David, he wi ll 

apply himself to this study of the law with all hi s energy . 

In an oft -repeated midrash, the king was awakened for study 

by the harp that hung over his bed and acted as his "alarm 

clock 11 --wi th the help of the north wino..17 In these pass-

ages, we a r e variously told that his disciples rose wi th 

him; that hi s study led to action; and that the people were 

motiva ted to the study of Torah by David 's example .
18 

An 

interesti n g line , found in some of the passages i nvolved 

here, tells us that whi le other men were awakened by the 

dawn--the early-rising student, David, a wakened it. The 

imp lication may be that it is the Davi d of Torah who calls 

up the dawning, messianic day. 

As we have noted before, t he r abbinic view was that 

the Torah which was to be studied included material out-
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side the biblical canon . If David were to be the ide al 

student , he had to move in the world of r a bbi nic law as 

well as Torah law. The r abbis made that poi nt at the 

same time a s they played down the warrior image of the 

hero. 19 Passages in which David played the role of a 

judge employing rabbinic law or working wi th the Sanhedrin 

helped to strengthen this new image. 20 
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Viewed from one perspective, the rabbis were extolling 

the praises of the life l i ved i n the s t udy of bibl~c~l 

and rabbinic law, a l ife which acknowledged the authority 

of these materials . From another perspective, it i s pos-

sible t o see that these statements of principle also had 

a negative use. They were more than mere pieties for t he 

law. They were also a response to the ant i nomians. 

In one tal.mudic passage, David te lls God that he 

has he ard men hoping fo r his de ath so tha t the building of 

the Temp .Le could begin. God responds t;hat he p refers one 

day of Davi d ' s study to a thousand sacrifices that Solomon 

will o~fer . 21 It is not unreasonable to r ead this as an 

expression of sen timent against those who wished to push 

an immediate mess iani sm as opposed to the strictures of 

a l ife boand by Torah. 

Other passages pick up this polerrJ.c j_n even clearer 

terms . Discribing Aaron ' s c rown of t he priesthood and David's 

crown of royalty, R. Simeon b. Yo~ai added that the third 

crown, the crown of Torah, was still unappropr iated. If one 

attained that, he attained all t hree; but, if not, it was 



as if he had attained none of them. 22 Only through Torah 

could one hope to attain the messianic crowns. 

It had to be admitted that these were difficult days 

for those committed to such ideals. 23 The time would come, 

however, when the persecutor would regret his thrusts at 

the Torah; but, by then it would be too late !or him. No 

proselytes would be aJ.lowed in the messianic time; rather, 

redemption would belong to those who had remained faithful 

through the dark days.24 The crown of Torah may rest 

heavily on the bead of Israel now, but the people had to 

understand that it was the only one that would fit an eligible 

descendant of David. 25 There was a bond between Torah and 

messianism, and anyone who said that the latter was possible 

without the former was not to be believed. 

The antinomians took the position that Israel's merit 

had been abolished through Israel's sin. The golden calf 

incident was viewed as an illustration of the fact that the 

law wa s a punishment placed upon ls~ael which only served 

to tempt her into a display of her weaknesses. In this 

context, there is an illuminating passage i n which Doeg and 

Ahi tophel (Christian figures?) pursued David--something 

they would not have done bad they expounded their interpre-

1ations on the basis of Sinai. This means, they thought they 

were free to pursue him following his sin with Batnsheba. 

What they did not understand was that only the merit of 

mirwot was nullified by his act. The merit of Torah s tudy 

remained to pretect him.26 \ 
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The rabbis were t ell ing t he ant inomians t ha t lat er 

violat i on s o f Torah were not t he reason for t hat document ' s 

exist enc e or the consequence o f God's dis l ike for Israel . 

In fa ct , t he a cc ep t ance o f Torah by t he Jew was the very 

thing t hat allowed hi.in to surmount s u ch obs ta~les . 

A. Marmorstein ha s addressed himself to t h is ques tion 

o f I s rael's spec i al rela t i onship to God t hrough Torah. His 

words also sneak of t he rabbis' defense of Torah, their pn-

lemi ~ · '""e.in""r t-l1e ant inomi ans , ·°'lei.,.. .. "l spon s e to t hose ~ i1': -

s ider ~ whr ~lai med the pa t riarch~ ~ s ':heir own f o rebea rers: 

and, fj n:!l l ~, t-hey speak o f t he i mp0r ':an ce of "merits." '11hi<-

l as t item i, one we shall d well 0 n at g re a t er length fur the~ 

on in nur ~ ~·udy . Marmors t ein srtid, 

'Phe npponen~ s of Judaism frnm Barna bas to most r e cen t 
• ime 0 , found Israel unwor t h v n f being God' s chosen 
ry~nple, Qnn added t ha t t he whnl e Law was given a s A 
punishment fo r t ha t deed /T . e . t h e golden calf?. 
T~~ rabbi~ "'eplied to all- t h e mn~~ o r les s biased 
~ .,...,..,.tJ'll'!n '-,. 0 nd t heorie s - - whi ""h Iv·· " P l ong his tor y -
G,.d f'nrpov~ our fore fa t he rs fn .,. · ~'P meri t of t he 
~~~ ~i,~~ha . a nd wiped nut , n r• 1 --~ el, bu IsraeVq 
.. , n" • 

In d~f~nse against thei.,. ~~p0nent s, t hen, and i1 

sup~rr~ nf t heir own expanding ide~ 0f rorah, the rabb i s 

advo~a~e~ ~tudy of t he law as e sine qua non f or moving man 

towar1 r ed ampri 0n . Wha t mus t b~ added , of course, i s t ha t. 

stud·r WFlq nnt a n i solated event . It was expec ted to ha ve 

rami f i 0ation~ in t he act ivity of a rnan 1 s life. Study was 

onl y nne p haqe o f Torah a ctivit y : needs and observan ce g were 

ano t he r . 



Mi 1wot 

As t he rabbis redrew t he act iv i t i e s of Davi d, h is 

ac t i on was made to conform to rabbin i c law. Undoub t edl y , 

part of the mo t ivat i on f or t h is wa s t heir desire to rear-

f i rm the i r me t hods, t heir sys t em, and t heir law. After all, 

t here were Jews a s well as non - J ews who challenged t he 

s t ructure they were erecting. To make David obedi ent t o 

t he s y s t em was to invest it wi t h a cer t ain sense of digni ty 

and an t i qui t y. 

I t i s no surpri se to u s , t hen, t ha t t hat king is 

p i c t ured a s con cerned with t he s i x hundred and thi rteen 

commands f r om which he ext racted e leven p rinciples . 28 Tha t 

was t h e sor t of ac t ivity i n whi ch good rabbi s engaged . We 

can unders t and, al s o , why David i s p i c t ured as one grea t l 7 

conce r ned wi t h t he de cis i on s of t he Sa nhedrin and wi t h f i ght -

ing his bat t le s accord i ng to t he i r vote , a s well a s by t h e 

general rul~ s wh ) ~h t ba Torah impo s ed on him. 29 An illus -

t ration of ~hi~ princip le can be s een i n t he t almudi c account 

of the inc i den t in whi ch David asked f or wa t er frOll t he well , 

by t he ga t e of t he Ph i l i s t ine- held c i ty of Bet hlehem ( I I 

SQll'lue l 23:15-16 ) . Accor ding t o t h e rabbini c expositi on , 

David wa~ con cerned abou t t he ~l_s...kah T'egardi n g t he r e scu 

i ng ') f one ' s self through des truct ion o~ another's proper- ._~, , 

and he wi shed to a ct i n a legally correc t way . He t herefor e 

sought a legal ruling on t he mat t er prior to bat t le . 30 Th is 

i n t erpre t a t i on f ollows from t he accep t ed metaphoric meaning 

of' 11 wa ter'' a s Torah and "the gat e " as t he p lace where legal 

judgment s were dispensed. 



Not all of t he questions were s o imaginitive in 

t heir origin. The best e xample of reading rabbinic law 

back into David's actions emerges from a much more basic 

situation. On t he face of it , t here were cont radictions 

between David's marriages and the rabbini c laws governing 

marriage . ~ is marriages t o t he s i s t ers Michal and Merab , 

and t he i nconveni ent fact of Pal tiel•s intervening mar-

riage tn t he f ormer , were in need of e xpl ana t i on. Through 

var ious 5.nt eres t ing machi nations ree ardi ng valid and in-

vali d marriage ~ontract s, and by Bl orifying Paltiel f or 

refraining from consumating hi s marriage, t he rabbis man

aged t o iron out t he difficul t ies . 31 At the same time, 

t he y made certain points regarding the marriage laws for 

t heir 'lwn t iroe. 

A more pressing matter f or t he rabbis was t ha t of 

ritual . The daily r ound of pres c r ibed a ctivit y held a 

p ivotal position i n rabbinic JudP. i srn. i·:ax ~adushin h as 

descr i bed it t his way : 

The ritualistic mizwot be came , f or the Rabb i s , the 
means wh"lreby t he inward life , wi t h all its fi ne 
sensibili ties and aspirati ons , was cul t ivated . The 
ri t ualis t ic mi zwot both qui ~l<ened t heir sense f or 
t he holy and s t imulated t he aspirati~n co embody 
t ha t hol iness in t heir daily lives . 3 

I n a passage on the reci t a t i on of hallel a t the 

t ime 0£ t he ? assover offering and t he waving of t he palm 
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branches , we are t old t hat t he phrase, 11To David, a Psalm, " 

indicated t hat i t was ut t ered when the Shekinah res t ed 

upon him. The passage con tinues, 



This t eaches you t hat the Shekinah rests /upon m~ 
nei t her in indolence nor i n gloom nor i n frivoli ty 
nor in levity, nor in vain pursuit~ 4 but only i n 
re joicing connected with a mizwah. JJ 

Through t h e life of David we also learn tha t t he 

44 

non- practice of a commandment can lead to disasterous resul ts . 

The ex8.l11ple was J onathan's failure to provide food f or the 

wayfarer , David. Here, the sin was not even del iberate; yet, 

i t led to t he slaughter of the pr iests of Nob , the downfall 

of Doeg, and t he slaying of Saul and his sons . 34 
I~ shou l d not be though t , h owever, tha t t hese com-

mands represented a burden. On t he con t rary , they were an 

express ion of God ' s love f or Israel . David a c lalowledged 

that fact and was greatly concerned t o f ollow t he ordinances 

laid down f or ever y Jew.35 

There was an added significance to t he ritual ac ts 

which made them even more import ant to the rabbis . They 

were the visible signs of one 's part ic ipa t i on i n Judaism. 

Thus, the y bec8.l11e the touchstone by which one demonstra t ed 

his l oyalty to t he fai t h or his desert i on from it. In t his 

con t ext , t he Sabba th and c ircumc isi on bec ame particularl y 

i mport an t . Henry Smith has explained it t his way : 

I t is not ac c idental t hat Sabbat h and cir cumcision 
are singled out as having s pecial signific ance. 
These were t he t wo institutions which t he Jews 
could obser ve in the disper~ion and which, t here
for e, mos t distinctly served t he purpQ~e of a test 
for the faithful observer of the Law. J 

Whil e there i s some t r u t h here , Smith does not dig 

far enough into the rat ionale. There is every reason to 

s uspect that these t wo matters bec8.l11e so cent~a.l because 
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t hey were made into focal i ssues by the non-J ew. As regards 

t he Sabbath. one finds a h i nt at this kind of reasoning in 

an i nteresting law. The law states that one may violate the 

Sabbath for a live. day-old in.rant, but not for Davi d, king 

of I srael, who is dead . 37 The choice of the wording of the 

ordinance leads one to at least conjecture about the intent 

of it. It may be a simple affirmation or the value of lite. 

The inclusion of the Davidic reference may be adding a 

dimension to it, however. What it m.ay be telling ua is that 

one may violate the Sabbath only it the result ia to save 

cne for future observance or it (that ls, indeed, the reaaon 

given). On the other hand, a messianic position is no excuae 

tor such non-observance. Aware, aa ve are, of that antinomian 

reasoning which justified non-observance on the basis that 

the son of David had come, such an interpretation surely 

seems plausible. 

Circumcision was an even J110re crucial m.attor . Strip-

ped or the opportunity to perform every other command, this 

one sign could still act as the proof of loyalty. Lacking 

all else, the Jew could still bear witness to the covenant 

when standing naked be.fore God. Such is the imagery ot the 

talmudic example or David • 

••• as David entered the bath and saw himself stand
ing naked, he exclaimed, "Woe ia 118 that I stand 
naked without any precept a about me 11' But when be 
reminded hilllselt or the c15cU111cision in bis tleah 
hie mind was set at ease. 3 

It is important to understand, as Marmoratein baa 

amply shown, tb&t the rabbis aav the merit ot circumcia~on 

aa the cause tor the redemption troa Egypt.39 Here, then, 
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ia the central, redmaptive mifwah. It was the link from Abra

ham to one's progeny. No better example could be tound tor 

the contention that one bore witness to a covenant relation-

ahip with God through the performance of required acts. The 

notion of the centrality ot circumcision was only strengthened 

by attacks on it from the outside. The prohibition against 

it by Hadrian served to make it till even better test of 

loyalty. 

A further ramification of ci~cumcision was the role 

it assumed in poleDlica. The typical argument of the opposi

tion was that it waa an unnecessary rite it God had created 

aan perfectly. The response was that this was a "perfecting" 

through the "finishing oft" ot creation. 'l'bis was a most 

critical argument when seen for its broad implications. 

After all, what was man's raison d'etre where a perfect God 

existed. One could aay that thi s ti}fun, or finishing oft, 

gave man a role to play in the world. Slonimsky has sug

gested that the rabbis were implying something more in this 

notion. The implication was that God was not yet perfect , 

and man was thereby called on for more than the playing out 

of a part already written for hi~. He was in an open-ended 

drama in which his activity was necessary tor the shaping of 

a redeMPtive conclusion . As Slonimsky put it, 

••• the relation between God and man becoJ11es a bene
ficent circle of give and take, each growing and 
profi ting by the other; thus God and man can give 
each other com.tort and forgive each other their 
mistakes; thus God and man can insist on an active 
program and goal, rather than be content with a 
gorge~'if and infinite display or imagination and 
drama. 
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Whether God be perfect or not yet perfect, man has 

the role-- in any case--of actively carrying f orward a t ask. 

Circumcision was t he sign of t his demand f or activity. 

There was no doubt, then, t ha t t he rabbis saw activi t y, 

dicta t ed by God, as the valid means of affirming one's faith . 

To fail in the performance of t he duty was implicitely to 

deny the lawgiver. Slonimsky has surrunarized the rabbinic 

a ttitude t h i s way: "Man can be said t o believe i n God only 

insofar as it is an inference from his behavior, and then his 

saying s o is unimportant . 11 41 

Bef ore leaving t his sect ion on Torah act iv i ty, one 

more point l'TlB.Y be made explicit . The rabbis did not ca t e -

gori ze religi ous a ction i nto ritual and e t hi cal . While we 

have spoken of the comrnancments in this fash ion to s ome 

ex ten t , t he division is a false one- -employed f or t he con-

venience of expos iti on. For t he rabbis , they were organically 

related . Perhaps , this is one of ~he great values inherent 

i n concre tizing t he rabbinic ideas i n the f orm of an individ-

ual, human ex8ll'.1ple . 

On t he one hand, one could speak of the rabbinic 

religion as Lauterbach did when he said that Pharisa ism 

"sought to raise man to Divine height s and bring him near er 

to God. I t s God was a spiritual God and t he worship offered 

to Him consisted of praising and gl orifying His nSJ11e by 

helping ma.n to lead a l ife of imitatio dei and t hus approach 

Divine perfection. 11 42 
David reflected that mood of imi t a tio dei when he 

humbled himself , and God said t hat David would thus become 
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like Him . God would make a decree and David could annul i t . 43 

To deal in the legal process, then, was as much a matter of 

imitating divine action as were such qualities as justice and 

mercy , which David als o demons t rated . 44 All of this, however, 

could be classified by us as ethical activity. 

On the other hand, we have the p i cture of David as a 

ritual ist . ~e was concerned with the writing of the prayer 

liturgy , 45 the building of the Temple f or t he offering of 

sacrific~s ,46 and the proper divisi on of the watche s among 

t he Levites . 4 7 The seeming division of ethical and rit ual 

breaks down, h owever. One sees t hat blurring of the lines 

in the mid.rash i n which David set s up t he t went y - f our watches 

of priests &nd Levites . The mid.rash goes on t o say t hat 

David pr ocured God 1 s favor in t his, and he could thus bless 

Israel . In his ritualis tic s t ance as well, t hen, David was 

involved in imitatio dei . 

The point of all thi s is that there was an organi c 

relat i onship among the m.izwot , and they were like interdepen-

dent parts of a single human body. I t is possible, t hen, for 

David, or any other individual, t o operat e in t hese varied 

spheres of act ivi ty a t one t ime . 

Indeed, all s or ts of moral and r itual a ct ivi r. y were 

required to blend symphonically in t he life of t h e Jew. The 

pr i nciple to be ext racted from t his was t hat it was, above 

all, his ac tivity which would open the path of t he Jew to 

redempti on. Again, i t is Slonimsky who capsulizes the idea . 

"When wi l l t he Messiah come? 11 , he wri t es. "First 

and r oremos t when we have made ourselves ready and wor thy, 
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and this primarily through conduct and behavior, through 

changing the past i nto ripeness for the ruture.1148 

Suffering 

It was fine to hear the rabbis talk of repentance, 

study, ritual, and good deeds. For many, the cou ing and 

reassurance which they preached were undoubtedly soothing. 

They offered a constant in an otherwise changing equation 

of life . Yet, there must have remained a certain feeling 
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tha t this was not a totally adequat e response to a s ituation 

of suffering. 

The rabbis confronted this problem with various notions 

about the meaning of suffering. What was common to a lmost all 

of them was the premise that the very enduring of the hard

ship was a positive aid toward redemption. We can find these 

responses embedded in the rabbini c explanations of David 's 

suffering . 

One could, or course, rest on the familiar ground 

that the suffe r i ng was the juat dessert for sins committed. 

When David as ked why he was in such straits, God 's advi ce 

was that he accept his chastisement and reflect on the verses 

which would remind him of Bathsheba {Proverbs 6 : 27ff.). 

David did accep t, and the i nference was that that was the 

proper stance.49 

Looking about at the cruelty of the foreign aggressor 

and considering God's quality of mercy,SO other answers 

seemed to be needed, however. 
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One rep1y, geared to bolster morale without deny-

ing the reality of the oppression, suggested that living 

in such times was a true test or courage. Only the strong 

of faith would be called upon for such a demonstration of 

loyalty. Their position vas like that of David who auf'

fered the famine that should have come in the time of Saul, 

but which was def erred by God in the knowledge that the 

former could bear it as the latter could not.51 One could 

also draw the lesaon, here, that the present generation was 

bearing some of the guilt of the past . It would be improper, 

then, to seek a direct ratio between their personal lot and 

the sins which they had, themselves, committed.52 

Surely, morale was a factor in shaping these responses. 

To all appearances, the non-Jew had a good case when he pointed 

to the lot of the Jew as a sign that God had deserted Israel. 

The rabbis proceeded to turn that argument inside out. They 

pointed out that it was not the pursuer, but the pursued, 

whom God loved. Saul, for exanq>la, had pursued David, but 

it was David whom God chose.53 OQe did not have to be 

depressed at the execution of God's judgment, then. Like 

David, Israel could rejoice in the fact that they were being 

cleansed of their transgressions. 54 

The result of such reasoning was the conviction that 

even in oppression Israel was to be envied; for, she enjoyed 

God's love. As Slonimsky has expressed it, "It is the watch

word or Jewish history: they hate me because I love you, and 

you love m.e though I am sick and atricken. 11 55 
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This was not an invitation to go overboard. to 

invite suffering as David had done when he asked God to 

tempt him with a teat of faith.Sb It was simply a way of 

meeting an existing crisis without losing faith. Leo Baeck 

has captured this rabbinic approach to suffering in these 

words: 

Above all, in times ot grief and aut'.tering, 
when the present could only seem senseless and 
god.leas, it waa, as it were, annulled in order 
to let the ever abiding, which is beyond all 
change, eJk'rge in its place~ Faith perfected 
what imagination had begun.~7 

Merits 

Brick by brick the rabbis had built an imposing 

structure of Torah··rooted principles. The Jew was urged 

to enter and e.njoy the security of a life lived in Torah 

and in hope of redemption. One had only to riae above his 

suffering and engage in study and mi.pot . He had only to 

live a life in imitation of God. It had sounded logical 

enough when the individual bricks were being laid. On 

reflection, however, many must have felt that all the 

building had only succeeded in creating a wall to keep 

them out. What man, after al l , could lead such a life? 

If Moses could not merit to enter the promised land nor 

David to see the Temple, what could leaser men expect? The 

individual felt incapable of recasting the world in a redemp

tive mold without aid. 

The response of the rabbis was at once humbling and 

reaaauring. It could be read from the story of David. Row 

had Goliath been conquered? Five pebbles representing God, 
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the three patriarchs, and Aaron had come into David's hand 

or their own accord. At his touch they turned into the one 

with which he killed the giant.58 

Before we investigate the relation of tbia paasage 

to our problem, let us add one other selection. It concerns 

David's reques t to God that his ain with Bathsheba be for

given and a sign of that forgiveness be shown in his life

time. God replies that while he is forgiven, the sign will 

only be sh~wn i n the days of hia son, Solomon. What follows 

is an incident which appears several times in various forms 

in the literature. Solomon is pictured at the time of the 

dedication of the TeJ11Ple. In some versions he wi shes fire 

to descend !rem heaven to consume the offerings, in others 

he wishes to enter with the ark--only to f i nd that the gates 

have clamped abut and will not open. Every prayer and offer

i ng which he made i n the attempt to rectify the s ituation 

went unanswered. Finally, he said, ;'Rez:e.:nber the good deeds 

of David Thy servant" (I I Chronicle:. 6 :42). Immediately, 

his prayer was answered.59 

The concept which underlies these stories about 

David is the same . It is one which came to play a ma jor 

role in rabbinic t .hinking and i s generally known as zekut 

abot, the merits of the fathers. We can understand its 

function by examining the passages already related. 

Each incident begins with the recognition of man's 

inadequacy. Whether the problem is that or the foreign 

oppressor, as i n the Goliath atory; man•a outri ght ain, a.a 
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with David; or his inadequacy by nature of his being just 

an individual man, as with Solomon; he must have aid in 

his search for redemption. He can not and need not stand 

alone. God has sealed a covenant with him and has n.o more 

desire to see it broken than does man. It is important for 

His own sake, as well as Israel's, that the relationship 

prosper. For that reason He had brought m.iddat ha-rag.aaim 

to bear on creation in the first place.60 This was the 

purpose ~ehind the giving of the Torah. It va.a a vay ot 

allowing man to build merit for himself. If even that 

proved insui'ficient, there was the merit that came to him 

from others who had accumulated it by their acts or faith-

fulness. Here, we are back at the real core of the pas-

sages under investigation. 

Merits were transferable, and one could be aided 

by those which his forebearers had amassed. As Marmorstein 

put it, 

Men and women can obtain merits, according to 
the teachings of the scribes, which shall bene
fit not merely themselves, but also their pos
terity, their fellow-creatures, their ancestry, 
their whole generation, not merely during their 
life, but even a.fte&1their departure from the 
land of the living. 

Thus, we understand how Aaron and the patriarcha 

are joined to God and David, himself, in breaking down the 

barriers to redemption. Similarly, we see how God's accep-

tance of David's repentance builda merits vhi.ch have their 

effect on Solomon. It ia the interplay of one's own deeds, 

faith in God' a acts, and the aeri ta ot others that 11.&ke the 
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messianic possible. Any one of these 1a inadequate by 

itself. Speaking to this point, Marmorstein aays, 

He who acquires merits is justified by faith. 
Faith alone, of course, was not sufficient, just 
as works wS~out faith are valueless. Both must 
be united. 
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It should be emphasized that this doctrine was not 

to be construed as a way to avoid one's own obligation to 

perform mi;wot . Even as one receives the benefits of the 

merits of his ancestors, he is obliged to store them up 

for his descendants and not squander them on himaelf. 

David benefited from others, but he also obtained 

merits in sufficient degree to feed people from the8lrplus 

of his weal th.63 It is interesting to note that David's 

name is linked to those of Moses and Ezra in this context 

of merits. This was a way of saying that the Torah, which 

both of these men had put before the people, was the source 

of merit activity.64 

The message to Israel in all this was that she did 

have the tool s of merits and the Torah which commanded ac-

tivity to achieve them. She was not powerless to help effect 

the redemption. This was an important lll&tter to remember 

when facing the next, related question of God's role as an 

intercessor in the redemptive scheme . 

God's Grace 

A balanced account of rabbi nic theology and of the 

rabbinic David requires some mention of the theme of God's 

graoe. We have already taken note ot the many tools which 

man had at his command in his struggle to acbieve redemption. 
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The strong emphasis on Torah, merits, suffering, and m.i;wot 

carried the seed of humanistic excess within itself. The 

rabbis sometimes felt the need to remind man that alJ. of the 

redemptive power was not his to control. Man was not God. 

•.ro maintain such a tension in the messianic scheme was a way 

to keep man humble and also a way to add an element of hope 

when all of his efforts began to appear .futile to him. It 

was this latter line of thinking which was most important to 

the Jew of rabbinic times. For all the human possibilities 

which he possessed, he also appreciated some assurance that 

he was not alone in thi s great enterprise. There is a 

t hreai that runs through the literature, then, that makes 

this point. 

In the selections on David, this attitude surfaces 

in various ways. There is, for example, the intimation of 

original sin from which only God can save David.65 There 

is a discussion of the fate of sinning man on judgment day. 

While the totally good and the wholly evil may have sealed 

their own fate, that of the intermediate group (which surely 

meant most of the people) vas in question. Here, the argu-

ment of the sage, Hillel, is that God's grace and mercy will 

tip the scales in their favor. 66 

The rabbis were willing to go even a step further 

with this approach, as other David passages reveal. There 

are times, they suggest, when man can -not 1'athom the reason 

for God's saving acts. They have their reason, however, 

even if only God can comprehend it at the time, or even ir 
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The miracles of lunacy, the spider web, and others which 

saved David from Achisb and Saul are examples of God's inter-

vention with acts that seem incomprehensible at the time 

they occur. They can only be understood in the light ot 

later events in history.67 Even more revealing, however, are 

those acts of grace which have no explanation other than God's 

desire for them. The sins of Saul, Doeg, and Ahitophel 

regarding sexual i1111110rality and bloodshed would appear to 

have a logical parallel in David's sin with reference to 

Bathsheba and Uriah. David's punishment is not equal, how-
68 

ever, and the reason may simply be the beneficence of God. 

The logical extension of this idea is that Israel, too, owes 

her continuance to God in the face of her own wrongdoing. 69 

There is another dimension to this matter of God's 

intervention into the redemptive scheme. That is the polem-

ical dimension. It is in this connection that David asks 

God to answer even the wicked Israelite in order that the 

nations will have no basis for saying that all deities are 

alike. 70 This, of course, is the lema•an shemo argument 

which we have met before. A related argument is to be found 

in the request that God not respond to the prayers of the 

other nations. David makes such a petition, contending that 

these non-Jews come to God only after they have first tried 

their idol and it has failed to respond. God answers that 

He will respond to Israel even beroro they call.71 In vb.at 

may well be an anti-Christian polemic, the rabbis are arguing 
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against intermediaries at the same time as they make the point 

that Israel enjoys God's grace. 

In a similar vein is a section from Baba Batra. There, 

the name ot David's mother is given along with other such 

names not mentioned in the Bible. These names have signifi

cance, we are told, as a response to the minim.72 The mean

ing of the passage appears to be that the Jew is i n need or 

a response to those who have taken over the Bible. When 

they ask why the i:ames are not round there, the Jew can reply 

that they are part of the oral tradition. Again, we have a 

polemic against the Christian along with the intimation that 

God has shown his special secret (the oral tradition) to the 

Jews as a matter of His uniqu.e benet:icenoe toward them. 

There is one more example that should be listed in 

this context ; for, it not only partakes of the polemic, but 

it also reflects the basic resolution of the rabbi s on the 

question of the respective roles of m.an and God in tho 

scheme of things. 

The passage under consideration comes as a response 

to t he Christian argument that God (Elohim) is a plural 

word in the Hebrew. The rabbis retort that a singular form 

i s always found in close connection to the cited examples. 

They recognize, however, that a p roblem verse remains in 

which the text says, 11 Till t hrones were placed, and one that 

was ancient or days did sit" (Daniel 7:9) . Regarding the 

disturbing plural or the word, " thrones, 11 Rabbi Akiba says 

that one was for God, Himself, and the other for David, the 
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Messiah. This is ultimately rejected in favor of the notion 

that one was a throne for God's seat, the other a footstool 

for His support. 73 

The rabbis are rejecting, here, any implication that 

the Messiah ia on the same level as God. Along with this 

polemic, though, another notion is clarified; nam&ly, that 

both God and man have thei r proper place in the scheme. Di-

vinity rules above, but the earthly, the footstool, provides 

support to Him. T~e tvo complement one another. 

What emerges trom this excursion into the role of 

God's grace. then, may beat be described aa a tension. There 

is a certain tendency, though not a highly dominant one, to 

understand God•a grace as necessary in redemption. Viewed 

froM the wider perspective of its emphasis in the literature. 

however, we aee that it is not always crucial. It is played 

down, perhaps tor polemic reasons in some cases . It becomes 

just one more among the possible avenues vhoreby :li4U1 ~nd 

God may be reunited. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE CYCLE CLOSES: DAVID IC MESSIANISM 

Rabbinic Messianism: A General View 

The cycle seeks its ovn closing, history its resolu

tion, and Isra~l the com.fort of a reconciliation with God. 

Even as the reat of the cycle has been Mirrored through 

David, so does this redemptive yea.ming find expression 

through him. 

This messianic David is not an easy figw-e to re

trace. The reason for the difficulty may be found in the 

very strength of our contention that David is a reflection 

of rabbinic, theological notions. Just as the messianic 

views of the rabbis changed and evolved under the pressures 

of history, so did the role of David change. 

The vaat amount of material on the subject of 

rabbinic messianism makes it impractical for ua to att8lll.Pt 

a thorough analysis or that subject here; nor, la it neces

sary for our restructuring of the rabbinic David. What is 

required is a certain genenal, conceptual .rramework which 

will allow us to approach the messianic David with a greater 

sense of understanding. It is for the purpose ot acquaint

ing ourselves wi th soiut of the operative categories, then, 

that ve turn to the subject o.r rabbinic messiani8Jll. 

59 



60 

One vali d means ot gaining a perspective on messianic 

notions is to viev them in relation to major events in the 

history of the peztiods involved. The biblical prophets, tor 

example, reflect the prevailing political turmoil of their 

time a. The Babylonian exile and other threats of foreign 

domination certainly lay at the base ot some ot their mes

sianic images. To an exiled and subject people they brought 

a picture of national restora~ion and political independence 

coupled with thei~ own spiritual renewal as a people. It ia 

understandable that they o.ften vould represent such times in 

the images ot the former days of national glory under the 

l Davidic monarchy. 

In rabbinic ti.Baea these national hopes continued 

to be maintained. They vere more subdued prior to the year 

70 C. E. since some measure of autonomous, Jewish political. 

lite in Palestine did obtain. Arter 70, the hopes were more 

strongly expressed. In any case, the aspiration~ deri ved 

support from the prophetic literature . A.a George Foot Moore 

summarizes it, 

The national, ••• political, expectation is an 
inheritance from prophecy. Its principal features 
are the recovery of independence and power, an era 
of peace and prosperity, of fidelity to God and 
his law, ot justice and f'air-dealing and brotherly 
love among men, and of personal rectitude and piety. 
The external condition of all this is liberation 
from the rule of foreign oppressors; the internal 
condition is the religious and moral rero~tion or 
regeneration of the Jewish people itself. 

Arter the destruction of the Temple and through the 

time of the Bar-Cochba revolt (132 C.E.) this political 

accent predominated in the messiani c speculations ot the 
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rabbia.3 There was hope for a change in the national for

tunes in the foreseeable ruture. In the wake of the defeat 

or Bar-Cochba, tbel'e was a noticeable change in the character 

ot messianic thinking. The Palestinian Tannaim had conceived 

the rede111Ption as part of the progress within history where

by the Jews would again rind peace within tbai.r spiritual 

and physical homeland ot Palestine . Now, the hope became a 

D¥>re Nmote, more spi.~1 tual i zed yearning; ror, the reality 

ot their political position could not be avoided by the Jeva. 

With the growing intensity or their own suffering came the 

idea that the Messiah would have to emerge from aut.rering. 

These "birth pangs of the Massiah" were incorporated, then, 

into the popular post-revolt image.4 

When the center ot Jewish life shifted to Babylonia 

and her Amoraic spokesmen, the apiritualized nature of the 
s Messiah and the redempt ive time became even more pronounced. 

Calculations about the end ot foreign domination were pushed 

into a moN distant f'uture. Simultaneously, the personal 

nature of the spiritualized, messi ani c redeemer and the 

achematization or the :messianic time weN subjected to closer 

scrutiny. To use Klausner1 s division of the material: 

eschatolog.y came to occupy an incNasingly prominent place 
6 

alongside the messi anic naaterials. 

It should be emphasized that the divisions we have 

made here are general and not al1-incluaive. They ref'leot 

an emphasis of approach and not an exclusiveness. In truth, 

the political and spiri tual notions were never wholly separate 

from one another in the Jewish approach to the •tter. Again, 
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In the course ot the long evolution ot the 
Jewish Meaaianic idea, two different conceptions 
were inseparably woven together: politico
national a&lY.ation and relieio-apirltU&l redemp
tion.... Thi Meaaiah muat e both :ins and 
'Ndeemer. He muat overthrow the en ea or Israel. 
and rebuild the Temple; and at the aame time he 
muat reform the world through the kingdom of God, 
root out idolatry tl'Om the world, proclaim the one 
and only God to all, put an end to sin, and be 
vise, pious, and juat aa no aazLhad been before 
him or ever would be after hlm.7 

In brief, we can make these observations: before 70 

there is some thought but little formulation ot material 

about the Messiah since total political collapse had not 

come, and the rabbis could continue to concentrate on the 

legal process. Fl'Om 70 C. E.-135 c. E. we .find a great deal 

of material by Palestinian Tann•i• expressing their hope tor 

a national-political restoration in the near t'uture. It vaa 

the spiritual emphasis ot that hope which became increasingly 

prominent after the Bar-Cochba revolt and in the shift of 

the Jevi sh apiri tual center to Babylonia. 

In the evolving image of the messianic David we will 

see a reflection of these various times and changes; thus, 

we turn to an exposition of that image. 

David A.a Messiah 

Our attention is directed, first, to those materials 

which emphasize the national, political goals ot the rabbia. 

Here, we find material both from the Haamonean period and 

trom later Tannai.m (through 135 C. E. ) particularl7 prevalent. 

That these Palestinians lall messianism as a matter ot this 
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world. anchored in Israel's political fortunes, is clear. As 

Moore phrases it, "The golden age to come, by what ever name 

it was called and however it was imagined, was a stage of 

human history on this earth. 11 8 It is true that there was an 

ongoing t ension between a messianism i n history in which God 

was the ultimate redeemer and David or his line acted as the 

symbol of a new historic age, and that messianism i n which 

the Messiah was the Davidic savior who changed men and brought 

hi story to an end--as was the case in the Christian view. In 

Judaism these polarities functioned side by side . 9 

Attesting to the horizontal (i.e. political, in 

history) approach are many passages in which the political 

scene provides the locus for comments about the line of David. 

In this category fall those references to the fac t that only 

those of the house of David have the right to sit in the 

'f emple Court •10 This is the rabbin i c response t o those 1 ike 

Agrippa who would act as ki ng i n the place of the rightful 

Davidic l i ne. The Pharisees had used the saroe argume~t 

agai nst the Hasmoneans and their Sadducean supporters:11 

namely, that only the seed of David had a rightful clai m to 

the throne. David served here. so to speak, as a rabbinic , 

political '' tool " . 

The ma jor political foe of the Palestinian Tannaim 

was, of course, the Roman oppressor. After the destruction 

of the year 70 , the desire to overthrow the foe was so strong 

that even a non-Dav idic hero who promised restoration of 

political power could secure support as a mess ianic figure. 



Such was the case in Akiba's backing of Bar-Cochba, and it 

demonstrated how closely t he idea of the Messiah was tied 

to nationa l, political fortunes.12 
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Other anti-Roman passages do maintain the Davidi c 

restoration i n their formulation. An example of this can 

be foW1d in Deuterononq Rabbah. Using the images of Psalm 

60, Edom (i.e. Rome) is pictured as a strong , oppressive 

city. David yearns to exact vengeance upon them, but he 

seems to lack the power. God assures David, in consonance 

with the Psalm, t hat He will work through him to gain 

dominion over Edom and rule the world . l) 

There were those who placed their hope in the Persians 

as the instrument through whom Rome would be defeated. Here, 

too , the rabbis were able to link such hopes to the deeper 

yearning for the t~i\llllph of the mess i anic David. This link 

is seen in comments like that of R. Simeon b. Yooai. He 

taught (on the basis of Micah 5:4) . "If you see a Persian 

horse tethered to a grave in Israel, look out for the coming 

of the Messiah." The seven shepherds who will then arise, 

the passage explains, will i nclude Adam, Seth, and Methuselah 

on the right and Abraham, Jacob and Moses on the left. David 

wil l be i n the center of thi s universalistic, messianic por

trai t.14 

After Bar-Cochba, as we have noted, messianic 

s peculation took on a more remote, often. spiri tualized nature. 

A note of despair over the possibility of quick or easy vic

tory could be heard. Such is the implication ot the tal-
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mudic passage in which God says that the timing of the arrival 

of David, the Messiah, is Hl s secret. The human response is , 

"Woe is me, how long? 11 God answers that the time will onl·y 

come when Israel's enemies and their enemies have been des

troyed.15 That is. there is some time to wait. 

There are a spate of guesses in Sanhedrin about the 

t iming of the arrival of the Son of David . While some say 

that time will only be when all are righteous, others speak 

of total degeneracy as the prelude to the messianic t ime. 

Another oµinion is that men should stop trying to figure the 

time, presumably because it leads (and has led) to great 

discouragement. 16 In thi s same context i s the notion that 

the Messi ah, Son of David, will have to be proceeded by the 

Messiah, son of Joseph, whose death will clear the way for 

the former. Suffering of great dimensions would take place 

wi th the war «ainst the final enemies• Gog and Magog , coming 

before t he final establishment of peace. 17 When one adds 

to this picture s ome of the long t i me spans which some rabbis 

used as guidelines for the messianic adv~nt, 18 an overall 

impression does emerge. It is an impression of rabbis trying 

t o reformulate a scheme of hope in the face of oppression 

and disappointment which fostered little hope among the people . 

The pressure of history was refocusing the rabbinic e111Phases. 

Aware, as we are, of this nationalistic stream or 

thought which harkened back to the "good old days" of the 

Davidic monarchy, Temple sacrifices, and political hegemony,19 

we should remind ourselves that this represented but one aide 

of the messianic hope . National restoration was only part 
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of the redemptive scheme which the rabbis expressed through 

the image of David and the Davidic line. The other side 

was spiritual regeneration. The defeat of the idolater and 

the t'ulf illment of Torah Judaism were an equally essential 

part of the envi sioned redemption. 

In our exploration of this stream of thinking, we 

will see a convergence of some ot the topics which occupied 

us in previous chapters. Particularly, we will see the 

projected view of the messianic world in which the harmonies 

of creation are to be restored. This means a final conf'ro·nt-

ation with the problem of sin and salvation from it; a final 

linking of Torah activity to the redemptive resolution; and, 

a view of David as a link between this world and the next 

world . 

First, let us look briefly at the problem of man's 

sins. On the one hand, this is a very individual problem. 

If the original harmonies of Eden are to be restored, the 

yeier ha-Ra' of man must be dealt vith. A~ lo~~ as its 

influence can be exerted, man will conti nue to violate the 

Torah. The tension which builds around this act involves 

the matter of who can and will remove that yeier. I n their 

comments on this finale of history, the rabbis do not wholly 

resolve the tension though they make it clear that redemp

tion does mean an end to the struggle with this evil inclin

ation. God's grace is surely involved as is indicated by 

rererences like that in Sukkah in which God brings the zeier 

ha-Ra' and slays it in man's preaence.20 On the other side 
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ot the i ssue, man has definite obligations in this ?rocedure . 

21 He must take the first step if he is to merit God's grace. 

An even bolder approach suggests that man, himself, is cap

able of conquering this impulse as David finally did. 22 

Various ideas emerge from the confrontation with 

this problem. One is the maintenance of the man-God tension 

which is retained even in this final act of the drama ol' 

history. Unlike class ical Christi&.nity, God's grace never 

becomes the 11 all11 .in individual redemption so long as this 

tension rem..~ins . Another idea which emerges here i s the 

accent on the individual which follows from a concentration 

on eschatology. As Moore phrases it, "Jewish eschatology 

is the ultimate step in the individualizing of religion, as 

the messianic &ge i s the culmination of the national con

ception . 1123 It is when the rabbis thought in such indiv idual, 

eschatological terms that they emphasized such matters as 

reward and punishment in this world and the next and the matter 

of resurrection. Such doctrines wer3 app ropriate solutions 

to the problem of theodicy in a time when oppression was great 

and the political goals were too distant to serve a strong 

motivational purpose . This is the import of a typ i cal pas-

sage on the matter from Yoma. There, the question i s poDed 

as to whether the reward or punishment will be greater in 

the future time . Israel is reassured of the greatness of her 

reward (symbolized i n David's overflowing cup of salvation) 

as against the future demeaned posi tion of her enemies.24 

Significant as is the salvation of the individual, 

it is this latter, collective concept that gives a distinctive 
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character to the rabbinic approach to the messianic. As the 

rabbis saw it, the individual Jew would only approach the 

messianic time when the wicked vanished from the earth. This 

is the meaning of the passages whi ch tell us that David p r ayed 

that his words be accepted by God. He uttered t hat p rayer 

only ai'ter the eighteen benedictions, just as his 11 Hallelujah" 

came only ai'ter the line in Psalms, 11 l et sinners cease out 

of the earth and the wi cked be no more. Bless the Lord, 0 

m.y soul. Hallelujah11 (Psalm 104:35). 25 

The f ate of the ind ividual J ew was seen as inextricably 

tied to that of Israel's .fortunes. Moore puts it in t hese 

words: 

The idea of salvation ror the individual was indis
solubly linked with t he salvation of the people. 
This continued to be true in the subsequent develop
ment of eschatology, and gives it~6peculiar character 
to J ewish ideas of the hereafter. 

A final set of polaritie~ had to be resolv~d or 

brought i nto a meaningful synthesis. The questions unde r 

lying this tension were, "What is the relat ionship of 

redemption to that whi ch preceeded i t ? Is ~vation someho~ 

t he natural outg rowth of Israel's his t oric path or i s it a 

break with history whose success hinges upon a sav ior with 

special powers to e ffec t a reconciliation? 11 Dav.id was 

employed by advocates oi' both views a s the symbol of their 

approach. Some pict ured him as that spec ially ordained 

Messiah who could effect i vely mediate between man and God. 

More pronounced, it would seem, was t hat line of thinki ng 
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which placed David i n the role or leader in the people's 

reunion with God through their Torah activity. Here, it was 

not so lllUCh David, the special pleader of Israel's cause, as 

David-Israel, the collective uni t which might join with God 

in a f inal consummation of Torah history. 

As an illustration of t he David figure with special 

mediating powers, we can point to the description of the 

hero as shepherd. A picture reproduced more than once is 

that of God choosing David as the special agent to care ror 

the flock ol Israel after he bas demonstrated his special 

ability as shepherd over the sheep of the field. 27 

Another i nstance of David's mediating role is more 

explicit and significant. Here, such f orces as snow, hail ~ 

and storm are described as being in the heaven. R. Judah 

counters in the name of Rab that t hey are surely on earth; 

for, David entreated regarding them and caused them to come 

down to earth (Ps alm 14o:7-d) saying that evil should not 

sojourn with God. 2d The import of the pa~sage would appear 

to be the removal of God from di rect contact with the world's 

evil. David, the mediator, stands between the Div ine and 

the created in order to absorb the taint of divine involve-

ment in such material matters. 

One more aspect of this particular Davidic image can 

be noted i n sections where s pecial powers to manipulate the 

forces of nature are ascribed to him. In a rather abstruse 

passage i n Sukkah, the wat ers that threaten to overwhelm the 

world are stilled by David's use of a magical sort of operation. 

The king inscribes God's name on a sherd and throws it into 



the water to s top its rise. 29 Another section depic t s 

David as warding off evil spirits in drinking water by 
) v 

reciting the 11 seven voices " spokEll of in P sa.lDl 29. 

The examples mentioned here ascribe a superhuman 

kind of power to David. He plays the role of a s pecial 

manipulator of nature and of God's name . He is a mediator 

or intercessor for man, and he is able to break into the 

natural process of things . 

Another legend depicts David the shepherd innocently 

climb ing a mountain only to find that it is really a ~· 

This beast awakes and stands up, lifting David toward heaven . 

Only when he promises to build God a temple is the king 

l~wered from this perch. 31 

We can speculate on the meaning of this curious 

myth. While the other examples which we have noted, viewed 

i n a messianic context, sugges t an image of David as one 

with i ndivi dual mediati ng powers, this passage reflects a 

stronger tension between his heavenly and eartnly roles. 

It is true that we are shown a redeemer who is closer to 

h eaven than other men. His redeeming activity, however, 

i s not to be carried out through his personal ity alone . 

Instead, it will take the form 01 the earthly institution 

of t he Temple. Man will not reach God through Dav id , then, 

but through ~he earthly religious institutions which have 

been established on God's au~nority working through the 

hero. 

It i s thi s synthesis of positions which seems to 

best describe the rabbi's general messianic approach. David, 
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the Messiah, is harnessed to the histor ically proven vehicles 

of redemption. Unlike t he Chris t ian vers ion of t he son of 

David , he does not stand above history and law as a divine 

ins t rument of grace . The tendency, instead , is to t ie him 

into t he historical-legal process already in motion . In other 

wor ds, a single chain is forged which links Davidic messian-

ism ~o Torah Judaism. This can be illustrated by citing 

s ome passages relevant to the problem. 

Commenting on the verse , "Let me dwell in Thy tent 

of worlds " (Psal.J'll 61 :5) , the rabbis ask if David r eally 

prayed t hat he would dwell in two worlds . They answer that 

he only intended to imply that he be mentioned in synagogues 

and houses of study as if he were still alive.32 This rela

ti onship between the redeeming figure of David--and the 

relationship of the Jew to him through the continuance of 

Torah-- is further underscored in a passage from Ruth Rabbah. 

There we are told that the manifes tations of the Davidic 

redempt ion will not differ from those of the f cirmer redemp-

t i on of the people through Moses . What happened then is 

what is destined to take place again. 33 

The impli cation of t he passage is t hat there will be 

no end to history with t he appearance of the heir of Uqvid, 

no break from the ongoing Tor ah. This is a polemi c against 

the antinomians, and i t is also a reflection of the rabbinic 

view of messianism as a part of a "this-world" scheme. 

Klausner summarizes this a tti t ude when he wri t es: 



••• the Law will not be forgotten in the Messianic 
Age. Even its ri t ual requirements will be in force 
as before& For the Temple will be rebuilt and 
s~crif~pes will be offered therein as in former 
tJ.IneS • 4-
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The tie of Torah and redemption is also the motivating 

fact or behind passages which link Moses to David. Everything 

that that f ormer redeemer did has its coWlterpart in an 

action by the latter.35 Moses is called the teacher and David 

the pupil .36 Moses wa8 the writer of the Torah and David 

was the one who clarified it.37 Tradition tells us, also, 

t ha t David died on Shavuot.38 All of this provides cement 

for the bond between t hese t wo pivotal personalities, Moses 

and Dav id, who are called Israel's 11 two good providers 11 by 

t he Tal.mud. 39 I t points up the link between t he experiences 

of Torah and messiB.J.-iism. David has a role in this final part 

of the cycle, then, but i t is primarily viewed as a r ole of 

one who is symbolically point ing to a direc t ion. Israel is 

expected to see h im not s o much as 11 the way" as the one who 

points to the redempt ive r oad. To use Bfi t tan; s phr!tse, i t 

is Torah tha t is 11 
••• the holy bond of our union with the 

Divine. 11 4° 

There is a passage in Exodus Rabbah whi ch can ac t 

as a basis for our summary of David's p lace in t he messianic 

scheme. The sec tion tells us t hat God will bring frui t from 

Eden and feed t he pa t riarchs f r om t he tree of life in t he 

messianic time . When the time comes t o say grace the honor 

will be deferred by Michael to Gabr iel , from Gabriel to the 



patriarchs, and from t hem to Moses and Aaron, then to the 

elders , and finally to David. He will pe rform the honors 

with the words, "I will lift up the cup of salvation, and 

call upon the name of the Lord'' {Psalm 116 :13) . 41 

Many of the themes adumbrated in t his chapter are 

brought together here . The messianic scene is related to 
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t he land and t o t he people Israel . David stands as the 

symbol of t hat culminating moment--pronouncing the i ntro

duction of t he new age. He does not stand apart, however. 

His role is only to be seen in t he total context of I srael's 

long histor y of striving toward redemp tion. Neither does 

he preside a t t he messianic banquet . In the end i t is God, 

Himself , who presides. David is merely the one who calls 

upon God's name . Again, David is t he figure for Israel . 

Their l ong struggle through his tor y is symbol lzed in the 

figures a t the banque t . Operating t hrough the Torah- covenant 

framework of t hat hi~tory, the y would hope to reach tha t t ime 

of messiani c fulfillment . 

There are nuances that may be read fr om t his story. 

The banque t opens up the whole matter of the s chemat ization 

of the messianic time and the next world . Our concern here, 

however, cen ters on t he t wo maj or element s which converge in 

the figure of David . In t his r egard we can say t hat he is 

the i ndi v idual representative who signals the new age as an 

end of things . The s t r onges t strain remains, though, the. 

solid link bet ween the covenant people, their his tory, and 

their salvation as a l ogical stage in the development of 
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that history. The timing may be uncertain , but the develop

ment has its l ogic and its pr omise of h ope f or those who 

remain l oyal to the continuum. The final act, as the Mid-

rash here indicates , is the res toration of the harmonies of 

Eden . The entire cycle is represented in the i mages . Af ter 

all the generations of s truggle by Isr ael , cove~tal l oyalty 

will bri ng the peop le back l nto an unencumber ed r el a tionship 

with God. 

{ 



CHAPTER VII I 

3PI LOGUE 

Le t us l ook back f or a moment on the j ourney we 

have t aken with David and with the rabbis . Our intention 

has been to show, t hrough t he use of selected examples from 

rabbinic literature, that the biblical King David was trans 

formed by later generations . That t ransformati on car. be 

understood as a reflection of t be pr oblems which the rabbis, 

t hemselves, encountered and as a reflection of their re

s ponses to t heir situation. 

Meshing the t hemes of God , Torah, I s rael, and 

creat i on, revelat ion, redemp tion, we have been able to 

dis cer n a purposive pat t ern in the rabbis' repain t ing of 

t he bibli cal monarch. 

It was the r abbinic noti on t r;at man 1 s breaking of 

an original covenant wi t h God resulted in sufferine and 

hardship f or His people . In His mercy, God opened t he way 

t hrough Torah for Israel to rees t ablish tha t harmonious , 

Eden s ituat ion. Repent ance , study of Torah, and deeds of 

l oving kindness, cClllbined with man ' s own merits, his repay

ment through suffering , and God's grace pr oviae t he operat ive 

tools f or the Jew in his s t ruggle toward redempt i on . That 

redemption is t he rees t abl ishment of t he harmonies. 
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Each step of this pr ocedure has been concretized by 

the rabbis through t he character of David . He be comes, then, 

t he symbol of Israel and of Israel's possibilities. His sin, 

suffering , encounters wi t h enemies , repentance, and Torah 

life are all fuel f or t he holy fire of ra~binic t eaching. In 

t he end , that fire is messiani c . I t is a warm flame of com

f or t to a troubled Israel and a light to t he nati ons . 

There are inetsnces in t he reconstruction when the 

material flows naturally from t he biblical David . More often, 

it is quite a different personali ty that emerges . Truth to 

the original was not the criterion, however . The rabbis 

l ooked through t he biblical David until they caught a glimpse 

of what t hey saw as a higher truth-- t he honest confron t ation 

of every J ew with his wor ld and wi t h God . 
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