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I :\Tl\( >Ill 'CTI()\ 

\\'ilhoul q1H'stio11. lhl• rap,• of Di11ah is 01u• ol' Torah's dark,•r stod,•s. 

(;('IH'mlious of l\ahbis haw slrugglc•d lo int<•rprt•I a111l u11clt•rshmd till' at•<•ou11l. 

Dinah ·s rnu·ratin• has bt•t•n ust•d as a war11i111:,t lo wonu•11 011 IIH' dangPrs of 

,iola1i11g soda) custom and has also ht•t•11 ust'd as a p1fow t•xamp!P of' a tt•xt 

whit•h l'l'i,•s 011I f'or ll•111i11isl i111t•r1u·c•h1lio11. l~xa111i11i11g llu• 111idmshi(' and 

11ll'dit•rnl 1·0111m<•11taric•s 011 till' rap<• of Di11ah prm·idt•s an opportunity to 

11ncl<'rsla11d how tlH' rahhis work wilh tlH' hihli<"al H•xl to draw out and impose 

1111•m1i11g and rnhH'. Comparing tlw two lypt•s of' lit<•rat111•p allm,s us lo st•t• lum 

tht>y rt•latl' lo t•aeh otlll'r and how tht• ,It•f'orshim hoth l't'aC"t lo and <'011trih111<• 

to tlH' t•ontrihutions of th(• .Midrashists. Finally. h., i1H'orporaling tlU' 

J>Pl'SJ>l'l'tini of mmler11 rriliral sC'holarship. W(' art• ahlt• to lwllt•r u11dPrstand tlw 

stor\' itst•lf' as ,n~ll as tlw corn·Pr11s awl 111otirnlio11s of tlw rahhis who t·rt•alPd 

lht• ~lidrashim and tlH' nw<ii<'rnl <·01111m•11tari<•s. 

111 orcle1· to lwllPI' u11dt•rsta11d how and why thl' rahhis lmni l'f•spmul('d to 

Dinah as th<•,, haH'. this study h<•gins h., looki11g al lht• 111idrashic l'lll«'rprisl' -

what it was and who <'l'<'Ull'd it. B,, hm·i11g a dt'<'JH'I' 11ndt'rsta11ding of' tht• 

miclrash it:wlf' as wt>II as Ill<' 1woplt• who t'l'<'al<'d tlw midraslii<" i11l('l'fH"t•lalio11s 

wt• will IH• h<•llt•r 1•q11ipp<•cl lo 1111d<•rslawl and rt•s1u111d to tlw 111idrashi<' 

<0011111ie11taries 011 Dinah - ,·0111me11lari<•s 1l1:11 our mod<•rn s<•11sihiliti<'s might 

S<~e as insensitive and i11approprial<". Only al\l'r we ha,c t•xamiiwd lilt' 
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111id1•ashic rabbis a11d tlwir projt•t·l will ,u• look at th<• .\lidrashim 011 Dinah. \\'t> 

will examirn• llw ll·t•mls and h·mh•11C'iPs Pxl:ml in tlu- .\liclrashim. B,v fcwusing 

011 tlwsP IJ'l'IUls mul lt•mlP11ciPs. ii will lH' possible lo ohst•1•,·c tlw soC'io-polilical 

co1wc•r11s of' tlw midrashic rahhis and how thosl' ('Oll('C't'IIS work tlwii· wa., i11to 

lht• lPxls llw~· sought to iut<•rprc-1 hy tlwir w1:_-.· intc•rprt•talions. ( )11ly alic•1· this 

will Wt.• c•xmnim• how tlwst~ t·oiu•prns a11d l't'tU'lions nt't' c•vidc•m·t•d in tlw work of 

thr .\Jpf'orshim and how tlw .\lt•forshim l"PUd lo some of tlw , arious 111idrnshi111. 



,u >Dl~l\7' SCI I( )1..:\1\SI I IP 

( >utsidt> tlw hihlil·al lt·xt itst•lf. some of our Parlit•st 1•011mw11larirs c·an he 

fo1111d in till' f,>1·111 ol' midr:ishi111. Litt>1·ally. llw llc•hrc•w \'C'l'h lirlms/1 11u·:111s to 

im c•stigah• or to sPt-k out. l i 111l(•rstanding this t<•rm )Pads us to cousidt•r tlH' 

option that miclrashim are iJl\t•stigatio11s i1110 lht• lt•xt and its diflkultit•s ns WPII 

as its lllHlllS\\'t•rt>d q1wslions in ord1•r to ht•tlt•r tmcll'1"l-ltund tlw hihli<·nl nnrratiH•. 

our sa1·rt>d hist or.,. and Cod's i11t<•ntio11s. \\ 'hilt! this is <'<'l'lainl.,· a , nlid answt•r. 

Daniel Bo,\'arin <"hallPngt>s that W(' must first dPfilw .\lidmsh's t;wnr<•. Only then 

<'1111 WP hopt• to undt>rstmul its goals mid purpost•. 1 

To llPllt•r u11d<'rstand tlw midrashic t•ntPrprist•. Bo.rnrin turns to 

~laimonidt•s and his <·ommt•ntar.,· on .\lidrash in tlw Guidt• for tlw PPrplext•<I. 

In short. l\amham t·on\'e_vs an unclt•rst:uuling that midrash is 1101 <'ommt•ntm:'. 

nor is it l<>r the sakP of c·laril)·ing llw hihlical tt•xl. At·co1'lling lo Hamharn. tlU' 

midrash is a fhrm of pol'try: it is didal'tic fi<'lion. 2 Bo,rnrin go(•s on lo c•ite tlw 

work of' Isaak lh•inemann. who lw idc•ntili<>s as tlU' aulhor of "tlu• only sl'rious 

l'ull-s<'al<• attc•mpl to d<•sc·rihl' midrash tht•orl'tit-ally." Challc•11gi11g l\amham. 

l lt•inemann assP11s that to unclP1-stand tlw mich-:1shim as p<Jt'll:\· aml lil'tion is lo 

mulPrt•stimah• tlwir int<•nt and grm·i1,,·. I It• ohst•rn•s ... miclrash is t•m•mh•d as 

hihlic•al inlPrprc·lation ancl 1101 mainly us poptr,v or homilt•tic· - 011 its l<'xlual 

I Bor:u-iri. l11t1-rtt•xt1111li1y a111l till' l\1•mlin1r of' \lidrosh. P. 2 
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lw a<"knowh•dgt•s llll'rt> is ll'gitimm·y i11 holh ol' tlw argu11U'11ls. I lt•iiu-manu is 

t·or1·t•d in his ass<•rlio11 lhal tlw t·ahhis ground llwir i11terprt•latio11s in logi<·ul 

aualysis und i11ll'l'lt•x1ual pl'Oof's. Y<'l, Bo,rnri11 :H'k11owlt•dgt•s ollwr 111odt•1·11 

S('holarship whit·h points to lht• allt•gori('al :md homilt•lit• ualm't• of' mu<'h ol' lhis 

hocl.v of work. 

Sy11tll('sizing this scholarship and combining 11uHl<•r11 tlworil•s, Boyarin 

proposes that ,n~ ran uncll•rstmul midrash lwst by aek11cmfodgi11g "that all 

inlPrprelation and historiography is l"l'fJ/'('.•w111atirm of' tlw past h~ tlH' 1m·s<·11t. 

that is. that thrre is no sueh thing as rnhw-fr'<'P. lrm• and ohjPcli\'P rPndt•ring ol' 

do<'um<>nts. Tlwy are ahrnJs filh•1·c•d through tlu· <·ultural. ~ocio-ideolugieal 

matrix ol' tlwir readers."4 Bo.rnrin also pninls lo tlw inlwrt•ntl.,· iutertc•xtual 

nalm'<• of' the midr-ashi,• enlerprisP. II(• dPlines intt•rtexl ualih· :ts lhe 

uncler-slamling '"that e\'(!I'_\' text is constrairn•d hy lhc li1<>r1.u:v syslt~m of whirh it 

is a parl aucl that P\'<>1:,· h•xl is ultimatc·ly dialog-ic-al i11 thal it c·a1111ot hut r(•c·ord 

IIH' trat·<·s ol' its c·o11tt•11lio11s and do11hli11g of' t•al'lin disc·mt1'st's."5 111 ollwr 

words, lhe c·ultural c·onh•xt ancl l'XIH'l'iPll<'l'S of' Ill<' rahhis. ,,hetht•r tht•y art• 

<·n•aling ~lidrashim or writing medit•rnl rommc•ntari(•s. ar<• c•,·ident in thc•ir 

works and how tlH','" i11l<>r1u·<>t tlw l<•xls llwy ar(• working with. :\dditionally. W<' 

must consid<'r lhe dual Jil.(•mr,· syslPms al piny in any given IPXI and its 

3 lhicl 
4 lhicl. p. 12 
5 lhid. p. 1/4 
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i11INp1·t•lalio11s. Tht•l't\ is tht• lil<'l'lll'~· s~ slt•m out of' whit·h !ht• lt•xl is tak.-11. and 

I lwrc is I I w I ill•mry syslt•m of t hi' rPadt•1·. Somt'I iuws I hest• s, slPms al'<' 

harmonious and so11u•ti111t's tlw., art• discordant. .\lodt·l'11 l'C'Hch·rs t·.1111101 hope 

to sit dow11. opt•n a pagt• of' .\lidr:1sh. rt'ad it all(/ urult•1·sta11d it without fll'Opt•r 

t·o11h•xtu:dizatio11 aml lrai11i11g. lndt•t•d. c·,c•n with sul'h prt•par:1tion. mwiP11l 

l<·xts t'all st•t•m t•nigmatic and inco111prt•l1t•11sihlt•. ~o text exists in a ,m·ut1111. 

All tt·xts art• holh responsin• and proactin·. The samt• is lrw• for cor11mt•11l:triPs. 

Tht>y rt>spond to diflit'ultit•s in tll(' tt•xl. hut tlwse l'PSjHHISPS art• writtPII within 

Ill<' fra1111•work of' t·urrt•11t situations. Such c·arc·f'ul im t•stigal io11s and 

i11lerprdatio11s were no small lt•at. Th<' work of' tlH' .\lidrashist 1s i11nllvecl. 

diseipli11«>cl anti simultaneously c·rt•aliw. 

Fc>I' I ht• .\I id rashic rah his. thP inn•sl igaliw J H'm't•ss oflt•11 flll'a11t d<~l ving 

inlo tlw cammieal texts. phrast' hy phrast• lo underslawl and clad(\' God's 

intentions in tlw world. StPpll<'n Fraacl<• c.xplai11s .. all <·omnwnlaries so defowcl 

can ht> said lo exhibit tht> following s11·w·1ural lraits: till'_\ h<'gi11 with an 

<'Xll'lld1·d liasP•l('XI. of which llH'.' d<'sig11alc· stuTc•ssh<' s11hu11ils for <'X<"gl'lic•al 

allt'Htion. to <•ach ol' whit'h llw,\ attac·h a 1·0111111P11\ or t'hain of co11111w11ls. whi('h 

11e\'ertlwless 1·t•mai11 disti11<·t from tlH' hast• !<•xi. lo whiC'h tlu· c·om111c11lai:,· 

sootier or later returns (thal is. :uha11cf~s) lo t:1kP up the next sel<>c·l!•d s11b1111il i11 

sequ<>rn•e:·6 Additionally. tht•y sought to <·lari(v law, history. tlwology. a1HI to 

6 Fr:iad1•, Fr(~I_I_! Trad it io11 lo Cor11111t•11larv: Torah alHI II s I 111t•r111·1•tal ion in till• \I id rash Sifre• lo 

I )r11t1•ro110111_y. p. 1-2 
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1·c•i11f'o1·(•p soda! norms. ( )I' <'Olll'sc•. 1101 all of tlwst' <·orn·<•1·11s aJ'(' 1•q11all., 

addrt•sst•d in t•,·t•r., i\lidrash. Difft•rt•nl \lidrashim add1·<•ss dillt•l'<'llt aspt•t·ts. 

\li<·luwl Fishharu• oh1:H'1'\·c•s that till' 1·t•s111l of tht• midrashi<' t•nt<•rprist• is ··a rit•h 

hai'\t•sl of' inlt'l'fH't•latio11s tlwt ,·irluall.' tra11sfor111 lilt' Bihl<• into a rahhini<' 

work. so profoundl,, all(( \'igorously do IIH' sages projc•(•t tlH'ir own tlwologi('al 

and l<•gal ag<•nda into St•ripturt•. "7 Fishh:mc• also highlights tlH' 1-i<-h a11d rnrit•d 

nallu·e of' the midrnshie imagination and i111<•1•prPtatio11. I I<• 1wtt•s that \lid rash 

is at 011ee suhtle and st•rious a11cl at timt•s. PH'II playful. All i11 all. tlH' 

co11trihutio11 of \lidrash 111 tlw rahbi11it· proj<·t·t as a wholt' t·annol hP 

undPrslatt•d. As Fishhane slates. '"a<'ross tlw hrt>aclth ol' .hulaism. it is 1101 only 

the insist<>nl rt>eourse lo tlw Hihlt• that marks its <'l'l'Ulivit~·. hut the \'er,· 

midrashic mode of c-orrelating Seripturt's among tlwmseln•s and with new 

rnhws. \'irltws or e,·t>nls."8 Thus. lw St'l'S Ill<' midmshic <'11lerpris<• as ha\'ing 

fornH'cl the n•r:\' (•nrlic>sl foundations for rahhinil' s<.'riptural inlt>rprelulio11 and 

that those l'oundations art> H•ry 1111u·h prt>st•11t i11 t•,·t•r.,· gt•1wratio11·s rahhiuie 

projt•c·ts. 

7 Fishha111•. Tlw .\li,lrushic• l111agi11atio11. J1•wish Ex1•1,wsis. Thou~ht a11d I listOl'y, p. I 
8 ihid. 
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WIii~\ WAS ,11Dll\SII Cl\E.\TED? 

A1t,•mpti11g to rc•t•o11st1·11C'I till' his101fral ,·0111t•xt 111 whi,·h .\lidl'ash 

c•,·ol\'t'd ultimatc•ly is an «'X<'l'<'ist• in 1"cl11catl'd spt•c11la1io11. '.\o do<'llllll'llls 1·xist 

whi<'h IH'ar llw history of tl1t• gt·m·c•'s dewlopmc·11t. Comn1tio11al s1u·1·11lalio11 

dall•s tlw ,tidrash (hromlly) from '.!00 ( :.E. to 800 ( :.E.9 Fol' tlw sakt' of' this 

study. we• will u1·c·c·pl th<> c·o111111011. c·omP11lio11al dating (pla('ing thP 111idrashic• 

clc•\'elopmc•nt alongside that of' thr .\lisl111ah mul c•n-11 tilt' (;c•mara) will ht• mwd. 

llowe,·t•r. it is important to note that 1111likt• tlH' Talmudic texts. ,1idrash clews 

1101 appPar to bc• a hi-<"uhural phP110111t•11011. Tiu• primm:, a11tlm1·s of midrashic 

nml<'rial art• tlw rahhis who rc•maiiwd in ha'art'IZ aml 1w1 tlw ruhhis from 

Bahylo11ia. Evidrrn•p ol' this is willwssc•d i11 how .\liclrashim arP irn·orporah.•d 

into llw Talmud Yt•rushalmi ,·prsus lht• Talmud Ba\'li. Tlw Yc•rushalmi 

eo11tui11s \'e1:\' fr•w miclrashi<" storirs aucl i11h•rprrtatio11s \\ hilt• till' Bm Ii 

incorporates tlH'111 with fhir f'n•quprn•y. 

9 \lm·h clisn1ssio11 surr01111cli11g th1• issue• of dati11g \lidmshim is 1·0111·1•rrwcl with how a111l wlwr1 
\lidmsh lH'gan and 1•,·oln•d i1110 what the• rah his 1·,·1•1111iall.,· ll•rnH'cl ~midrash.- '.\ltll'h of tlH' 
argm11t•11ts ar1• spp1•11latin•. \\'hilt• st11dyi11g tht• arg1111w11ts ro111•1•r11i11g tlH' :mlP1•1•d1•11ts of 
\lidrash ar1• i11tPre•sti11g. till'." uhimatt•ly do 1101 IH•ar 011 th(• 1·om·1•rsatiu11 ol'this 111idrashi1· study. 
l\1•gnrdh•ss ol'how midrash as a g<•11r1• 1•rnl\'t'd and how the• rabbis d1•,·<'lop1•1I it, this st111ly is 
primarily 1•01wc·r1wd with adclr1•ssi11g aud asiwssing tlw midrashic· rahhinit• rt•spo11st's to !ht• 
rapc• of Di11ah :uul how thost• r1•spoi1st>s art• pi1•k1•d up or ig11or1•d h,\' tht• IIH'clit>\'al 
('(llllllll'lllators. 



TIii~ ~IIDlt\SlllC PI\OJ ECT 

\\'ith rt•garcl to till' u11dt•rstaudi11g the t•xm·t 11atun• ol' the midl'ashic 

projt'ct. it is safi.· lo sa~ that spt•1·ulatiu11 abounds. .\early t'\t•1·y s<'holar has his 

or lwr own un iqut• JH'l'Sf>P<'t i\'e :111d :u1swt>I'. Jacob Z\ t'usw•r sl rt•sst•s that 

.\lidrash is a typ<' of litt•raturt•. lit• t•xplains lhat .. Tiu· mc·thod of rahbi11it· 

~lidmsh llwrefore imoht•s st•t•ing 1hi11gs as otlwr tha11 th<·., st•t•m:· 10 :\PllSIIPI' 

tlwn asst•rls tilt' tlwor_,. that mu<"h of ~lidrash is an allt•goriC"al r<'sponsti to tlH' 

lt•xt :md that this alh•goric-al rc>sponse is aelually a respons<> to Christianity. I le 

t>xplai11s. 

"Christians poinh·d to tlH' political l'P\"olution t•m.•cted I)\ 
Constantim• as e\'idcm•p of Christ's kingship. Then in '{60. llw 
last pagan emp<•1•or·s proj<•c·I of rt•lmilding lsrm•l's Tc•mple in 
Jemsalt>m foiled. From that t•,·pnt Christians found still furtlwr 
proof from history and poli1i.-s fc.)r tlw Jpws' error in l'l'jt.·cli11g 
J<•sus as th(• Christ. Urnh•r stuch co11ditio11s. Scripture would 
itself' SC'I'\'<' to confirm the Christians' intt•rpretalion f'o history and 
politics. Form the sages· \"i(•wpoinl. lht• erisis of the fourth 

l'Plllur_v found its final solution in the t•stahlished approaC'h to 
Seri pl ur(•: 'things arP not \\ hut thP_,. SP<'III.·- I1 

lh·pn·sc•11 li11g 011<• of the mon· I rad i lio11al u11dt•rsl a11di11gs ol' rahhini<' .\I id rash . 

.\ <'llsrn·r S<'<'S t lw lit<'ral ttl't' as a l'l'SjHH 1se to I I w pol Pill ial I I 11•ological crisis I hal 

lhP as<·1·11t of' ( :hristiauity pos(•d. This rn·t·d lo com·t•y an undt•rst:mdi11g of 

things in au allegorical wa,v is. aeC"ording lo .\t•11s11t•r. till' n•ry 11atu1·t• of lilt' 

formal hody of Midmshim. Essentially. the rahhis c·r1•ated a systc•111 wht•rt•hy 

"otlwrs'' who allempted lo i111t•q>1'<'l tlH' text Wt'l'c inhert~111ly unable due to the 

10 Jacoh i\1•11s111·,._ \\'hat is \lidrash?. p, /4,'i 
II ihicl, p. /4:i 



!'t'alit_, that only llw mhbis tht>msc>ht•s art• ahlt> to propt•1·I., t•xplai11 tlw Tomh's 

hiddt•u lllt't111i11gs. Tht•rt•lt>I'<', at·t·ording lo tlH' rahhis. lll<'ir i111€•q>1·elalio11s are 

tlw only corrl't'l i11lt>rprt•lalio11s mid all otlwr (Christia11) i11h•rprclatio11s ai·t• 

:\s prt•,·iously 111<'11limwd. \lai111011idt•s u11<l(•rslarnls \lidrnsh to ht• a form 

of ()(Wl1:v. 01· as Boyarin slal<'s ii. clida<·lit• lil'lion. Bornrin himsp((' oflt•rs a 

mullirnlt•nt 11ndP1-slarnli11g of tlw nature of tll<' midrashic proct•ss. I le ideutifips 

thrt•e ke,v aspt•cts that. togt•thl•r. arP the midmshie projt•<•t. lnitiall,v • .Midrash is 

a rt·ading of tlw hihlil'al ll'Xl whi<"h sel'ks to draw out 111t·a11i11g whilt· bc·i11g 

'"sensiti\'e lo literary value's, Pt•luws. <'ontmdietions. [and] inlt>rlPxluality in all of 

its senses within th<' Bihle ... 12 Bornrin notes that while Midrash attempts lo 

undPrstnnd the simple nwaning wiLhin tlw l<>xt. that entil,v - the simplt· 

mt>aning - ehangPs in t•aeh gt•neratiou arnl from plal'(' to plm·t•. :\C'cordingly. 

t•,·e11 tilt' meaning drawn out of' tlw lt•xl is an t•,·t•r•l'\'oh·ing thing. Secom I in his 

!isl. Buyari11 1111dt•rslarnls ,\lidrash as llw produC'I of a "disturbed exPgeli<"al 

Sl'IISe." 13 Agai11. he tc•mp,•rs this sonu•wlrnt inllamma101:\' dcli11i1io11 ,,i1h tht• 

can•at that all t>xeg(•lil'al S('IISf'S ai·e '"dislurlH'd." This is lo say that lh<•y arc> 1101 

simpl<~ and unilatt•ral. lnslt•ad. <'X<~gt•lical st•nst•s art• as ,·ompl<>x as till' pt~oplt~ 

who employ llwm. "lillered through <'0J1st'io11snt•ss, tmdition, icleolog_v, and tht• 

inlertexl. .. " Employment of the adj('rtive ~c1isturhecl" Pmphasizes the oft.rn 

12 Boyari11, p. 18 
ll ihid 



dissorn111I l:u·t•ls "all i111t•rprt'latio11 is lilt(•t·t'd lhl'Ough ..... Laslh. lw d<•li11Ps ,· 

\lidrash as li1<•1·n111n• .. \s Ill' u11dPrsta11ds it. all litt·ratun• Pxists as a "rt•\ isio11 

awl i111t-rprt•latio11 of a <·:11111011 and llw lraditio11s and is a dialogtw with tlw pasl 

awl with tlw aulhoril\ whi<'h dt•lt•r111i1ws tht• shape• ot" lm111a11 lin•s i11 111(1 

I f• --14 J)l't'S('llt a!H llllll't'. .\losl l'loq11t•111ly Boyari11 s11111marizPs tlw midmshi(' 

traditio11 slating. "Tlw rahhis Wl'l't' ('Oll<'t'l'll<'d with till' humi11g issut•s of tht•ir 

day. hut tlwir approach to that l'OllC'('l'II was through tlH' elarilicatio11 of' diHil'ull 

I. S · .. 15 passagps o .._ eripture. Though this stah•mt•nl may seem i1111oeuous. ii is 

al't ualh a mdical ohst•rrnl ion. Bornrin ·s ohst'l'\ at ion is that thl' rahhis ar,· 

largely. ii' not primaril.,. more t·om·t·nu·d with llwir own issues than with Torah. 

and that Torah. for them, is lh<• tool b\' whirh th<• world can ht• dc(.'oded. 

clecipherecl and uutlPt'Slood. 

Other sdwlars sud1 as .\loshe ldPI 1111dPrs1tmd .\lidrasli to he "a g<'llf'l'i(' 

mode of i111t·q>1'Ptatio11. rallwr than a specific attit ml(• rt•stri<'lt'd to the l<•xls 

writtP11 during a ct•1·tai11 limitPd fH•t-iod of lim(• hy Jc•wish aulhors.- 16 A strong 

cast> c·a11 IH' made lo support this arg11111c·111. ThrP:uls of' midrashic t•xc•ewsis arP 

alt·<•ady evidt•111 i11 t'arly tra11slations of' Ta11akh as \\l'II as within Ta11akh itself'. 

Ott<' example will ht• discusst•d latt•r i11 this study. lndt•t•d, this lrc>rnl is part of 

what Bo_varin refors to with his t•111ploy111c·11t of' tilt' l<•rm ... i11l<>rh•xl11ali1y." II is 

14 ibid. p. t !) 
IS ibid 
16 \loslll' ldl'I, "\lidrash ,·s. (hli!'I' J1·wisli ll<"l"ll1<'111•11tic•s~. Tiu• \lidrasliic l111a~ri11atio11: .IPwisli 
1-:xc•~c•sis, Thou~ht :md I lislory. p. 1:i • 1G 



possihlt• to sa_\' that ldt>I ass<•rls lhal llwrt> is \'irtuall)· 110 clisli1l<'lion lwh\t•<•n tlw 

work of tlH' midrushisls and .\lt•forshim. As will I)(' ohsPrwtl lah•r in this stud,,. 

lht• patl<'l'II of' lc•xl study <•mplo,wd hy till' .\h-l'orshim .irt• similar lo that ol' tilt' 

111idrashi<' rabbis - <'a<"h \t'l'St' ol' Torah is pm·sPd. souu•ti111C's word hy word mul 

som<•linu•s. phrasP h,,· phrast• in ordPr lo draw out (or impost•; :ts mu('h 11wa11ing 

as is possihl<• or as is dPsirP<I. 17 ldt•l"s ass«•rliou is I hat I his pall<'l'll of 

int<•1·1H'<'latiou is just lhat - a palt<•r11: it is a way of dt•hi11g into tht• h•xl that is 

not limih•d lo midrashi(' matt•riul itst>lf'. hut is wilrn•sst'<I i11 tlw .\lidr:1shim. m 

Tahmul. in \IPcli('rn( <'omm«•ntari<•s and so on until lilt' pn•st•nt day. 

For the purposes of this examination. hlt•I and Bo,rnrin"s dt>finilions are 

most appreciatNI. Boyari11 ·s multH'nct•h•d approal'h allows for the numerous 

variations fouml within .\lidrash ilsPII'. ldt•l's undt>rstaucli11g that ~lidrash is a 

gP1wric form of inlPrJH'Ptation is also lwlpful. Part of this study will exmni11P 

midrush from this pl•rspt>('lin•. undt•1-slarnling that midrashic t'Xf"gc·sii,; was 

i11itiall_v c·r<•al('d within llw hihlic•al l<'XI ilst>lf' awl ,•onlintu•s rn1 lo this ,c•1:, clay 

as a 111c•a11s of' 1111dC'l'slc11Jdiug Torah a111I 111aki11g it n•lc•, ant in t•:.l<'h gc·rn•1·atio11 I8; 

it is how W<' mlcln•si,; till' issut•s tlml c•cmfronl and ('otu·ern us today while• 

stamling rooh•d i11 our lrndition. 

17 Not all words a11d phras1•s ar<• pars<•cl. Tht• rahhis s1•li•c·I whid1 words arnl phrast•s to lill'IIS 1111 
m11l P111plrnsiz1• in tlwir work. 
18 It is import:1111 to clisti111:,'11ish lu•tm·1·11 midrashic• l'Xt•gt•sis awl tllt' formal Imel,,· of litPral11r1• 
k110w11 as -\Jidrash.~ TII<' Jll'o<•1•ss ol' r1•adi11g th1• h•xt dos1•ly. i11h•rpr1•ti11g it, imposing 1111•a11i11!{ 
and drawing 11u•:111i11g 0111 nr1• l'\'id1•111•1•d in tlll' Hihlical t<'XI ils1•lf. 0111· \lidrush 1•xplor1•tl l:tll'I' 
highlights a point of int1•11t•xhml rt•acling ancl i11t1•rpn•tatin11. This proc·t•ss t•x1n•pssPs rlw 
fi•utun·s of :\liclrash. hut is nut ilst•lf' a part ul' till' formal hody nf' :\lidr11shic• litc•rut11r1•. 



That said. as ,w lwgiu lo exammt• )lidrash - \\ hat it is atul how ii 

f111u·1ions. \W l"annot ignore tlw IU'l'd lo 1't•rog11izt• and m·k11cmh•dgr tlua socio-

politi('al r<•aliti<•s i11 whid1 tlH' rahhis fo1111d tlu·msPh t•s. Hoyari11 rt•111i11ds us. 

llw rahhis arP 1101 11u•rt•ly rt>spornli11g to tlu•ir sac•1·t>d tc•xts. tllC'.' at'<' also 

l't•spornling to tlwir <'Ul'l'«'III c-xp«-rit•m·t's. Tlw IPxls tlwmsdn·s m·<· h«"ing 

analywd within a J'ramt•,,·ork of tlw authors· <'onl(•mpor:u:,· J't•ality. 

lf' Wl' ac•t•t•pl tlw th Pot';'· that ~lid rash and Talmud e, oh Pd 

simultmwously. ancl that its <0 r<•a1t1rs awl authors W(•re tll(' rahhis of' Ert•lz 

Yisr:wl. \\'(" <'an ast"l'l'lain som<' hash· i11fo1111at ion alum I tlU'ir s°'•io-politi<·al 

realitit•s. At tht• ,·er:'· lt>ast, thes<~ are pt>oplt• who art> li,·ing in tlwir own land 

under f'orl'ign l'llil•. Tlwir Tempi<• has lwt>n d(•stroyed for som<> linw. and the.,· 

are working to adapl to a lifr~ in which t)lt'ir most hasit· tlwological assumplio11s 

ha,·p bt>en ehallP11gPd in tlw most drn,stating wa_,·s possihlP. ( :ritiral 

scholarship would f.•m·ourag<' us lo <·onsider how and wll<'n thPst• issues play 

out in tlH' lt•xl. To fully 1111dt•rstmul 1lw miclrashic <'11h•rprisc•, studt•11ts of' 

,tidrash 11<•t>d lo IH' st•nsith t~ lo I h«•S<! issut•s of' <'0111l•xl 11al 1·t•ality. 

I IPr<' WP han• a hoch- of' iuh•rr>r<•li\'l~ li1<•rall11'<• IH•i1w d,•wlo1>t'cl h,· dt'<'[>h· . " . . 

d<•,·out awl faithful nwn who ar<• still slruggli11g with a hermt•rn•ulic <·risis - a 

crisis ,vhich still impa<•ls tlw Jt>wish eo1111m111ity lo this da,\'. If' tllP T<•mple. 

which is God's dwelling plaee. is d<•st ro_y<•d. there ean only he I wo logieal 

('ondusions. One answ,•r is tlwt God is not as powerful as th<• .Jews had 



lhought. By this r<•aso11i11g. J<'\\s <·an 110 lo11gt•r asst•rl God's 1111iqut• dorni11io11 

owr t•m·th. nor Cod's suprt•mt• aulhorily as sol" Divirn• i11 ,•xis1t•1u·«•. To 

ack11owh•dge that this is tlw m1swt>I' is la11tamo1111t to ahall(lo11i11g tlH'ir 

111ulerstarnling of God. alHI lhc•rPh., ahando11i11g Cod allo~wtlwr. ()h,iously. 

this rc•spor1sc• was 1101 m·c·t•ptahle lo thP Jt!\\S who krww tlwmst>h-c•s lo lw a 

l><'oph• living in cm·t•rnml with tlw si11g11lar dl'ity of all t•xisll'IH't'. i11dt•t•d with 

tht• Goel who hrought t•xisll'll<"t' into t•xist<'ll('t', Tlw otllt'r possible answN 

h<•(·omt•s. l<>r the Jt•ws. tlw uu.l): possihl<' answc•r. 

God has tunlt'd m,·ay from God's 1){'oplc•. This tm·ning mrny is not a sig11 

that Goel has stoppt•d lm·ing tlw 1woplt•. hut rathl•r it is a sign that tlw pt>ople 

han• stopped loving uml obeying God. A<'t'or,ling lo this tlwology. the pt•ople 

have slimmed God long before God has shumu.•d tlw JH•oplt•. and God's 

turning away is a l'l•sult of prof<>UIHI sadness. undt'rstamlahle anger. Upon 

d(•structiou of tlw First Tempi~. tlw Jt•\\S eom(' to the uuderslauding that the 

dPstructio11 is a r<•sult. 1101 of solll(' lc:)l'(•ig11 pow<•r that rivals Goel. hut of' God's 

ow11 will. Tll<' dt'strm·tio11 is a p1111ish111t•11t to liH' .lt•ws f<H' alim1do11i11g Cod. for 

drnsing af\<•r forc•ig11 gods aml foist• idols. for aha11do11i11g tlH'ir sac·rl'd 

ohligatio11s and f'or neglc•(·li11g k<>y aspects of' tlwir cmt•mml with Cod. So 

i11grai11ecl 1s this t1ll(lersta11di11g. that tlH' Jews und<•rgo a radit'al 

transformatious iu response to Lhis inlerpretation. As .James L. Kugel explains. 

upon their exile to Bah,vlouia. the Jc•ws conduded that Nebuchadnezzar's 



dt-stl'll('tion of Jrrusult•m ('<Hild 011I~· hm·,· m·<·111·1·t•cl as a l'l'suh of ( ;ocl's wislH's 19• 

For llll' Jl'ws. this nu•ant thul 1lwir oppt't•ssor \HIS nu•1't1 I,,· a tool. an instrum<•lll 

IH'i11g us<•d hy God to come•., Cod's t•Xll't'lllt' dissatisfaclion wilh tlw lsl'iwlit<"s 

a11d tlwir wayward paths. Tlwir suspi<'ious art> c•o11fir11l<'d wht•Jl, i11 just lwo 

g<•nerations lalPI". ~ehudiad1wzzar and tlw Babylonians at't• ovPrturnNI and 

l'< 1 phu·t>d hy Cyrus who lc.•acls a murh lllOl'C' tolt•rant. Prrsian t•mpirt•. Und,•r thr 

lt•ad,•rship of' C,Hus and Darius I. llw J(•ws nn• giwn 1wr111ission lo rt•tum to 

tlwir land and rebuild tlwir Tempi«•. ll<"l>rt•w st'ripturP itst•lf tells ol' this rt'lur11 

and rt•sloration in tlw hooks of' Ezra and ~t•IH"miah. As Kugd ohse1'\·l's. om• of 

the primal)' <·ont·t>rns of' the rPturning t•ommtmity is not to makt• tlu• sanw 

mistakl•s tlwir ancestors ha\'(' nmcll• whi<'h rt•stiltl•d m God's wrath ancl 

clt•slmclio11. Tlw,\' faet• :ulclitional chal!P11gt•s. ~o one ali\'e has direcl 

experien<'e with the mnning of till' TPmplt• or with making animal sa<•rifieps 

therein. Under tlw lt•adership of Ezra and Neh<'miah. tht' Jews look to their 

am·i<•nt ll•xts for guid:mt't', instruction and c·lw•. Thus. a racli<'al transformation 

tak<'s plac·t•. Tlw J('\\'S tum away t'ro111 pl'Opht•<'." as a 111t•a11s of 11ndt•rsta11di11g 

God's will in the unin•1-sl'. mul instt•acl turn to tlH'ir sacred s<·ripllll'<'S. which arc 

now Jwlien~d to t·ontain hiddt•n propheti,· ml'ssagt•s. Thr lt•xls arc~ rolh~c·ted 

and organized. A process of canonizatio11 lwgins. Proper i11terpr<>lalio11 of 

these IPxls lwcomt's essential. Proper inh•rpretatio11 of th<•st• lt>xls means till' 

19 Janws L. Kllh'l'I. Tiu• Bihlc• As h Was. pgs. It ··· a 



t·o111111u11it., 's t·onlilltll'd Slll'\'i\'al in tlw good gral'l'S ol' a ph•wwd awl t•o11lt•11t 

(~od. J\t•lwmiah C:haplt~r 8 rt•t·ords whal is possil>l., 1l1t• lirsl puhliC" r«•acli11g of 

Torah as wt•II as inh'l')H'Plalion a11d t•xphmatio11 of Torah for llw p«•oplt• h,, 

st'rilws. priests and h•a('IU'rs. ~t•IH•miah 8:8 spt•cifi<"all,\' stalt~s ... Th<>y rt•dlt•d i11 

tlw hook of' IIH' Tt•aching ot' IIH' Cod. t•xplaining [ii] and pulling ii twith'. 

Sl'llsihi I ity. so IIH',\' undt•rsloocl th(• l'l'Pilal io11... \\' t• st•P lu•rt• I hat Tora Ii is 1101 

mt>rPI.,· to ))(' rt•ad. As t•xt•mplifi<•d h,\' Ezra. it is lo ht• rPad arnl 111uln:\·tood by 

way of t•xplarn11io11 and i11tt•rprt•lalio11. From this limP forward all dt•eisions. 

wlwtlwr rPligious. political or social 11111st 110\\ haH· fou11datio11 in lilt' hihlical 

texts. l\.ugt>I rmtes, '"It is sig11ilica11t that tlw Jpws of this 1)('riod tum('(I to tlwir 

own ancient writings lo legitimal<• tllt'ir politi(•al \'it•,,·s ... 20 

Upon tlw final destrut'tion of lhP sPcorul TPmpl,• in .Jerusalem, tlw Jews 

tum again. with l'<'lll'W<!cl ,·igor. lo this t•stahlislwd method of scriptural 

iu1<~rpr<'latio11. ~lidrash theu. r<'fl<'<'ls 011<• siguifi<'ant s<'hool in this approa<'h. 

Tht• midrashi<· rabbis work with pain!-ilaking ('art• to i11IPrpr('t <•n•ry sPnll•tH'<'. 

phrast• hy phras<•. l<•a\'ing 110 word llJHiPar,·h.-d a11d 110 s1•1111•1H·e 1111t•xplor(•d. 

Through tlH'ir c·arl'f'ul and C'l't'aliw <'\a111i11alio11s, the•., addr(•ss tllt'i1· ow11 angst 

a11d sol'ial co11cems through tlwir tPxl studiPs. :\II of' this is dmw wilh tht> 

belief' that Goel has proviclt>CI iuts\\'t•rs for tht>st• q1wstio11s and t•o11c<>r11s within 

20 lhid. p. n 
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tll(' l't'H•alPtl h•xls aml that limling tlw aus\\t'l'S is a mallt•r of mrt>t'ul mad (•IP\l'I' 

i111('1'I u·t•tati,m. 

To ht•lh•r u11dt•rstm1d this plat•110111t•11011 i11 a('lio11, \\t' will 1111,, Pxa11111w 

llw hihli<·al sto1:, of 1lw 1·a1u• ol' Di11ah arnl study how tht• rahhis rt•spoml 

through llu- .\li<lrashim. (Juill' appart>nl in tlw midrashi<~ rPsponst·s is tlw lrt•rul 

that llw rabbis arc• not IUPl't'I~· alh•mpting lo anal,nt> a stor,\". Tiu•~· ai·e 

t•xm11i11i11g llw stor,, for chws lhal will i11strut·t thl•m ahout how lo prt>w11t such 

a similar ancl lt>rrihlt• situatiou in tll('il' own t·ommunitit•s. 

\lan·11• 1-; 



TIIE ll\PE OF Dl'.\AII 

CPIIPsis 'M l'P<·ords tlw rap<i of Dinah with ,·hillingly IPrs,• la11gmt{:W all(( 

t111co111J'or1ahlt• hre\'ity. l11 one St'lltt'll<'<', iu four words. this _\'01111g daughtt•r of 

Jacoh is S('t'll. sPizc•d. rapt•d and lor11w111t•rl. This i11C"idt•11l oc·c·urs at an 

i1111oc•uo11s 111011u•ut. hlllll<'diatPly pl'ior to this s<·c•m• • .Jacoh has li11all., <'0111<' 

fo<·c• to face> with his hrotlwr Esau anc•r .,·pars ol' ,•stra11gP11u•11t. Tlw l<'XI builds 

with h•nsion as .Jac·oh prc•1i;11•c•s lo dc•al with Esau's wrath. II<' splits IIH' camp i11 

two hoping that. should Esau al11U'k. at lc•ast half' ol' thl'm might s11c·c·c•ssf'ully 

c•sc·apc. Hutlwr llum the \'iolc•111 S('(.'llC IIH' 1,·xt sPls l'l 1adl•rs up fo1·. \\(' rt'ad of' a 

pc•:u•pf'ul l'l'rondliation. Tll(' hrothPrs mc•PI i11 tlH' miclclh• ol' a fipJd. tlwy sc•c• 

eal'h ollH'r. tlwy l1 111hrac·c• c•a<'h otlwr and \WPP 011 <'a<"h other's 1wcks. II is a 

heautif'ul momt>nl of Ion• and forgin•m•ss. Followi11g this rPu11io11, Jaeoh 

purC'hasc•s land from tht• Sllt-'<'ht•mitPs and Sl'lllc•s outside tlu•ir c•it,\'. All sN•ms 

well. 

g\'Pll llw lwgi1111i11g ol' Dirn,h's story is 1111s11spt't'li11g. \\'t' l'Pml i11 the 

li1·s1 H't'S<' of' ( :Jiaptc•r 'Vi. "Tlw11 Dinah. da11ghll'r of' Lt•alt who sllC' l,01·1· lo 

.f:l<'oh. m•11t 0111 to sc><' tlw daught<·1·s of Ill<' laml.'"21 It is 1101 dil'fi<·ull to imagi11<· 

that this girl. the only daughtc·r amo11gsl lwc·h<· hmth<·1·s. would ha,c hl'e11 

C"ag<·r to lllt><'I other young womc•11 ht•r ow11 agt•. Looking at this t('XI through a 

ft•minist lc•ns. \\'(' h<•<•om<• awar<• of Ill<' power stru<·turcis. \\'<• <"all i111agirl<' lhat 

21 All hihlil'al lrm1slatim1 i11 this st ud,v has 111•1•11 s1•1f-1lom• 1111l1•ss otlu•rwis1• i11clii·uh•d. 
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111 all likc•lihood. Di11alt and her fo111il,, l"c•lt a foir amount of st•c·11rit., hm i11g 

lt•gally 11111·c·hasC'Cl IIH' right lo sojouru outsid<' ot' SlwdH'111. Ct'1wsis ·n: 18 gm•s 

so far as lo i11for111 us lhal Jal'oh has c·ouu· in fH'UC'<' lo llw lown i11dic·ati11g that 

thc•rt• was no strong-arming invoh'('(I in tilt' purehasc· dc·al. Thus. from the 

a11spiC'io11s ,c•rsc•s al the• Pflli of <:haplc•r Ti i11<li<"ali11g good l'Piatio11s and 

p<'tH•c•l'u I I i11U's, rt•adc•rs m·c• jarn·d as I I I<' sit uat io11 rapid I,, tmra, c•ls: 

Tlwu Dinah. daughh•r ol' LPah whom she• horc• to Jaeoh. 
,n•11l out to sec• the daughh•rs of the laud. Arni II(' saw lwr -
Sheclwm. son of Hamor tla• lli,ile. prinl'e of the land - and he 
seized her. and he had St'X wilh h£'r and he ,·iolalt'CI her. 11<• 
l){'camc> attadH'd lo Di11ah. daughlPr of Ja<"oh. and lw lowd the• 
young girl. and hl' spokt• to till' IH'arl of 1lw youug girl. So 
Sheelwm spoke to llnmor. his father saying. "Takt• this girl for me• 
as a wif(•." Jacob heard that lw clt·filrd his daughtt>I\ Dinah. and 
his sons wprc• with tlw eattlt• in lhe field so Jacob was silent unlil 
the\' camP. 

So Hamor. falher of Sllt'chem. went lo Jacob to speak with 
him. Now Jaeob"s sons came from llw fh•ld when lht•y }l('ard. The 
lll<'ll wc>re grirH•cl and Ill('_\ Wt'l't' gn•atly a11gerc•d l'or ht• (Shechem;: 
had eommiltPd a disgrace amo11gs1 IIH' lsrae>lites - to slt•t•p with 
Jacob's claughlt•r - for sud1 was 1101 lo he• clom•. llamor spokt• 
with llwm sa,\'ing ... Sh<'l'hc•m. my son - he is attadU'd lo you 
daughtl'r. Ph•asP. gin• lwr lo him as a wit'P. Lc•t us marry 
oursPIYPs [togethe1-;l \'our daughlt•rs - giH' tlwm lo us. and our 
daught<'rs \\t' will giw lo you. St•lllc• amongst 11s afl(I Ill<' laud 
'"ill lw l>Pf'on• you: SPll!t·. Iran•! about in it. and acqui1·c• holdings 
i11 itl" 

Slwclwm said to IH'r fallll'r and her hrotlwrs. ··.\Jay I find 
fan11• in yo111· P_H'S. \\'lwtc•n•r you dt>11H111<I ol' Ill(' - I ,, ill gin~ it. 
lncrc•ast• the bride price and thP [rf•quirt>d) gins m11l l will gi\'e lhal 
which you clem:md of' llll'. onl_,. gin• lilt' tlu• girl as a wilt•!" 

The sons of Jacob a11swerPd Slwd1e111 and llamo1\ his 
father, with dec·cil. which they spoke because lw had defiled their 
sistc•r Dinah. They said to them, "II is 1101 possible lo do this 
thing - lo give our sister lo a man who is not circumcised for that 
would bring disgrace upon us. Only h,Y this can WP consent to 

\lai,•us I !l 



\"Oll [r 1't•,1usl '. - if , ou will h(•(·ouw likt• us - for , ou lo t'irt•um<•is«, 
• J .. .. 

t'\'t'1~· malt>. Tht•n we> will gi\'l' our daughh•1-s to ~·m1 and lak(• your 
daughh•l'S for oua-st>ln•s; llll'n wt• will s<•tth• muongsl .nm and 
hPl'OllU' a siuglt• pt>oplt•. Auel ii' .mu do 1101 listt•u to us alHHII tlw 
('il'<'lllll<'ision. we· will 1akc· m1r daughh•r and go ... 

TIH'ir words W<'re good in the t•.ws of I tumor and Shel'hcm. 
sou of Hamor - so llw ,\'ot111g man did 1101 lwsilult• lo do th<' 1hiug 

for he look pl<•asm,• in tlw daughtt•r of' Jaroh. I fo was honor('(I 
most out of' t•,·t••~·om• in his falhl'r•s houst•. 

I lamor and his son Slwdwm <'Ulll<' lo tlu- gal(' of tlll'ir t·ity 
and tlwy spokP to tlw mt•n of their c·i•~· sa~·ing. "Tlwst• uwn. the,,· 
are pt•ac·t•ahlt• with us . .\lay tlwy clm•II in IIH' land and Iran'! about 
tlw land. Rc•holcl - it is wiclP-l't'a<'hing hefor<• tlwm. Their 
daughtt•rs. ,,.,. may takt• f'or wiws. and our daughlt>rs we will gi\'(• 
to them. l lm,·t•ver. only hy this [<'ondition] will 1lwy <·onst•nl to us. 
to settlt• with us. to hl'<'ome one pt•oplt• - hy us rh-c·umcising c•\·t•1~­

malt• jusl as they art• eirt·umds(•d. Tlwir <'alllt•. and their 
pnsst>ssions. and all tlu•ir animals - shouhl tlwy not he ours?! 
Only if we consl"nt [to this] for I hem will th<•)· st•lllt• with us. 

The•)· listt•npd lo I tumor and to Shedl<'m. his son. all of 
them who go out the gat<•s of his <.'ity. So all tlu• males wer(~ 
circumcised. all of them who go out tht.• gates of his. 

It was the third da,\' with them in their pain. Then two sons 
of Jaeoh. Shimon and Le\'i, hrothers of Dinah - Pach man look his 
sword and they c-ame upon the cit)· with eonfidenct•. They killed 
<~very man. and Hamor. and Sheclwm his son - the\" killed lw wav 

~ . ~· ~ 

of the sword. Then the)' took Dinah from ti){' Imus<• of Sherhem 
ancl wPnl out. Jm•oh 's sons t•mm• upon the slain and they 
plundt•rc•d the rit.,· [of' thosl'] who had dc·filed llH'ir sislPr. Their 
sheep. and their <·alllc.•. ancl tlwir donkt•ys and that whid1 was in 
tlH' city. and that which was in thl' ti(•ld. lhe,, look l'or tlwmsp)n•s: 
all their wc•alth. all lh<'ir l'hildrt•n awl all tlll'ir win•s, tlIP.' 
<'aptm·<•d and th<•y plu11dt•r<•d and all that was in the hous<•s. 

JaC'oh said lo Shimon and to Le\'i, ~-ou ha,·e [nuufoj trouhlt• 
fi.>1· mt•, making me noxious among those who dwl'll in tll{' land -
wi1h the Canmmites and the PPt't•zitesl I am fow in munht>r. the,\· 
will gntlu•r against 11w. the.•,\' will smilt• me ancl they will clc•stroy 
me•. and mv house! 

The~~· said, .. Ami our sistc•r should lw made into a whorei1!"22 

l:? c('lll'Sis '.i/4: I .. 'i l 



;\ llflH'l'ot1s q1wst ions sh•m from I his I PXI. ~lost <'PH I 1•al Io I I 1<'111 all ar<• q ut•sl ions 

of' rt•sponsibility and Jhult. \\ 'hose fauh was ii that Dinah was ra1H'd:' llo\\' an· 

w<· to c·o11tc·xlualize and u11dt•rsla11cl this ston :> I low are we lo undt•rsland thl' 

<•xt1·t•111p dolt•1u·t• - 1101 just thal of Slwl'IH'm against Di11ah -- but also lhal of 

Shimon :111<1 Lt•, i in tlwir bloody rt•spo11s1•. By t•x:1111i11ing t!H• '\lidrashir11 111 

dt'lail. m• will he ahh· to SP<' how tht• rnbhis idt•nlil) all() dt•al with thPst• 

q1u·stio11s. \\'e will also ht• ahlt• to gain 1wrspt•ctin~ on the unfolding patt<•ms of 

.\lidmshk respons('. ThPsP rt>sponst•s, as w<• will st•t•, will reflc·et the com·erns 

listt>d ahoH'. Ct'nlml lo tlw ('ast• of Dinah art• <'OIH't•rns 1wrlai11ing lo tlH' 

character of i11di\'id11als and how an indi\'idual's drnrarler may impact an t•ntin• 

conummity. Also central to tlw issue of Dinnh and her plight ar(' eoncems o\'er 

hordrrs lwtween public and prirnte clomains. Underlying all of these rt>sponses 

W<' will ohst•1'\·e a hypPr eollt'<'l'll for icle11ti(,i11g what is am! what is 1101 proprr 

coll(lll<'I of a young woman. \\'hilt> we <"ould Pasily reduc•p this eor1<·em lo one 

of palriar<'hy. t•ousidering tlH' sol'io-political l't'alit_,. dis<'llSSPcl aho\'l', wt• c·a11 

11111h•rstarnl this t'OIH't'l'II i11 its lmmdt•r appli<·atio11 - that tilt• rabbis ai·t• 

c•o11<·t>r11t>d with t·11sur111g propt>r lwhm ior as a way to protect tlw .It·,, ish 

c·o111m1111ilv as a whole and lo k<'<'P the ,h•ws acti11g iu a wa\' that will <'lll'I} 

Cod"s favor. rather than God's wrath. 



SE\'El\:\L ,11Dll\SIIHI O'.\ Tilt◄: lt\PE OF Dl'.\:\11 

\\'hat follm\s will lw a .\lidrash hy .\lidmsh t•xa111i11atio11 of lht• 

.\lidrashim 011 the mpt• of' Di11ah. Tlu.•st• .\lidrashim art• all from Bt•rt•ishil 

Hahhah. a t•ollt•c·lio11 of lar~wly aggadit· midrnshim23• whit'h addrt'ss tlw lt•xl of 

Ct•rn•sis. Traditio11:1II,,. lht• lt•xt has l1t•r11 datt·d to 1lw :\111ora. ( )sha,rnh. \\hilt• 

some <'olll'<'lions art' homih•tic in nal111't', Bt•rt•ishit Hahhah is largt>I., tilt' t,\"f>t' of 

midrashim clt•srril)('d ahon•. Tlwy addrt•ss t~H'I',\' ,·t•J"St' ol' tht• h'xl. ol'lt•11 phrast> 

by phrast• - simultant•ousl.' pulling out nu-m1i11g and r<'ading 11u-aning into tlu• 

lt·xl. St·lcch•d .\lidrashim will lu~ mrnl,\zt•d to highlight lrt•1uls and lt•11<lP11C'it•s as 

t•xplai,wd abm·p, Tlw .\lidrashim sPh•t·lt'cl for examination in this stud,\" han• 

bt•en chost•n ht•<•aust• tht',\ ll•alure <'harac·l<•rislics and ll·encls rt'JH'Psenlalive of' 

1·epl'aling themes and st•ntimt•nts or ht•eause Ill<'," om•r a u11ique insight into tlw 

rahhinic midrashir projc•t•l. Ht>Ju•aling 1lwnws a11d tc>chuiqut•s will lw 

c•ddt•nct•d as wc•II as tht• crc•atiw tc•dmiqut's t•mployt'd hy llw rahhis lo 

simullar1t•ously t•xplain th<' ll'XI and lo ust• ii as a \\a.,· to umll'rst·orc• and 

rc•i11f<>rc·t• social PX)H't'latio11s for tllt'i1· ow11 time•. Thus. tht• a11<'it'11I hc•c•oml's 

llt'W: lht• p1•ohlt•111ali<' ht•t·o111c•s rt•sol\'Pd: the polC'11tially irrt•lt•rn11t lu•c·o11H•s 

proplH'lic and t'Ss<'11lial. 

23 Although I hu\'t' h1•r1• id1•11tifi1•d lhP 111idrashim :1s "l:ir~wly agg:ulit•" I fPl'I ii rn•t'l'SSHI'_\" lo 
1•1111fi•ss my clislikl' for lhl' hif11r1·ation of 111idrashi111 into "aggadic•" and "hul11khi1•." \\'hil1• it is 
lnu• lhat s111111• ar1• rl1•arl,\ m11• or thl' otlll'r, I lwlil'\"I' tlml most 111idrashi111 Iii• lwtwP1•11 tlw lwo 
1h•fi11iticms. \la11y midrashim 1·lassiti<•d as "aggadic" 1·011tain strong P!i•1111•111s of i11slr11l'tio11 lw 
llwy lrnlakhi<', 1•thil'al. mor:d or :my 1•0111hi11alio11 1lwr1•of'. Adclitio11all~·. many "halakhic•" 
111idrashi111 lir11I tlll'ir b'l'o1111di11g in 111idrashi1· storil's, 



:\lidrash HPt 
(llrnwa (HJ) Ami as II hmul of mhhers w11its jiH· a 111<111, so 1/,e 
association ,?f'prit•sls murdt•r 011 tlw pat!, lo .\'/wdwm, Jbr tlu:r rn1111111i 

wiC'k(•d,wss. Jusl as rohh<'rs who sil 011 llw mad aml murdPr p<•ople 
and lakt~ tlll'ir ,walth, Sll('h W<'l't' llw doings of Shimon awl Lc·,i 
tmrnrcls SIH'l'IH'm. so too [wt•rt• tlU'_\'] as th<• assol'iation of' prit>sts! 
Just as wlu•11 a hand of prit•sts gallwr 011 tlw llm•shi11g floor lo 
l't'('Ph«- tlu•ir portion. surh \\·t•11• tlw doings of Shimon and LP\'i 
towards ShPdwm. as it is said. 111111rln· 011 1/w pat!, lo Slu•d1n11. 
Shimon mul L<•\'i, from tlw path lo Slw<·lu-111 tlw.,· murd<·rNl./in· 
1/u~r co111111il wit'kedne.,~,·. Th<',\' said. "\\'hat is lh<'il' <·uslom ol' 
trt•ating us as lht• sous ol' publit· pro1H•rty:1!- AIHI who t·aust•d [nll 
ol' this;? And Dinah. cluughtt•r of Lt•ah. m·nt out. 

Eviclt>nl in this ~lidrnsh is tlw inlt•rh•xlualit.,· ru<•ntiorwcl hy Bo.'arin. \ol 

only at't' th<' rahhis rPspmuling to the lt•x.l al haml. hut llu•., tht•msPl\'(•s SP('lll lo 

reeognize thal tll(> hihlieal text is inl('l"-r<'lated. Rt•gardlPss of wlwther or 11ot 

this was the inlentional dt•sign of tlw hih)i('al rt•dal'lors. this is how tht• rabbis 

who created llw ;\lidrash 1111dPrsta11cl tlw lf•xl. :\spt'('ts of orn• IPXI t'llfl Plucidate 

and inform aspet•ts of a difforent. st•t•mingly unrl'lalt>d text. lien•. the rahhis 

are quoting an admonishmt•11t of &he prit•sts hy I losea. Dt>spile the context in 

I lost•a ol' <·01uh•m1wtio11 of various pril'sts and tlwir t'\'il ways. tht> mbhis take 

IIH' <'X<·«·rpl 0111 ol' <'m1tcx1 al](I tm11sform it. 

J\psponcli11g to potPntinl <)lU"stions ahout wlll'llwr or not lh<· hrotlu•r·s 

\\et't• justilit•d in th<~ir bloody l'<'.Sponst•. tlw rahhi's turn lo llH' lt•xl l'rom I los('a. 

The'.'' use it as an inlertextual proplwli(' mo11u•nt alluding lo I.ht• IH'lions of 

Shimon and Le\'i, whiC'h they 1111dp1•stn11d to hl' bloody hut justifit"c.l. As their 

inL<~rpretation of the text ahow explains. tlw brothers are murderous towards 



Sht•(•ht>m hP<'allsl' 1lw dt•t•ds of lht• ShPt•lu-milt•s art" wirkl'd. Tims. ac«·ording 

lo llw rahhis. tlw hrotlwrs' 1't•spo11st• is appropriate•. In a st•t·oaula1:\· n.•spons«•. 

tlw rahhis PXJH'l'SS a c·mu·t•m on-1· propPr c·m11lu<"I. Al lilt' t•1ul of' lill' \lidrash 

th«•., ask n l'mulanwntal qtwslio11 - whost• foul! is it lhal Shimon a11d L<•\'i UI'<' 

driwu lo sueh polt•ntiully l'PprPlu-nsihlt• IH'hm'ior? Tlwy la~ ullinmtc• hlame al 

Dinah's n.•Pt ht•t·ausP "she wPnt out." As modt•a·n l'l•adt•rs. our iuilial 1't·m·tion is 

likeh to lw one of' l'Pn1lsio11 al this iclt'a. ~lost s(•nsitiw and rational 1hi11kPrs 

today do nol hlamt• a 1wrso11 for tlwir rapt• but ratll<'r. tlw~· hlame th<• 1wrso11 

who has c·ommiltt•d lht• rapt•. Cc.•rtainly lh«•n ii sho<"king lo sc•c• this sc·11ti11U'11I -

that tht' person who has lu.•pn ra1wd is at fault. \\'hilt> our modem sensibilities 

l'ondenm this inh'l'fH't"tation, W<' arc.• 11om•thdt•ss ohligatt•d to l'onsidc•r the tPxl 

i11 its context. that is. lo eonsiclPr tilt' tPxt from the point of \'it"\\' of lh<' lll<'II who 

\\'Pt'<• wriLing it. 

Befort• we assumt• that tht• mhhis \\'('I"(' misogynists who look for gmntt>d 

that women wer<• Llw root of' all p,·ils i11clucli11g rapt• and ils .. lll'l't•ssar:vh arnl 

••justifit·d" blood., 1'(1spo11s<•. ,, P should t'onsidt•r what social l't'alitit•s might haw 

moth-·alt•d tlH'm lo mak<' sut'h a slah•nu-nl. \\'p IH'gin with tll(' awart•m•ss that 

the rabbis ar<• not living uml<•r tlwir own autonmny. TIIP_\' are lh·ing undc•r Ill<' 

imperial rule of a foreign empir<~. Though tlwy hm·t• rights under this <•mpire, 

their regio11 is known for relwllion. and at'eorclingly tlwir gon•rrnmee hy their 

Homan rul<.•rs is strid. \\'ithiu this eo11texl., it is c•asy to imagine that ther<~ 



\\mild he• a high len•I of auxic•I., rc•gardi11g iss1ws of public spac·e and prirnll' 

spac•t•. How is a c·om11u111it, lo kt•t•p its \\omt>n awl daughtl'rs safr wlU'11 a 

l'on•ign impt•rial pom•r may IH' ahusiw lmrnrds llwm? TIH' rabbis arc· ,man· 

I hat t lu•_, hm·t• 110 c•onl rol m Pl' f'ort•ign powc•rs. It is I hc•rpfor<• 1101 s11rpr1smg 

that this moment iu Torah slrikc•s dt•t>p i11 IIH'ir IH'arts. 

Thl',' <'all projrcl tlwir situation 01110 that of tlu•ir ancestors t'Hlllj><'d 1u•xt 

to the city of Slwl'lw111. Thl'l'l' loo, ls1·,ll'li1c·s are li,ing with some guaranh•c·s of 

security and prot<•<·tion. hut in truth. the• protPctions and securilit•s al'P only as 

good as tlwir issuing authority. If' the Slu-clu•mill•s art• t•,il i11 tlwir actions as a 

general rule. then what hopPs for hospitalit~· and safety do tlw lsraPlites actually 

have? Similarly, if tlw Romans ar<• immoral 1)('oplt.•. what real guar,mtt-es of 

safoty do the Jews ha,e while undPr their rulP:' Facing realit.v. the rabbis are 

painfully awar<• that they han· no rl'al power over tlw aelions of tht• dominant 

f'orct•s that are tman,idahly a part of tlwir soeial landscapt•. Tlwrt>f"ore. they can 

onl.v control what oeeurs within tlH'i1· c·o11u11u11ity: tllC'y ca11 only hope to aff('el 

tlw sph<'r<' or privalt• do111ai11. I I is tlH'r,•f'or<" possihh~ lo 1·t•ad their 

t'ornl<'11111ation ol' Dinah's actions 110I as a co11d1•mnatio11 of a girl for IH·i11g 

1·,qwd. Intl mtht•r a c•o1Hlt•1111rnlio11 of' a girl for UlllH'c<•ssarily exposi11g lwrs1•lf to 

a dangerous and abusive people•. Dinah then. acc·or1ling lo tht• rahhis. is guilty 

of u1111eepssarily Pxposing hPl's('lf to dangPr at the hands of evil m1•11 who are 

known to commit acts ol' wickedness. Thus, the rabbis transform Dinah's 



t•xpl·rit>11<'P i1110 n wal'l1ing for tlu•ir 0\\11 ('01111uu11ilit's ol' th(• daugPrs of' .,oung 

girls lun i11g loo 1m1t'h t'r('t>dom whid1 might lt•,ul tlH'm i1110 clir('<'I ('Ollt,u·l with 

P\ ii mt•n who arc 1101 lo h<' lrnsll'd. Tltt•ir own soeio-politi<·al rPali1., is rt•fl<'<'tt'd 

i11 lll('ir i11l<•l'fH'dalio11 of tlw tPxl. 

,lidrash Ginunrl 
(11 Kings 14:H) 'l'lw 1/11:\·t/,, tltat was in l,<•h,111011 .\·nit (t/11:-; 111,-ssaw•/ lo Ill<' 
,·edur. '''Tl,e 1/11:rtle tluu was t'11 l,<•lm11011" this is I lamor. fatht•1· of' 
SlwrhPm. " ... sml ft/11:\· mc,:wµr/ lo th<' cedar" This is .fal'oh. 
(Ct>nPsis '{4:8) Gi1•<' your da11gl11,·r lo ff~J' .mu .fhr a wifi•. :•,'lwclu'III - 11~r 
son, l11:r.w11I ,:,· i11 low• witl1,ro11rda11glt1<'r. 24 (II Kings lli:H,11/ow,w•r, a 
b('{fs/ <fl the _Feld that was in Leba11011 pass,•d by and trampled the 
1h1:\•tlc•. Arni 1his is I lamor and SIH'('h(•111 1ha1 wt•n· killed. Ami 
who ('Ullsl'd [all of this} And Dinuh. claughh•r of Lt·ah. ,wnl out. 

As in tlw ~lidrash diseussNI aho\'('. this lt'XI dl'monslral<•s Ilic 

intertextual nalurt• of tht' hihlieal lcxl as well as tlw ~lidrashi<' projt'<'I. The 

~lidrash ahon~ opt•ns with an t•xt•c.·rpt lakPn from ll Kings J!d). lntPrc•stiugly 

Prnmgh. whereas most bihlieal passagt•s arc.• lakt'n out ol' <'<>11h·xt. lhis passagt• is 

actually a rdt•n·rn·e to tlH' sto1:\' hring intt'rpn•tc.·d anrl diseussPd - that of' 

Dinah. lwr fa1lwr. IH'r hrotht·rs awl I laumr. In its <·011h•x1. th<' hibliC"al passagt> 

quolPd IH"rc is said by King ,l«'ltoash as a parnblt• to dPs<TilH' whal o<'t'tllT<'d 

lwt,n•<>n I l:tmor . .lacoh and In· t•xlt•nsio11. Shimon and Lt•,i. \ot 0111\' is 1h1• 

hihli('al 11·xt a l'(•fc·n·uce to and inl<'l'JJl'Pliw su111111ary ol' an <'arlic·r text. it is 

ln•ing used again as yt•I another c·o111111enta1:v on the n·laliatio11 and how lhal 

24 Tlw rahhis lia,·•· tak1•n u fair a11101111t ot'lib1•rty with th1• ti•xl h1•r1•. Tiu•.,· ha,·1• :wtually rt·\·prs1•1l 
1111' ord1•r of tlU' two sP11!1•111•ps as Ill<')' app1·ar i11 tl!C' bilili1·al tt•xt in C1•11t·sis 'M:8. :\dditio11ally. 
lh1• first s1•111<•1wc· in tlw quo!(• that is foot11ot1•1l. (whil'h 1•011u•s aft1•r tl11• Sl'Po111I s1•111!•1H·1• in thl' 
hihlit·al IC'xt) is paraphras1•d aml is not an 1•xai·t quoit•. 



l'l'lalialio11 should IH' u11dt•rstood. l11 short. 1lw rahhis art• drashi11g 011 a drash. 

( )I' c•ourst•, tlH' mhhi's add tlwir own ht•rmt•1u•111ic to the dis<"ussio11. As alion•. 

Dinah is idt•ntilic•cl as llw ultinmtc· soUl'l'C' of sufl't•ri11g a11d c·amagl'. 111 the· 

p1·t•\'ious .\lidrash. lwr at'lions lc•d IH'r hrothPrs lo a IH'l'essai:, awl vioh•ut path 

(a<·<·ording lo lhl' .\lidrashic rahhis:. In this .\lidrash. Dinah is idt•111ifit•d as tlw 

souret• of the dPalh and "lra111pli11g" sufft•rt•d hy I lamor. Slu•t•lwm and. by 

t>xh•11sio11. till' lll'opll' ol' IIH"ir c·ity. Again, Ill<' rahhis al'{' gi\'i11g a strong 

warning. using Dinah as a11 unforttuwtt• t•xamph•. Young WOlll('ll who 

u1111t•c-c•ssarily t•xpost> tlwmsc•ln•s lo da11gt•ro11s pc·oph· awl situations hri11g 

disaster not only on thems<'ln•s. hut also 011 otlwr i1111m·<•nl hyslmuh•rs who 

nm_y sull<•r as a l'Pstalt of the <.•onst•qu<•rn•t•s of tl1Pir irl't'S))()llsihlc• beha\'ior. 

As h<•f'orP, om· 111odPr11 sp11sili\'ilit•s l'rin~w al sul'h aeeusalions and 

warmngs. If ewr tlwrt• st't'IIH'cl lo lw a cast• of poW{'l"-holdt•rs hlaming lhe 

powPrlPss for ,iolcn<'c perpt•trat<•d agai11st lh<'ru h~ pm\'<'r-holdt•rs. 1his is it. 

I lowe,·l•r. we are ohligt•d 01u•t• agai11 lo l'<"mind ourst•h-t•s 1101 lo juclgt• llwsP 

texts h., our 111od(•r11 stall(lards. hul lo 11·.,· a11d look at 1lw111 i11 tlwir ow11 1111iq11t• 

socio-politieal <·m11<•xt. As fH'l'\ iously dist·11ssPd. it is <·as., to i111agim• tlw 

cultural prt•ssurt•s, f'<•ars a11d i11st•<·11ritics that would ha\'e iuf'om1<•d Sll<'h a 

strong statem<•nl of' hlanlt'. \\'lw11 i11divid11als, {'omm1111ili<>s and <'t1ll11n•s 

c·a1mol control the outside, tlH'." ea11 at lt•ast allPmpl to c•cmtrol the inside. 

Tints. Di11ah again is used as warning of' the claug<'rs of' exposing oneself' 



LIIIIH'l't'ssal'il., to f'orl•igu 111as1<•1·s \\ ho :u·c• 1101 lo h<• t1·uslPd. Si11111ha11t•o11sly. 

this .\lidrash has pl'o\'idt•d an t•xc1•IIP11t t•xamplti of hilili<'al i11tPrtPx!lmlity. 

\ot all _\litlrashi111 art• easy lo unpack a11d urnlc·rsta11d .. \lauy .\lidrashim. 

whi<'h hmt• sun in•d to mar prt•st•111 da.,. al't' copies from i11<"omplt·lt• t·opi<'s. 

Bt•t•aust• .\lidr:tshim \\t'J'(' st'Pll as n st•t•ornlm:, and lt•ss i111porla11t lit<•1·a11u·<· fo1· 

tH'arly two 111ill«•1111ia. tlH'ir 11mm1seripls \\Pl'<' not as t·arPfully pt'«'St'l'\'Pd as ,,1•rt• 

na:museript:-. of Talmud and Torah. Sorm·timt•s. as is tht• l'ase wit It the .\lidrash 

lwlow. it is w•t•t•ssai:\' lo c•o11sult multiplt• 11uu111st·ripl Pclitions i11 ordc·r lo root 

out a likt•ly .. original" text. or at l<•ast om• that is t"olwrl'III a11<l rompr<'IH·nsiblt•. 

Despite thes<• (lifliculliPs. e,·p11 llw 111osl C'onfusing .\liclrashim (such as tht• 01w 

lwlow) hm·p uuggc•ls of insights. ll'a<"hings a11cl profou11d inh•qH'elations. 

Midrash lfp, (:\) 
R. Tan<'humah opt•nt'd: (Eedt•siasles 7:28:1 One fwort!~,j mall of' a 
tlumsmul lfrmnd 1111d ,, /\·ingle wort/1,1/ woman in all (~f'tlwse I did 1101 

.find. R. Y'hosl11m in th<' rrnnu• of It LP,·i opt•rwd: (Pro,·t•rhs I :25) 
fou lml'<' 11eglec1ed all <~/'ll{f ,·mmscl. :is ii is wrill«>II (C;t•ru•sis 2:22,i 

1~·1,•mal Gori /milt thr• rib ... "I '<{ri1 1t'II (lw !mil!/ signifit•s I hat God 
consid(•rt•d s('riously from what part to ,·rt>ale lwr (woman). ( hH• 
might wnnt lo say this rt•sulls from ht>rt• (Ct•rH'sis T1:20) (lfld lw 
built tlwre "" al!er.25 It Bt•l'Pl'lnah i11 Ill<' rn1111t• of It L(·,·i s:1id: 
This is likt• om• who has in his hand a pound of 11u•at awl lwraust• 
hr n•n·als it. a hird [of prt>y] c·o11H•s dmrn :111d snal<"lws it from 
him. su<"h is and Dinuh. daughl<•r of LPah wt•nl out from ht•r 
[Lt•ah's'. hand. (Ccrwsis 'H:2; Ami he saw !U'r • Shechem, soft ,?f· 
//(lmor ... ft Sh1111wl har .\acl11wm said thal lwr shoulcl<•r was 

25 It is i111port:111t to 1101,• that !his is a paraphrasing- of I fip liihlical r.-ti·r1•11<·t• and 1iol a 1lir1•1·t 
quot!'. It l'('f'c•rs lo tlw PIHi ol'Cc·1wsis Ti whc·u .lacoh has suc·t·c•ssfully allfl p1•:wPfolly set up his 

camp 011lsid1• of Slwdwru. Tiu· rahhis art• playing with tlw word root huh lo 1111•a11 holh 
NhuildN and ~1·011sid1·r1•dN. Tiu• actual l(IIOII' from Cc•uc•sis T\:20 d1u•s 11011·m1tai11 llu· wor1I 

huh. h111 ral lll'r bx11 11H'a11i11g N1•n•c1t-dN iu r1•fi.•r1•1u·1· to ,Jacob ·s co11str11('tio11 of a11 ah<'r with 

wltit·h to worship Cod. 



<•xposrd. Ami lw fwd s(•;1• wit/, lu•r and lu• violaMI lwr. And IU' hod st•.1· 

with l,n· - this is in lwr natural wav. Ami lw ,,io/aJ('(/ lu•r - this is 
not in ht••· 11a1m·al way.26 • 

This ~litlrash l'an lw said to eontain lhrt•e spparatP midrashim in om·. It 

is likt•ly lhnl this t•itlwr rt•prt•st•nls a ,·t'l)' t•arl~· numus,·ripl or an (•xtn•nu•l.,· 

c·ormptt>cl 01w. In and ol' ilst•lf', this l'<H'l'upt.-d ,P1'sm11 rt•prt•st•11ts a 111ujo1· 

challt•ngti f~u•ing thost• who study mi<lrashim tocla.,. ~lany of those• that haw 

slu"\·in•tl art• nul in good ('on<lition. and man~· lilll'\ iving manusl'ripts art• 

missing large segmt>nls of thc-ir contt.•nt. Rt>gardlPss. it is slill possible lo piPct~ 

togt>tlwr a more ('omplet<~ pirturt• h_v pulling in ot}wr numusc·ripts. For Ill(' sake• 

of' hrt-\'ity. we will refr•r to the nuumsc•ripl lranslation usrd in ~lidmsh l\ahhah. 

Genesis as translatt>d b~- Rahhi Dr. II. Frt>edman. puhlislwd h~, The Som·ino 

Press27• ln the Soneino <•clition. an all<>matiw ni:musc.•ript is translutc.•d whid1 

(" 11 . 1 . . I' I . 1 • • I f' l . I 28 I S Ill t lP text IIUSSlllg' 1'0111 l l(' IIHlllllSCl'lpl ('( llloll use< 01' l HS SlllC ."· 

Addressing the first pm1 of this .\liclrash. Ill(' n-rsion t·ontai1wd in the Som·ino 

,•dition is provided ht•rP. 

ic. The expressions, "in a natural way" and "in an unnatural way" are rabbinic euphemisms for vaginal sex 
and anal sex, respectively, 
27 \li1lmsh l\ahbah. C1•111•sis. Tra11slat1•d Ii." l\abhi Dr. 11. Fr1•1•1h11a11. Thi' S011t'i110 Pr,•ss. \1•w 
York: W8't 
28 \\'hilc• sollll' 11111,\' 1p1<•slio11 why n11ollll'r 111111111s1·ript w11s 1wt usc•d for this study. this is 
IIIOIIH'lll om•rs ,Ill i111porta11t l1•ssm1 ill \litll'llsh. Th1•r1• is 110 s1wh thi11g as a -pl'di•t·t· 
1111111ns1•ript 1•ditin11. Tlw ln•st uplio11 is to ust• a 1·ritiral st•holai·I,\· t•tlition that c•11111him•s 
as lllllll,\' 11i:u111s1·ripts (and tlwi1· ,·111i11ticms:, as possihlt•. \\'hilt• this l,\'111' of' m,11111s1•ript is 
1•x1•1•1l1•111 for u p11r1•l,\· 111•ad1•111i1· 1•11d1•m·or, it 111alws IIU' stucl~· of \lidmsl1 a slow awl 
difli1·ult prospc•c·t. lnsh•:ul, mall,\' st111l1•11ts (itU'huli11g 111ys1•ll;- find it 1•asil'l' mul mort• 
plc•asurahlc• lo stud~· f'rom a si11gh• 1111mus1·ript :mcl rommlt othc•rs wlwn and whc·r,· 
appropria11•, 



I\. Joshua of' Siknin <'Ollllllt'll<'t•d i11 I\. LP\'i's 11a11w: /Jut ye lu11•e :wt 

al 1u111g/11 all .J(r m1111.w'1 (Prm <•rhs I :2;>). Thus ii is \\ rillt•n. Ami 1/w 
Loni /mi/I tlw rib (Gt•rwsis 2:22). This is \Hillt•n wa.,;rihn1, 
siguil\ing that lie c·o11sidt•rc·d wdl (l11i/,lm111w11) from what part lo 
nt•ale lwr. Said ht•: ·[ will 1101 t•rt•al<• hl'r from [Adam·s: h<·ad. lt•sl 
slw ht• lighl-lH'adt•cl [frivolous:: nor from tlw t',\P, lt•sl slit' he a 
<·oq11Pltt•: nor f'rom !Ill' t•ur. lt•st slw lw au <>mt•sclroppt•r: nor l'rom 
the mouth. lrsl slw IH' a gossip: 1101' from tht' l1t•art. ll'sl slH• lw 
pro11t• lo jl'alous.v: nor from liw hand. lt•sl slw I)(' lighl-lingt•rt•d: 
nor from tlw foot. lt•st slw lw a gadabout. But [I will <·rt•ah• ll<'r; 
from llw modPst part of man. for t•,·t•11 wlH'n IH' sla11ds uakc•cl. thul 
part is (·o,·erl'CI: And as I h• c·rc•alt•d t•ad1 limb. II<' ordc•r(•rl lwr. 
"Bt• a moclc>st wonmn. lw a modc•sl woma11." Y<'I in spit<• of' all this • 
.. Jlut yt• luH•e set m mmg/11 all J~r <·mmsel, ' and would mm <?l my J~,­
l'l'/UV<?f.' I did nol <Tt•at<• ll<'r from the IH'ad. ,wl she is frin>lous: 
1'll(T walk wit/, strctclwd:fhrtlt m·cl.:s (Isaiah 3:W;: 11or from tlH' t•.n·. 
_vet sh(• is a ('O(Jll<'lle: Ami wan/on ,:r<'S (ih.): nor from tlw rar. _vd 
slw is an eavPsclroppt>r: ./\i-1w Samii h'.\•fenrd in the lf'III door (CenPsis 
18: 10): nor from the heart. ,wt slw is JH'OIW lo jPalousy: Raclwl 
nwit•d lier .w:\·ter (ib. :30: I): nor form t.he hand. y<>I she is light­
fingered: Aud Radll'I ,\'loll' tlu' l<'mpltim (ib. 31:W): nor from the 
foot, Jt>l she is a gadahout: Al\D DINAH \\'E~T OllT.29 

RegardlPss of the generosity of t•arlit•r i11lt•rprelations of' t.lw rahhis" work 

put forward in lhis study. tlw <•l<•ar disdain for wom<•n Pxla11t in lhis .\lidrash 

,·a1mot he dismiss<•rl. \\'hilt· Ill<' abm <' t•xt·«·rpl is l,•ngl hy. ii ,·I earl.,· r,•, ('als a 

mor<• <·ompl,•te s,•11ti11w11t lhan thut of' llw sP<•mi11gl_, mmss<H'iatl'd se111<•11<·t•s 

I hal l><'gi11 l his ~1 id rash in I h<' manus,·ript t ranslalt•cl <>nrlit•r (~liclrash I le•,\'). In 

this case, the com't•rsation has heen t>nlargt•d lo indude mult.ipl<' exampl<·s of' 

the misconduct of' Biblical women. UnlikP the Parlic•r midrashim cilt•d, this lext 

seems to iudicnle a diffon~nt typ<• ol' socio-politicnl concc•m. Iler<>, the rahhi(s;: 

29 lhid, Fr<•cdmm,, p. 7'.i8 

\lai,·us 'Ill 



who \Holt• lhis uppt•ar lo lw ,·0111t•mplati11g JH'l'<'t•in•d innah• nall11·t•s of'\\ omt>11. 

lt would not takti 1111u-h time lo foul an c."<Juall~ long !_it' 1101 long<•r; list of" 

bihliral mt•n who ba\'l' t•11gagPd in IH'ha,ior a111I :u·tions that art• i11m1oral. illt•gal 

and u1wthical. Y<'I. lht• rahhis ht•rt• haw tak«-n tlw11 opporl1mit., lo i1H'IWI(' a 

t:mg«-ntial pit>t'l' that. I J>l'Oposl', rxplorrs till' rahhinic frustration - -\\'hy Art• 

\\·om<•n So Diflit-ult lo .Managt•:1" On<' rould t•asily aa•gm• thal this .\lidrush puls 

forward a m•c/uw11al,, a solat'l' for mt•II, It t·omforts mt•n impl)·ing. "womt•11 cit•(,· 

('\'l'll God's efforts to make> llwm appropriatc.•ly modt•sl and imisihlc•," ln lrulh. 

mcult•rnists. post-nuult•ruisls. fr•minists anti posl-l<•minists art• all c·apahll' ol' 

writing largl' volunws adclrt•ssing attilucles sud1 as this. hH'huling this aspet·l of 

this .\liclrash in this study is. in pm·t. to lrnlam·t• the st.•t.•mingl_v apologist 

rationalizations gi\"en ahon• to t•xplain tlw rabbis' rt>a<'tions to Dinah. ~ol all of' 

thesP lexts are ahlt• to he t•xplaitlPd awa., h,v sm1sitive l"Padings and 

inl«-rp1,•latio11s. .Many midrushim. such as tlw om• abon•. arc prohlt•matic and 

dPt;v all<>mpls to c·ontPxtualiz(• tlu•m i11 a11 appropl'ial€' model'II setting. 

H<•turni11g lo ;\lidrash 11<',\ (A). we liud Ill(' p<•1f<•cl transition lo discuss how 

rnrious midrashim art• ahsorht•tl, huih on and l't'spomlt•d lo within tlw 

t•ommt•nhu•ips of tlw ;\lt•forshim. 

In whal t•cmld IH' clPscrilu•cl as th<> third i11l<•r11al midrash within ~lidrash 

lf p_v (A), the rahhis address au apparent repPlition in the hihlical text. Ct•rn~sis 

'.34:2 dc•scl'ilws, "Arni he saw lwr • Slu•d1<•m, son of llamor the llivite, prince of 



tlw Jund - arnl lw st•iwd lwr. awl lw had St'\ with hPr and hP \'iolat<"d IH•r." It is 

tht• last purl of'lht• s1•11ll•m•p that is polt•nliall.,· prohlt•malil'. Two \t•rhs m·t• usPd 

lo clt>st·rilw Slwc!H'm's final al'tions towards Dinah. Tht•\ art• :::i:i a11Cl m.t: . 
rt•s1w<·tin•l.v. :::i::.i is <'ommouly 11st'd as a ,·t•rh mt•n11i11g to Ii,· with/to mpulot<' 

wit/1, Its mug<• of' usagt• rnriPs from i1111oc·uo11s lo \ iol<·nt. 111 this c·oul<·xt. it is 

t•h•a1· that tlH' tPxl is c·om·t•., i11g that Slw<'h1•111 had st•x with Di11ah. Co11sidt•ri11g 

ils t•onlt>xt. it mighl lw mort• appropriall• lo tra11sla1t· IIH' n•rh i11 a mor<• l'rass 

a11d violent ni:,mwr. To say that Slwdwm "Imel spx" with hl•r sN•ms grossly 

mult•rslah•tl. 11 also giws a n·ilt.•d appt•armu·t• that Dinah might haw l>t•P11 a 

willing partner in thl• acti\'ity. Though l>t'llc1· dPlinitions art• arnilahlc. they arr 

largely in the r1•alm of profonit~· and ar<> tht>ref'orP. uol ust•d lwre. The seeo11<l 

verb. i!Jl7. is mor<> diflicult to translatP. 01'1<>11 ii is r<•nclcrl•<I as lo oppn•ss, or to 

,{!Jlicl. Based 011 its usagt1 in otlwr hihlit·al passag<•, I challPnge lhat a hell<•r 

cl<•fi11itio11 would Ju• to w'olalf• or lo almse.30 ln tlw midmshi<" l'<'spo11st', llw 

rahbis slruggfo with llw smrn• qw•slion. 

do tlwy rt•ally m1•a11? Tlw .\lidrash tPlls us. "Ami lw had S<'.I' with lwr and lw 

, 1io/a1ed lier. And lw hadse,r with lu•r - 1his is i11 lwr natural ml\. Ami lw ,1iolat('(/ .. 

lwr - this is not in lwr 11atural wa,·." As dis<'IISS('(I i11 footnoh• 2(i. th(•S<' 

30 Tlw bihlic·al 1·ompariso11 a11cl analysis arr loo 11111111•ro11s lo rxplo1·1• in this study. I lm\'t' 
1·0111plc•tc-d a11 c•xha11stivl' study 011 tlw wrh and ils 11sag1• throughout tl11• hihlic•al lt•xt whil'h will 
hopc•fully lw p11hlisl11·d i11 till' c·o111i11g .war. (n":l 

~1111,·us 'I:.! 



t''.'l..fll't•ssions. "in ht•1· n:1tuml \\H,\' .. and "110I in IH'r 11al11ral \Hty" art• t•uplU'111is111s 

l'or st•x. Tlw first rt•ft•rs to \':tgi11al st•x and tilt' lalll'I' J'<'f't•rs to a11al st~x. It 

appt•ars that this is tlH' t•arlit•sl stah•11u•11l of tht•sp <h•finilions. 1 lt•rt• tlwn is th«' 

st•<·o1ul rt•aso11 .\lidrash llt•y was t'host>11 for this stud,,. This last part of tlw 

,lidrnsh prm·iclt•s a ,,·mult•rl'ul t•xamplt• of tlH' r<"lationship lwlwt•t•n tlw work of' 

tlH' ,lidmshic rahhis and till' work of' tht• ,1t,forshim. 111 this final st•t·tion. wt• 

will st'<" that although tlw formal body of' litt•raturt• known as -.'.\lidraslt was 

co11tainl'd to om• spPeilie region for Sf'\'t•ral et•nturit•s. the midrashic prm·t•ss 

ihwlf' has t·o11tim1Pd in t•n•1:\' gt•11t•ratio11 of rabbis and sl'holars from lht•n until 

now. 



TIIE \IEFOI\SIIUI 

BPfort~ adclrt•ssing lht• rl'lalio11ship lwlwt•t•n lilt' .\lt•thrshim aml tlw 

.\lidrashists. it is first m·cessm·y to h1·it'l1,\" <•xplai11 who tht' .'.\lt•forshim a1·«· all(I 

llw 11alurt• of tht>ir work. Em·.,l'lop<·dia Judai<'a dPlirn•s lht• .\lpforshim as 

"t•onuuPnlalors who npplird llwmsdws lo stud.,· l'or ils own sake•. and in ordc•r 

to fa<'ilital<-- till' undt•1-stmuling of tlw suhjt•<•l undt•r disrussion ... -31 The 

.\ll'forshim art• deliiwd in t·onlrast to lhc Poskim. "s<'holars whose intt•ll,·t'l11al 

t•fforls WPI'f' conc'L'llll'.llt•d on dt•ler111i11i11g tlH' halakhah in praclit•t• (f<H' whom 

llw word .. dt~risors" is somPtimes usc•d; ... ~32 Broad)~· spt•aking. tilt' .\lt•forshim 

nre mediernl eommrntalm-s. Tlu•ir goal. likP tht• .'.\lidrashic 1·ahhis. is to stud~· 

tht' text and parse its words nnd phrasrs to come lo greater levels of 

umlerstancling. As each generation of l'omm<>ntators 1·011trih11t<•d its thoughts 

and comnu•ntariPs. llwy t•onlimu•d lht• acl hPgun in tlw Bihle ils<-lf' and 

formalizc,d with lht> ~lidrashim. 

Of' <·ourse. t•aeh g<•m•ratio11 of' .\lpf'orshim stands 011 tlw shouldt'rs (and 

c'o111nu•11tarit•s; of' prp\·ious gt•11t•ratio11s. TIH'y h11ilt 011 the idc•as all'<'ady offt'l't'd 

and acld<>d tlwir own thoughts. In somt• ,·ast•s. lh<'y ac-k11owlt1dgP tlw sourc•t•s 

they arc quoting a11d l'<'Spornling to. In otlwr t•ascs. as we will sPt', tht'_v clo not. 

The most dussit• <•xn111ph• of one of lhl' "IPforshim is Rabbi Solomon lwn 

Isaac. known eonuuonly as Rashi (au al'ro11y111 for his full mum~). Unin•rsally. 

31 E11c~·c·lopc•dia Judaic•, Vol. l'i, p. !J2i 
32 lhiil 



ill' is eonsidt•rt•d lh<• f'or<•mosl mt•dit•rnl eo111111<·111ator. Li,iug a11d workiug i11 

Fran<·<• from his hirlh in 1()/4(} u111il his dc•ath in 110:i. Bashi is also 011c of' the· 

c•arlit·st .\ll'diernl <001mrn•11lalors. I lis <·m1111u•utar., 011 the (;pm•sis 'Vi is 

illumi11ati11g \\lum t'ousid<•ri11g the 1·<•latio11ship IH'h\<'<'11 the .\lidmshisls awl 

.\Jpforshim. 

111 his com111t•11ta1:, Io Gt•ut•sis '.Vi :2. Has hi of'lt•rs au i ult•rprt•lal ion of::::; 

and ilW. Ile explains that ::,:;; mt•a11s. "in lwr natural wa~-.- and lhat mz: 

means, Mnol in lwr natural way.- Considt>ring lhal Hashi li\nl al ll'asl five lo six 

CPlllt1ries aftl'r the earliest dating of tht· l'l'l'alion of rahhini<' .\lidrash. it is safe 

to sav that thPsc ideas arc 1101 his ow11. \Vhilc it is oln·ious that Rashi studi<•d 

tlH' snme Midrash (or mw wr:v similar) as .\lidrash I h•y (:\). whi<'h we hm·c• 

studied here. we can set• that he do<'s 1101 cite- tlH' work or identi(v his source. 

Students leamiug Torah iu eonju11etio11 with Hashi might lw !eel lo think that 

Hashi himself' <'reatt>d this midrash. Chall<•nging hoth the ~lidrash and Hashi. 

Harn (Habhi Abraham llm l•:zra/1 oJli.•rs tlw int<'rpn·talion that the n•rh m!i' is 

used lweaus(• Di11ah was a virgin a11d so SIH'cl1t•111·s actio11s towards ht>r ar<' 

particularly had, warrn11ti11g tlu•i1· own vcarh. \\'hat is parlirularly i11l<"l't'Sli11g 

here is Lhat 0Hc•11 we would PXpt><'I thal both Bashi and ihu Ezra would t!Sl' 

otlwr linguistic instaiwes to support th<'ir interprelations, esp<•eially when tlu•y 

33 l\arn, 1·0111111011ly callc•d -ilm Ezra,- liwd from IO!l2 to I Hi7. llis liti• 1·arri<'d him uro11111l tllt' 
'h•dit('l'l'at1C'a11 :11ul Ill' lin·d i1111111ltipll' 1•01111tri1•s and 1·c·gio11s sucl1 as s1111tll('r11 Spain, llaly and 
Pro,·1•11t·t•, 



Hl't' original ('out rih111io11s. Ii ult•t>d, t hc•1·c• arc• sc•, c•ral ol hc•1· plac't'S in Ta11akh ill 

whi<'h tlw wrh mz: is usc•d in a 111arnu•r that might support an i11t1·qH'(1lation 

that ii 11H•n11s ('itlwr urml S<'X or ,·ioluli11g a ,·irgin. ~losl nolahll' is tlw ('ast• of' 

Tamar and IH'I' hall'-hrothc•1· .-\muon found i11 2 Sam1wl I ~t In I l11• s101:\'. 

Anmon lusts af'tt>r his sistc•r and rapt•s lll'r. .-\gain. IIH' , t•rh ml: is us«-<I. Y(•I. 

d<>spit<• this ohdous i11\'ilatio11 l<H' h•xtual C'omparisou. hoth of' tlH' 1·abhis sc•c•m 

lo lw rt•sponcling only to tlw _\lidrash al hand. Hashi a<'<'('pls it. whil(' ilm I◄:zra 

l'hallt•ngt•s it. l\c•gardlt•ss. 1witlll'r author l'ilt•s his usagt• of' r:or rc•jef'lio11 of) the 

~lidrash. 

Reacting strong!~· to holh of tht•st• inh'l'JH'<'lations is Hamhan (Habhi 

.'.\loslw lw11 :\achman).'l'i Ramhan asst>rts till' l<>liowing: 

Ami lu• had s<•x n·ith IU'r and lw \'iolah•d lwr. 11<• had sex 
with lwr. in lwr natural wa~·. and lw violat<•d ht•r-. not in lwr 
natural way - this is the languagc• of Hashi. I lowP\'l'I'. Hahhi 
Abraham (ihn Ezra': sa\'s, and ht• ,·iolatt•d ht>1' - this is lwc-ause slw , . 
was a ,·irgin. This is11·1 [a] 1wc·<>ss,u:\' [slal<1111<>11t], lwc-aus(• anyorn• 
who has SPX urnlt•r dur<'ss, ii is said [of' llwm] thal tlwy arP ~,~.t.• 
(\'iolatt>d). mul thus [a proof' IPxt;. "you will 1101 mislr<•al lwr 

hc•(·ausc• ,,cu, ham i!M~~l: (\iolntl'd) hc•1·." (Dc•ulPrrn1om,, 21: 1/4). 
:\11(1 thus, [anotltc•r proof' text]. "and they , iolatt•d my <'oll<'tdiirw 
mul slw dit>cl."" (Judgt·s 20:3;: It is told i11 till· tc•xt thal shl' was 
urnl<•r dur<•ss and that !->II<' was not wanting [to IH' with] tlw pri11<•t• 
of the• land. [this was wrillt•11; to s1H•ak of ht•r with praisc•! 

Hamban"s rPaelio11 towards Rashi's and ilm Ezra's c·omm<•11larics. as well 

as to tlw l<'Xt itself'. is quite strong. True. rwithc•r of' tlwm are particularly 

34 l\amlm11 was horll ill Spai11 ill I l!M a11d diPd i11 lla'arl'lz i11 l'.!iO 111aki11g him 1111' lat!'sl ol'tllt' 
I hrc•<· \lc•f'orshim studit•d i11 this stud,\·. 



st•11si1in· lo Dinah and ht•1· plight. hut 1withc•r al'<• I ht• .\lidmshim \H' haH' 

c•xa111i1ll'd. luilially. ilm l•:zra's c·o11111u•nla1:, Sl't 1111s somc•what c•mpatlU'lit·. .\I 

tlw w1:,· !t•ast it SP<•ms lo rc·cogniz<' that. i11 addition to he rapc·d. thert• is t!H' 

adclc•d <·omporw11l of lit'\ Pl' ha\'i11g hc•c•n \\ith a ma11 sc·xtaally. Though lw makc·s 

110 c·o11111u•11t as lo the signifi<'afl<'<' of' Dinah"s \'irginit_v. it SPt'lllS possihlt' that 

ihn Ezra is awar<> that tlw rape of' a \'irgi11 makc•s a lu•i11ous al't t'\'«'ll more~ ,·ilc•. 

so mueh so. Lim! the t•xlrc•mt• ,·iolalion warrants its own n•rb. Dt'spite this 

appart>nl se11sitivih. H.amha11 r<'acls with an atlitwle lhat ('uuld h<'sl Ill' 

dc•sl'ril>Pd as rightt•ous i11dig11atio11 or at IPast as moral oulragP. Could ii !'Pally 

lw that these• f'c•w eonmwnts h\' Hashi and ih11 l~zra ha\'t' warrantt>d such a 

strong repl,Y? In truth. his rc•action S<'PIIIS disproportionate to what the two 

rahbis have said. 111 this <'US<' tht•n, wr arr c·omp<·lled to ask otlfs<•ln•s who (or 

what) H.amha11 is l't>ally rt'a<'li11g lo. l challt•11gP that ht• is. in fa<"l. rc•m·ling lo tht> 

who)(' of' tlw ~lidrashim 011 Dinah as tlwy art' gt'llt'rally of a l'ondt.•mm1tory 

uaturt•. hlami11g Dinah for tlw woes that lwf'all her. Exprt>ssing a unique 

sy111p,1th.v. Ra111ha11 rl'lorls lhal rPgar«IIPss of how lht· 1·apt• ,,as t'Xl'l'llh•d and 

t'l'gardless of IH•t· sPxual status. shP ,,as 111ulPr dur<•ss ,,hc•11 tlH' a(·t o<'('lll'J'('d. 

That fact alom• warrants empathy and explains the l'xt,·a H·rh. lit• insists that it 

is 1101 au unusual verb that needs extra c•xpla11atio11: it is a \t•rh of'te11 ust•d to 

refer lo situations when a wom:m is for('ed into sexual acts undt>r a slnlP of 

dt11•pss. To urnlt>rseore his argument. he dh•s two hihlical proof texts. Furth<>1· 
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supporting Dimth (and fm·tlwr 1,:jt•t•ti11g tlw gt•m•ml lrop<- of tlw ~li(lrashimJ 

l\amhan asst>rls that tlw l<•xl is ((Hih• dPar lhal silt' was not a willing parlit·ipaut, 

tlrnl i,;ht· did dt•sir<• lht' prinet'. I It• thc•1·t•f< ► 1'<' asM·rti,; that lht• (•ntirl' story al'luall,\ 

SJH•uks praist• of' lwr. B,, l\amlum 's i11l<'rprt•lalio11. this is a ymmg girl who is 1101 

lo hP <·mult•mn<•tl. Silt' is a praist·\\'orlhy pP1'So11 who has suf'lc.•11·cl unjustly al 

till' hmuls of' a man who a<'lt•cl upo11 llt'r as an oh.i<'<'l, rallu•r than as a pPrso11. 

In shorl, Hamhau rP<lt•t•ms Ill<' .\lidrashisls rl'ading of' this text whih· 

simultaneously ehastising both Hashi mul ilm Ezra for 11ol rt•t·ognizing ht•r 

plight mul doing tlw samP. I h•rt• tht•n we wi11wss a 1,•markahlc• nuulc•I that 

demonstrates the rnrious ways in which tht• ~h•forshim havP 1't'a<'lt>d to tlw 

body of' literall1rt~ k11ow11 f'ormally as .\lidrash. 



CO'.\Cl..l!DI.\G TIIOt:GllTS 

llnclt•rlaking tlw stud,,· ol' 'lidrash is 1w small l<•at. B«•c·aust' Tahmul 

bc•<'atlll' llw primm:,· lm·us for J<•wish slwl., throughout llw t·c•111 urh•s. awl 

hc•(·at1se many \lidrashim al'(' in<"h1dPd i11 Talmud. tll(' jH'c•st•r,ation ol' ,\lidrash 

mam1sl'ripts was not of high priorit~· lo many .h•ws. Tlw nHmusc·ripts lhal havc• 

survin·d lo our nuulPm c•1,1 arc• lar~wly irn·omplt•tt• and many of tht•m art• 

t·orrupted. Stucleuls who wish lo study tlw formal hody of' lill·mturc~ k11ow11 as 

:\lidrash must rt>ly 011 c•ditors to prm'idc• t•ditio11s that ar<• (hopc:>1'1111.,) as c•olwrc•nt 

and ac·aclc•ruic·all)· sound as possihlP. Of' c·om·st•. all at·ts of rPda<'lion at'<' 

suhjeelin• so one• must engagt• in )Iidrash study with the mrnrt>ness that later. 

tht'y may c•ome upon various H'rsions of tlw l<•xls thc•.v hm·«• studied mul that 

those altemati\'e version may ht.• just as. if not more•, rnlid as other \'t-'l'sions. 

Yet another ehallt>ugP is dt•i.tling with tlw various dt'finitions of 

-mid rash." Using the dt•finition that midmsh is an inquiI:v into a hihli(·al text, 

WC' must l'PPog11izP Lhal the· midrashi<' proc·(•ss is as old m; till' Bible ilsc•lf. 

\\'i1hi11 thc• ,•a11011izl'd Ta11akh. latc•r IPxls i11tt>rpr1•t a11d c·om11u•11I 011 c•arlic·1· 

lt•xts. ( >rw exampl<~ has hc-rn rited in this study - that of King Jp)10ash from 2 

Kings 14. By idPntif~·ing Hamor as a thistle and Jat'oh as a rPdar hP is engaging 

in a11 acl of interpretation. II<' i11lc•rprcts tlH' a<.•t•o1mt of' Ce1wsis 34 suhjeC"tivc•l.v 

identif)'ing l lamor as tlw villainous <'harac·ter while> extolling Jal'oh as the 

righteous figure. Considering tlw full exlt•nt of actions {'aeh party takt>s 
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t1mal'(ls tht• olh<'I". somt• modern <·riti<'s 111igltt qu<•stio11 this black awl whit<~ 

i111t·q>1·t•tation, hut IIOIH'tlwlt•ss. it is an t•xamplP of' i111u•r-hihlit·al in1t·qn·1·t.1tio11. 

It is also impm·ta11l 1101 to IH' co11fust•d h<•h\t•t·11 the midrashir pro<·t•ss 

and tlw formal bll(h of lilt•ruturt' known as .\lidrash. As dis<·11sst·d i11 tlw 

lu•gi11ning of this study. lclt-1 aswrls that thP formal body of lit<'ralm·t• k110\\ 11 as 

.\lidrash is not r<•ally a spt•cial or 1111iqw• t•11lt•rprist•. \\ ith good n•asou. lw 

insists that .Midrash is 110 diff<•rt>nt from midmshic- intequ·<·talion and that all 

interprPlation is a form of midrash. Thus. he SPPS midrashil' i11Lt'rpretatio11 as 

its m,11 unique gt•nre awl not as a typ<' of li1t•mt11rP that t•a11 IH' i111t•rprPtPd 

usi11g otht•r gt•nre standards as ~eusrn·r would likP to do. Boyarin lwlps to 

darif} the midrashic proeess by pointing to tlw i11herenl interl<•xtual 11aturc of 

biblical works and their subseqm•nt lilemtures. 

111 light of this modrrn scholarship. \H' lul\c l>l't'll able lo gain :1 IH'ller 

1111dersta11di11g as to who llw .\lidrashic rabbis art• a11d what tht.'ir t·ntrrpris<' has 

!wen. Formally. IIH' .\lidrushil' rahhis likc·I., lin•d i11 lm"an•lz. They a1·t• lik<·ly lo 

lia\'I' dP\t>lopPd tlH' .\lidrashic li1t•1·atttrl' as tlll' Talmudic lil<·mlun• is IH•i11g 

dc,elopPd in Babylonia. Although lhe formal body of' lil('ralurc k11ow11 as 

Mid rash is fin it(•. tlw 111idrashic· pmcc•ss itst•ll' is 1111P1uli11g as we hm (' Sl'C'll by 

exa111i11i11g just a fow of the commPnts hy tlH' .\l<•forshi111. Hashi. Hma Hll(I 

Hamha11. In truth, the midrashic pro('{•ss has eontinued to this da_v as Jews 

study the hiblieal text and search out its words and verses to find 11ew meaning 



awl 1u·w rt•lt•,atH't', Tlw rc><'t'III puhlil'alion of' llw \\"011u•11 of Rt>for111 Judaism 

Torah Co1111Ht•11lan is proof' I hat lht• 111idrashic fH'OC't•ss i:-. ali\l' a11d wt•ll i11 our 

O\\ ll I imt•. 

For tht•ir part. tlH' .\lidrashiC' mhhis approat•lu•d tlw lt•xl ,,i1h till' 

u11dt•rst:mdi11g that ii c·,mlaiw•d proplH'lic· 11u•ssag<•s and <•xamplPs. which l'ould 

ht> i11h•rprPted in ordt•r to lu•lp tht'm J't•solw tht· tlilc•1111rn1s tlwy f'acc·d i11 thC'il' 

owu ti111t•. As WP han• sc•t•ll in the thrt'<' examplPs t•xplorl'd h<•n•. much or lht' 

angst of the rabbis who wrol<' tll<' .\liclrashim ar<' JH'Psenl tu tlwir 

intt'rprt•lalio11s. Studying tlu•ir t·rn1triln1tio11s to hihlical i11IPl'(H'Platioll ts all 

essential componenl for a hihlieal scholar who ts inlt·reslt•d in seeing the 

hreadth aml depth of tilt' J<"wish inll•rprl•tiw prm·t'ss. \\·t• han• also sec•11 how 

llw Midrashic rabbis formalized an imPstigatin- process hy their work . .\lidrash. 

Just as tlw halakhic codes grt•w out ol' Talmud. so too has tlw moderll 

inleqlrPtin· fH'o<·<·ss grown out of .\lidrash. Co111imwd lhroughoul th<• mPdiernl 

1wriod h., tlw .\IPforshim and llu· rnoclprn IH'riod hy loday's rahhis aJUI S('holars. 

the 111id1·ashi(' pr1u·t•ss is all <'SS('lllial <'Olltpo111•11I ol' till' inliPl'ilmH't' ol' lsra<'l. 111 

lmtli. s111dyi11g 1h1• \l<'forshi111 without studyillg the .\lidrashim is lo only lt'al'll 

half' the material. Without leami11g llw .\lidrashim along with tlw .\ldorshim. it 

is impossihll' to 1111clerst:111d tlw full sp<'clrum ol' lhe eo11n•1·satio11 in whi<'h they 

an• l'ngaged he<"ausc• lht' .\lidrashim, as we han~ SPPll ahon•. ofle11 form lh<• ,·<•ry 

fournlation for the ('ommenlarit•s and i111t•rprclatio11s of the MPf'orshim. 
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\\'IH'IIH'I' h_y tlH'il' st•rmo11i<'. aggadi<· rn· lwlakhit· t•xarnplt•s, I IH' .\lidrashit• 

mhl,is <'l'<•att•d awl passl'd down a l'or11uil p1°o<·t•ss of hibli<-al i111<•1-prl'latio11. a 

111t•a11s ol' imt•stigatiug thl' lt·xl lo makt• it r.-l<•\alll and appli<"ahle i11 t•,·t•r., 

g<'1wratio11. Tlwir projPt'l a11d tlu•ir t•xampl<' is a gift to lw lrt•asu1·<•<l. to lu~ 

sllulit•d and to IH' t•mtd:itt•d. 
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