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Summary 

This thesis presents and analyzes four halakhic proems in Deuteronomy Rabbah. In so 

doing, related Talmudic material from the Jerusalem Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud is 

examined to determine how it influenced the presentation of the halakhic issue in the proem. 

Specifically, this thesis attempts to determine what material was borrowed from the Talmudim, 

what was left out, and how the agenda of the proem differs that of the Talmud. 

This thesis has shown that the halakhic proems of Deuteronomy Rabbah have a spectrum 

with regard to their complexity and form. The halakhic question is linked to the sidra verse 

through a thematic and/or linguistic connection. These links are strengthened by secondary 

questions and statements which are stylistic devices that increase the complexity of a proem. The 

proems borrow material selectively from the Talmud (mostly the Y erushalmi) and present the 

material ·in a clearer manner. The halakhic proem provides an additional aggadic basis for the 

particular halakhah in question. The sidra verse which is the culmination of the proem remains 

straightforward, seemingly unaffected and unaltered in its interpretation by the proem which 

precedes it. 

This thesis examines four halakhic proems, selected randomly interspersed throughout the 

book. An introduction provides the goals of the thesis as well as background on this genre of 

midrash. Each of four chapters is devoted to one proem and its related Talmudic material. 

Finally, the conclusion suggests observations gained from this research. 

The classic printed editions of the primary Hebrew texts were utilized most fully. 

Though the translations which appear in this thesis are the author's, published translations and 

commentaries in English and Hebrew were consulted. A wide range of sources on midrash were 

consulted. 
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1. Goals 

An Analysis of the Halakhic Proems of Deuteronomy Rab bah 
and their Related Talmudic Material 

Introduction 

This thesis will attempt to analyze four halakhic proems and their related material 

in the Talmud ofEretz Yisrael (Talmud Yerushalmi) and the Babylonian Talmud 

(Talmud Bavli). The language, form and development of each proem will be examined 

in depth. Distinctive features will be highlighted, including elements which reveal the 

work of a redactor piecing together disparate material. 

Each petihta will be presented in its entirety in Hebrew with this author's 

translation. The individual petihta will generally be discussed, and the related Talmudic 

material will be presented. In presenting the related Talmudic material, this thesis is 

particularly interested in analyzing what the proem chose to borrow and what it chose to 

leave out. In what way is the petihta' s treatment of the halakhah different from the 

Talmud's presentation? How does the proem's agenda differ from the.source of the 

halakhot it chooses to discuss? After reading the Talmudic material, we will be in a 

better position to determine how these proems contextualize the specific halakhic issues. 

Of particular interest is an exploration of the nature of the link between the 

halakhic question (which begins the petihta) and the sidra verse (which concludes the 

petihta). Is the question so unrelated to the theme of the proem and to the sidra verse that 

it could have been chosen randomly? If it is determined that such a link exists, what 

level of literary complexity is required of the proem to successfully create this link? In 

the context of this proem, what happens to the halakhic issue and to the sidra verse? If 
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the link between the sidra verse and the halakhic question appears in the related 

Talmudic material but not in the proem itself, that would suggest that the proem was 

originally more expansive in its halakhic development and was shortened by a redactor. 

Finally, attempts will be made to understand the meaning of this genre of 

Midrash. In bringing aggadah and halakhah together in the halakhic proem, what might it 

mean for the dichotomy we generally understand to exist between these two realms? 

2. Deuteronomy Rabbah 

Deuteronomy Rabbah, also called Haggadot Eleh Hadevarim Rabbah and 

Devarim Rabbati, is a collection of homilies on the book of Deuteronomy. While much 

of the material is Tanaitic and Amoraic, it is clear that the final redaction of the earliest 

version is after 800 C.E. since the compilation reflects a familiarity with Islam and 

engages in polemics against the Karaites. The original version is believed to have had 27 

sections corresponding to the 27 sedarim, or weekly portions, in which Deuteronomy 

was read in the synagogue according to the triennial cycle in ancient Israel. 

Deuteronomy Rabbah is part of a distinct literary genre of midrashim called 

Tanhuma Y elammedenu. 1 While not actually a part of the homogeneous midrash called 

Midrashei Tanhuma, which is linked with the name of an Amora, Rabbi Tanhuma bar 

Abba who lived in Eretz Yisrael in the late 4th century,2 Devarim Rabbah shares with 

Midrashei Tanhuma a series of halakhic petihtaot, or proems, which are characteristic of 

1 "Tanhuma Y elammedenu," Encyclopedia Judaica. 

2 Hananel Mack, The Aggadic Midrash Literature (Tel Aviv: MOD Books, 1989) 98. 

L
i 
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this larger group of midrashim. 3 Thus, Devarim Rabbah is an aggadic midrash which 

resembles Midrashei Tanhuma in format and style.
4 

The first printed version of Deuteronomy Rabbah is from Constantinople in 

1512. A variety of manuscripts, all of which vary slightly from the others, have been 

published over the last century. Several extant versions of the various 

Tanhuma-Yelammedenu midrashim on Deuteronomy have been found. In particular, 

Solomon Buber published selections from Tanhuma on Deuteronomy in 1885 based on a 

Munich manuscript from 1295. This manuscript contained additional elements for Seder 

Nitzavim not found in the printed edition. In an Oxford manuscript edited by Saul 

Lieberman, it includes additional homilies on Seder Ve-ethannan. 
5 

3. · Halakhah and Aggadah 

Prior to discussing this distinctive literary form of the Proem in general, and 

specifically the halakhic proem, it is necessary to define the terms halakhah and aggadah. 

The term "halakhah" is first defined by the Arukh (R. Natan b. Yehiel of Rome) in the 

11th century. "The meaning of hilkhatah is a thing which walks and moves from 

beginning to end. Alternately, in which Israel walk. 116 Halakhah generally refers to the 

corpus of practical Jewish law beginning with the Mishnah and continuing through the 

3 Mack 101. 

4 Mack 104. 

5 H.L. Strack, and G. Sternberger, trans. Markus Buckmuehl, Introduction to the Talmud 
and Midrash. (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1991) 334. 

6 Mack 9. 



Codes to the present day. Shmuel HaNagid (993-1056), the major poet of the "golden 

age" of Spanish Jewry, wrote that "every interpretation brought in the Talmud, on any 

topic which is not commandment, is aggadah. '17 Thus, early on aggadah is defined by 

what it is not. 

Chaim Nachman Bialik defined these terms in sharp opposition to one another. 

He wrote: 

Halakhah has a stern countenance, aggadah has a cheerful countenance. 

The former is demanding, stringent, as hard as iron, the quality of strict 

justice; the latter is forgiving, lenient, as smooth as oil, the quality of 

mercy .... On the one hand, petrifying observance, obligation, 

servitude ... and on the other, constant renewal, freedom, liberty ... 
8 

4 

Applied to midrash, the terms "halakhic" and "aggadic" are not unequivocal 

definitions. Indeed, there is aggadic material contained in "halakhic midrashim" and 

halakhic material contained in "aggadic midrashim." If a midrash primarily consists of 

aggadah, then it is called "aggadic midrash," and vice versa.9 Most of the halakhic 

midrashim came from the earliest strata of redacted midrashim, the Tanaitic period, 

whereas most of the aggadic midrashim began to appear in Eretz Yisrael during Amoraic 

times. 10 The most important of these are from the period between the 3rd and 8th 

7 Mevo HaTalmud (printed edition, after Mas. Berakhot) 

8 Avigdor Shinan, The World of the Aggadah (Tel Aviv: MOD Books, 1990) 11. 

9 Mack 11. 

10 Mack 12. 
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centuries, from the end of the Roman period to the beginning of the Moslem period in 

Eretz Yisrael. 11 

Scholars have offered several reasons why most of the aggadah arose from Eretz 

Yisrael. One reason may have been that the aggadah is reflective of the theological and 

political struggles which took place there over these six centuries of the Common Era. 

To a certain extent, the Aggadah represents a creative reaction to the 

upheavals suffered by Israel in their land during this long period. It also 

represents an attempt to develop new methods of exegesis designed to 

yield new understandings of Scripture for a time of crisis and a period of 

conflict, with foreign cultural influence pressing from without and 

sectarian agitation from within.
12 

The Jewish community's quiet existence in Babylon is in contrast to the political and 

religious struggles in Israel with Rome, Christianity, Islam, and various sectarian 

groups. 13 "By developing a method of 'creative exegesis' the aggadists were able to find 

in Scripture -- which might otherwise have come to seem irrelevant to contemporary 

needs -- the new answers and values which made it possible to grapple with the shifts 

and changes ofreality."14 

11 Mack15. 

12 Joseph Heinemann, "The Nature of the Aggadah," trans. Marc Bregman, Midrash and 
Literature, ed. Geoffrey Hartman and Sanford Budick (New Haven: Yale, 1986) 42. 

13 Shinan 19. 

14 Heinemann, Nature of Aggadah 43. 
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A more romantic and nationalistic explanation is that aggadah is "nurtured by the 

soil of one's homeland. 1115 Another nationalistic assertion is that a number of aggadic 

traditions are linked directly to Eretz Yisrael and its significant sites. A sociological 

explanation is that the difficult times and circumstances of the Jews in Eretz Yisrael 

warranted an escape from harsh realities in which midrash was that escape. "Bitter 

reality ... forces people to flee to another world, an imaginary world where everything is 

good, one which brings comfort and encouragement in its wake. 1116 This view finds 

support in a statement from Pesikta d'Rav Kahane (12:3): 

i1tJii5:l l.,~ta i.,ta:;)!Ji ,iir.iSn i:Jii n:itar.i i:Ji i1i~nr.i 01~ n.,n ,i1.,i~r.i i1tJii5:li1 nn.,n 

.n1:1~ i:Jii ~1pr.i i:Ji lJir.irvS i1i~nr.i 01~ ,ni.,:;)Sr.in lr.i t:i.,Sin ij~ta ini.,:Ji ,n.,i~r.i 

At first, when money was avaHable, a person would desire to hear 

something of the Mishnah or Talmud. Now that money is no longer 

available, and especially as we suffer from the government, a person 

wishes to hear something of the Bible or the Aggadah. 

Finally, an explanation of midrash arising in Eretz Yisrael can be found in the 

high regard which Jews from Eretz Yisrael held for the Aggadah. In the Talmud 

Yerushalmi (Mas. Pesachim, 32A, Halakhah CPes. 5:3) 

l5:lS~ n.,S 1r.i~ lmi., .,:J.., 'l:J:\ ~n~ .,~Sr.irv .,:J.., 
.,0:1 inrv .,r.i,11S ~Si .,S:J:JS ~s n1:1~ 1r.iSS ~srv .,ni:J~r.i .,.,.,:J n1ior.i n.,S 1r.i~ n1:1~ 

n1in 'ltJil77:li Mil 

15 Shinan 20. 

16 Shinan 21. 
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Rabbi Simlai came to Rabbi Yohanan's place. He said to him, "Teach me 

aggadah." He [Rabbi Yohanan] said, "It is a tradition from my forefathers 

not to teach the aggadah to a Babylonian or to a southerner, for they are 

coarse people and have little Torah." 

This teaching reflects the disdain a rabbi of Eretz Israel had for Jews who did not 

value the aggadah as much as the people of Eretz Yisrael. When comparing the two 

Talmuds, it is clear that Babylon and Jerusalem had a different appreciation for the 

genres ofhalakhah and aggadah. While the Babylonian Talmud exceeds the Talmud of 

Eretz Yisrael in acuity, the artistic and creative force ofEretz Yisrael is stronger.
17 

Only 

the Babylonian Talmud attempts to reconcile contradictory aggadot, raises questions 

· about aggadic statements, and uses aggadic thoughts for halakhic purposes. Since its 

primary interest was the halakhah, they dealt with the aggadah "through the prism of 

Halakhah." 18 

Certainly, there are many similarities between the halakhah and theaggadah. The 

same rabbis were often engaged in both spheres. The subjects addressed by the two 

genres were the same: Shabbat and the festivals, prayer, kashrut, Israel and its neighbors, 

interpersonal relations, and education. Both were guided by sets of hermeneutical 

principles, some of which are shared (e.g. gezerah shavah -- a verbal analogy, kal 

v 'homer -- an a fortiori inference). 

17 Shinan 21. 

18 Shinan 22. 
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The differences however, are significant. The halakhah is largely, though not 

exclusively, grounded in the concept of yeridat ha'dorot -- the idea that former halakhic 

decisors are more authoritative than later ones. Earlier midrashim are not viewed as 

more reflective of some kind of objective truth, since the aggadah has no sense of decline 

over time. 19 In aggadah, contradictory views exist comfortably side by side. In 

halakhah, contradictions demand reconciliation.20 The study of halakhah, because of the 

acumen it requires, was historically reserved for an elitist, "learning class," while 

aggadah was popular among the masses.21 

4. The Petihta -- The Proem 

The development of the derashah, or homily, in ancient Israel is intrinsically 

linked to any exploration of the petihta. The anonymous medieval Spanish explication 

of the 613 mitzvot, the Hinukh, connected the development of the derashah with the ,, 
:: 

haqhel, the public assembly in which the Jewish people are to gather in the Temple 

courtyard for a public reading of Deuteronomy. The assembly was held during Sukkot 

following a Sabbatical year. 22 This assembly included the reading of Torah and the 

delivery of an oral derashah. In Nehemia 8, we read of Ezra reading the Torah to the 

people of Israel. Selected people as well as the Levites read and explained it to the 

19 Shinan 118, 122. 

20 Shinan 122. 

21 Shinan 124. 
\, ,, 
r- ~ 

!·1 185. 

22 Adin Steinsaltz, The Talmud: A Reference Guide (New York: Random House, 1989) 

L 



i 
i 

1· 
I 
!' 

i 
t 
I 
I 
I 
1. 
!! 

!; 
fj 

[i 
a 

~ 

9 

people. 

n.,~',:::i i:Jn i:Hi., n.,irn ~~.,',p n.,rvl7r.i n.,iii1 .,n:irv :iipl71.,r.i., n.,:iirvi 'l:J:li l7irv.,1 (r) 
:t:Jir.il7 ',lJ t:rni1i i1iin', t:Jl7i1 n~ t:J.,:J.,:ir.i t:J.,i',ni 

:~ipr.i:i i:J.,:i.,i ',~rv t:JitVi tVitir.i t:J.,n',~n niin:i itio:i i~ip.,, (n) 

J eshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, 

Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, and the Levites explained the 

Teaching to the people, while the people stood in their places. They read 

from the scroll of the Teaching of God, translating it and giving the sense; 

so they understood the reading. (Neh. 8:7-8) 

These proto-derashot might have become more highly developed over time incorporating 

complicated homiletic techniques in order to arouse greater interest among the people. 

These derashot competed with the various Roman cultural enticements for the attention 

of the masses. 23 

The petihta is a genre of midrashim which begins with an extraneous Scriptural 

verse from Writings, usually the Book of Psalms or Song of Songs. Thfough a series of 

homiletic devices, the midrash concludes with the opening verse of the weekly sidra. 

There are three questions dominating scholarly discussion of the petihta. What 

exactly is the petihta? What is its relationship to the derashah of the ancient synagogue? 

And, how it is linked to the sidra verse which it introduces? 

Scholars suggest three possibilities regarding what the petihta is and what its 

relationship is to the derashah of the ancient synagogue. One possibility is that the 

petihta is an introduction to a longer derashah. After the petihta, the darshan continued 

23 Mack 47. 
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to interpret and explore the selected topic in other ways. This theory finds some support 

in that the termpetihta means "opening", and could have been used to indicate that it 

would be followed by a series of other derashot. Other scholars dispute this claim, and 

maintain that the root PTH is interchangeably used in rabbinic literature with the root 

DRSh.24 But there are further criticisms arguing against this theory. If the petihta is an 

opening or an introduction for a longer derashah, why are there many parshiyot for 

which the extended derashah has disappeared completely, leaving only the petihta? In 

addition, some derashot have more than one petihta. Furthermore, ifthe petihta was the 

introductory piece of a larger derashah, why would it contain a rigidly defined and 

consistent structure, whereas the derashah itself varied widely in terms of form? If it was 

intended to introduce a longer derashah, it is likely that the darshanim would have 

created other forms for the petihta in which to introduce their derashot. 25 

The second theory is that the petihta is a complete derashah in its own right. 

That is to say, one of the many forms of derashah available to a darshan in the ancient 

synagogue was the petihta. 26 If it was a complete derashah, then what we have must 

necessarily be a summary of the entire, more complete derashah. 

Finally, a third theory holds that petihta was neither an introduction to the 

derashah, nor an independent derashah, but rather an introduction to the Torah reading 

in the ancient synagogue. This accounts for its distinctive "upside-down structure" 

24 Mack 66. 

25 Mack 67. 

26 Mack 67. 

~ 2 
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which ends with a verse from the weekly sidra. 27 Thus, the liturgical order of the ancient 

synagogue would have begun with the petihta, followed by the Torah reading, Haftarah 

reading, and then a full derashah. This theory explains why eachpetihta ends with the 

verse that begins the sidra, why they are short, why the petihta deals with general topics, 

and why the petihta begins with a verse from Writings, thus forming a complete unit in 

the course of the Torah service: Petihta (Writings), Torah reading and Haftarah 

(Prophets). 28 

It is entirely plausible that the last two theories are both correct. Namely, the 

petihta could have been an outline of a complete derashah delivered in the ancient 

synagogue prior to the Torah reading, as a way to introduce its reading for the people. 

This could have occurred regularly or at those times when a longer derashah would not 

be given later in the service following the reading. 

Joseph Heinemann indicated that midrashic homilies found in our collections are 

not identical with the public sermons which were preached in the ancient synagogue. 

Instead, the compilers of these midrashim used a variety of actual sermons and combined 

them into what he called a "literary homily. "29 "The homily does not reflect a single 

sermon as it was actually preached in public, cince no preacher would have used an 

entire consecutive series of independent preambles simply to arrive over and over again 

27 Joseph Heinemann and Jakob J. Petachowski, ed. Literature of the Ancient Synagogue. 
(New York: Behrman House, 1975) 110. 

28 Mack 68. 

29 Joseph Heinemann, "The Proem in the Aggadic Midrashim: A Form-Critical Study," 
Scripta Hierosolymitana 22 (1971): 100. 

!' 
11,: 
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at the same point he had reached with the first one."30 One geme of the midrashic 

homilies these redactors used was the proem. The proem, as well, was not the actual 

transcript of a "live" sermon, but rather a later literary rewriting. In Tanaitic times, 

there existed many rhetorical forms used by preachers in their homilies, and the proem 

was more flexible with regard to form. The proem, developed fully in the Amoraic 

period, acquired strict conventional rules of structure and formal perfection31
. The 

assertion that the proem is reflective of an actual sermon, can be supported by the 

harizah -- the establishment, step by step, of a connection between a verse from the 

Writings and the opening verse of a particular sidra.32 If there was no fixed Torah 

reading cycle in Palestine, a darshan arriving in a particular community would not know 

in advance what verse he would be expected to preach. "This custom made considerable 

demands on the darshan's ability to improvise an entire sermon on short notice. "33 

The opening verse from the Writings was not randomly selected. The preacher 

probably saw a thematic "inner-link" between it and a major motif of the weekly sidra. 34 

"Eventually, at the end of the proem, the verse chosen is seen to belong to the subject 

30 Heinemann and Petachowski 112. 

31Heinemann, The Proem 121. 

32Heinemann, The Proem 101. 

33 Marc Bregman, "The Darshan: Preacher and Teacher of Talmudic Times," Melton 
Journal 14 (1982). 

34 Heinemann, The Proem 101. 
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and to illustrate it from a new angle. "35 Others suggest that an "external connection" 

exists between the sidra verse and the extraneous verse. "That external connection is 

invariably the assonance of some word or words in the two passages. "36 Whether such 

an "inner-link" or an "external connection" existed in the choosing of a halakhic question 

for the halakhic petihtaot, will be an important question in our analysis of the halakhic 

petihtaot in Devarim Rabbah. 

5. The Halakhic Proem 

The Halakhic proem, however, is different from the conventional proem in many 

respects. In place of the opening petihta verse from Psalms or Song of Songs, these 

proems begin with a halakhic question. Significantly less common, these halakhic 

proems are only found in midrashic compilations, suggesting that they may be creations 

of a redactor. They probably were preached at some point, though time and location 

cannot be definitively determined.37 Because many of these halakhic questions in the 

halakhic proems were fairly straightforward, scholars believe that in most cases, the 

answer was already known. Asking the questions was only a stylistic device. Indeed, 

with most of these, teaching a new halakhah does not appear to be a goal in this context. 

35 Heinemann, The Proem 102. 

36 
Lou H. Silberman, "Toward a Rhetoric of Midrash: A Preliminary Account," The 

Biblical Mosaic: Changing Perspectives, eds. R. Polzin and E. Rothman (Chicago: Scholars 
Press, 1982) 18. 

37 
Joseph Heinemann, Derashot Betzibor Bitkufat haTalmud (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 

1982) 18. 



14 

It is possible that the halakhic petihta reflected a need to include a piece of 

halakhahin a derashah which was primarily aggadic.38 This would be in line with the 

opinion that the quotation from Writings rounded out the use of all three sections of 

Tanakh in the conventional proem (see above). The halakhic question served two 

purposes. First, it enabled the darshan to include halakhah in his homily. Second, it 

provided a rhetorical preaching device. 

In his discussion of the Y elammedeinu midrashim, Heinemann notes that 

following a halakhic question and a short answer, the speaker develops an aggadic 

discussion leading to the biblical pericope read on that day. 

It is not surprising that these aggadic midrashim, which derive their 

material principally from homilies which were preached before a general 

audience, deal with halakhah only in passing. For the audience that 

rushed to hear the public sermon would not have been prepared to listen 

to involved, abstract, halakhic discussions. 39 

This reflects the idea that halakhah and its explication is elitist domain, whereas aggadah 

is more popular among the masses. It is noteworthy that this assumes that the halakhic 

question in these petihtaot was only rhetorical and that no real link existed between it 

and the weekly parashah. 

Our assumption that people knew the answers to these basic questions may be 

misguided. If some did not know halakhah, this was an opportunity for the darshan to 

38 Heinemann, Derashot Betzibor 18. 

I 39 
Heinemann, "The Nature of the Aggadah," 50. 

I 
t' 

~ 
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include a halakhic matter in his derashah40
• 

If the halakhic question was purely a rhetorical devise, some posit that it may 

have been strengthened by having the question posed by one of the listeners in the 

congregation. Some scholars find support for this view in pointing to the unlikeliness of 

a preacher choosing a question which was distantly connected to the sidra. 41 "The 

challenge to the preacher lay not so much in finding the answer -- for the questions 

usually referred to well-known halakhot -- but in improvising a way to link both the 

question and the answer with the real subject matter of the sermon, the Bible reading for 

the day .... "42 Perhaps, the proems are symptomatic of ignorant people asking 

questions without a connection to the subject matter (i.e. the parasha) of the week. 43 If 

. that is the case, the relative rarity of this form could be due to the skill required for 

connecting such seemingly unrelated questions and sedarim. Few darshanim were 

capable of doing this. 44 This spontaneous challenge to the preacher's skill may have 

demonstrated the "dialogical nature ofrabbinic homiletics.'' 45 This appears to be the case 

in the single derashah of the ancient synagogue which we have preserved in its original 

40 Jacob Mann, The Bible as Read and Preached in the Old Synagogue (Cincinnati: 
Hebrew Union College, 1966) 103. 

41 Heinemann, Derashot Betzibor 19. 

42 Heinemann and Petachowski, 111. 

43 H · ememann, Derashot Betzibor 20. 

44 Heinemann, Derashot Betzibor 20. 

l 
45 Bregman, The Darshan 

li 
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form. 46 

In the Talmud Bavli (Mas. Shabbat 30a), Rav Tanhum of Neve was asked if one 

is permitted to extinguish a light on Shabbat in order to enable someone who is sick to 

rest. From there, he used a long derashah to answer a for which the majority of listeners 

probably knew the answer. While this aggadah pre-dates the form of the halakhic 

petihta, and does not culminate in a verse from Torah, it is similar in its development 

and its ability to link together unrelated material. 

~tl?.,~::i "bpb ~ii:Ji ~:i.,~i::i ni::i:i'? ii1b :.,i:i lbi tiin:in ":Jib ~'?.,l7'? ii n'?.,~tl? '?i~tl? 
l"iMiO Ti:Jitl? T"i ~'? qni:in'?:iio l~ inb:in l~ ,nb'?tl? n:i~ :ib~i nn::i ?~n::itl?::i 

~'? +i~p ti"'?nn+ ib~ T:J~ iii !i1i n~ nr l"iniO l"i:J itl? ~'?~ ,T::i~ iii "i:J i 
Mib~i Miini ,iMb i:J:Jtl? tl"Mbi1 n~ 'l:J~ n:Jtl?i +i n'?np+ Mib~ n~i i1" i'?'?n., tl"Mbi1 

t:l"Mbn ~'?iii ir.i~pi ~n ,~.,tl?p ~'? !Mbi1 n.,i~n lb :ii~ ~in "n ::i'?:i'? .,:i +~ n'?np+ 
'?~::i - nr.itl? li.,:Jtl? ,nib.,tl? tliip ni~b:Ji i1":1in::i tli~ piol.?., ti'?rn'? :ib~p .,:inn., i'?'?n., 

.,~r.i ,l:Jni., .,:ii ib~i i:i.,.,m ,i::i n::itl? ~in lii:J tl?iipn'? l.,~i ,ni~r.in lbi i1iinn lb 
.ni~bn lbi i1iinn lb .,tl?::in i1tl?l.?:J tli~ Mbtl? li.,:i - .,tl?tin ti.,nb::i +nE:l ti.,'?nn+ ::i.,n:ii 

nrl'r.i ibl.? i:Jib:J '?~itl?., i~~ntl?:itl? - inb i:J:Jtl? ti.,nbn n~ .,:i~ n::itl?i nb'?tl? ib~pii 
nibtl?+ ib~tl?:Ji ,n:il.?:i ~'?i i.,:i::i'? tJ'l:Ji:inni ni'?::in i1b:J ib~i .~in lii:J tl?iipn .,:i::i'? 

.,:i~ n::itl?i nb'?tl? ib~ n::i., ~'?i ,n:il.?:i i.,b -Ti:Jl.? '?~itl?.,'?i pn~.,., tini::i~'? ii:Ji +::i'? 

p::io nir:i iii:i tlii itl?:J itl? ,ti'?il.? '?tl? i:in:ib :in~ i:J i ?inb i:J:Jtl? ti.,nbn n~ 
l.,b.,.,pb i'l'ln:J - i1ni~ l"b.,.,pb ibi'? .,~bn tl~i ,nni~ l"b.,.,pb l.,~ p::io i1ni~ l.,b.,.,pb 

,ni:ipn i1b:J lP.,ni nii.,i:i i1b:J ii:\ ,i:J.,::ii i1tl?b i'?.,~i .nm~ l.,b.,.,pb l.,~ - inib:J ,nm~ 
?'i:ii ti.,nbn n~ .,:i~ n::itl?i nb'?tl? ib~ n::i., ~'?i .ti.,b'?il.? .,bSil.?'?i ti'?il.?'? tin nib.,.,pi 

This question was asked of Rabbi Tanhum ofNevei: "May one extinguish 

a burning wick for a sick man on the Sabbath?" He opened and said: 

"You Solomon, where is your wisdom and where is your understanding? 

Is it not enough that your words contradict the words of David, your 

father? But rather they [also] are contradictory themselves. David, your 

father, said, 'The dead cannot praise the Lord ... ' (Psalms 115: 17) and 

46 Mack 54. 
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you said, 'I accounted those who died long since more fortunate ... .' 

(Ecclesiastes 4:2). You said after that, 'A living dog is better than a dead 

lion.' (Ecclesiastes 9:4) This is not a difficulty. When David said, 'The 

dead cannot praise the Lord .... ' this is what he meant. Forever, a 

person should engage in the Torah and mitzvot before he dies. For when 

he dies, he is exempt from Torah and mitzvot, and the Holy One, blessed 

be he, has nothing for which to praise him. And so Rabbi Y ohanan said, 

"What is [meant by that which is] written? 'Among the dead, I am free?' 

(Psalms 88:6) When a man dies, he is made free from the Torah and 

mitzvot." And when Solomon said, 'I accounted those who died long 

since more fortunate .... ' [he meant] when Israel sinned in the desert, 

Moses stood between the Holy One, blessed be He, and he said several 

prayers and petitions before Him and was not answered. But when he :.ti 
1'! 
'•1 

said, ' Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants,' he was 

immediately answered. [Now, therefore} is it not fitting that Solomon 

said, 'I accounted those who died long since more fortunate .... ' ? 

Another interpretation: It is the way of the world that when a human 

prince makes a decree, it is doubtful whether it will be fulfilled or not. 

But when Moses our rabbi made several decrees and several enactments, 

they are fulfilled forever to the end of time. Is it not fitting that Solomon 

said, 'I accounted those who died long since more fortunate .... '? 

If the halakhic question which begins the halakhic proem was chosen by the 
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darshan, or even if it was chosen by a later redactor, we need to determine why that 

specific question was chosen. Was there, as scholars assert with regard to the 

conventional petihta (see above) an "inner-link" between the question and the su~ject of 

the parasha? Or, was there an external connection based on the "assonance of some 

word" in the pericope (see above )?47 Or, was this a random question, solely intended as 

a rhetorical devise, in which the more removed the question was from the subject of the 

parasha, the more impressive the darshan would appear before his congregation. 

Exploring the link between the question and the aggadic piece which follows will be a 

major focus of analysis of the selected petihtaot of this paper. 

There have been several scholarly theories about this link. Jacob Mann applied 

his particular thesis about the conventional petihta, to the halakhic petihta. Just as he 

held that the petihta verse was chosen on the basis of the haftarah reading, so too he 

asserted that the halakhic question was chosen on the basis of an unknown ancient 

haftarah. " ... [W]hat guiding principle aided the homilist to choose out of the mass of 

Halakhot the particular one for his purpose? ... Within the given Haftarah the homilist 

always obtained a suggestion for the choice of the particular halakhah to begin with his 

sermon by means of the formulayelammedenu rabbeinu."48 This position is highly 

speculative, given that the triennial haftarot, which this view links to the halakhic 

question, remain largely unknown to us. Even if some of these haftarot were known to 

47 Silberman 18. 

48 Mann 12-13. 



19 

us, it is unlikely that these were uniform in all synagogues.49 

It has also been proposed that the derashot were far more halakhically 

complicated, but that a later editor omitted them in order to avoid discussing halakhah 

within the framework of an aggadic midrash. 50 If this was the case, then perhaps the 

original link between the halakhic issue and the opening verse of the sidra was stronger 

and more developed, but dependant upon a presently non-existent development of the 

halakhic issue. All that is retained is the halakhic question. But if this were the case, 

why would any later redactor omit the material needed to make a connection between the 

halakhic issue at hand and the sidra? The unique nature of this genre of midrashim 

depends upon this link, and it is unlikely that this essential piece of the midrash would be 

omitted. It would seem more likely that any connection or inner-link would be 

preserved. 

49 Joseph Heinemann, "The Triennial Lectionary Cycle," Journal of Jewish Studies 19 
(1968), 41. 

50 Mack 103. 
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Chapter One: Analysis of the First Halakhic Petihta (Devarim Rabbah 1:1) 

S:i:i niin iE:io :iin:iS iS inir.i ~n.,rv inr.i S~itv.,r.i t:Ji~ n:iSn t:J.,i:iin nS~ 
t:J.,iE:!Oi1tv ~s~ i1iTiTr.l1 l.,S.,E:inS t:J.,iE:!O 1.,::1 l.,~ t:J.,r.i:in jjtl] l:i 'i:>i litvS 

~s~ i:in:i.,rv ii.,nn ~s t:J.,iE:ion =-i~ ir.ii~ S~.,Sr.i:i pi ,litvS S:i:i o.,:in:>j 
ij.,i1i:Ji iir.i.,S l:i ,i1.,ji., niii1 iE:!O :iin:>S imr.i ir.ii~tv :l"i Srv ir.il'7e,, nr.ii ,i1.,ji., 

,.,n.,rv orv .,Sn~:i li:itv.,i nE:i.,S c:i.,nS~ nE:i., ce,, n.,rv~i:i) :i.,n:ii ~iE:ip i:i ir.i~ 
ir.i~ n.,j,., litvS:i i:in:i.,rv ii.,nn l:iS nE:i., Srv ,.,mjitvS:i l.,ir.i~j orv '-,rv ,.,i:ii 

.,Srvr.i) :i.,n:i pro l.,jr.i litvSn n~ ~E:iir.irv n:i.,:in nr.i niin Srv mirvS n~i n":ipn 
~.,n o.,.,n fl'7 p ;.,Srvr.i; t:Jtv) ·~jtlJ niin ~s~ o.,.,n fl'7 l.,~i o.,.,n fl'7 litl7S ~E:iir.i (ie,, 

=~i:iS ,.,nl'7S= S 11 l'7S ls l'7ii1 litVSn n~ i.,nr.i niin StV mitVSi ,n:i o.,p.,rnr.iS 

inrv in:itV ~in nr.ii ,ci.,n:iitVr.i niin StV mjs.,~ =lil'7 l:lr.i= l'7":1r.i nSl'7r.i n":ipn 
,'i:li mr.ii nm inE:irv Sl'7 nSl'7., Snjn Sl'7i cm S~prn.,) ·~jtl7 litl7Sn n~ l.,~E:iir.i 
in.,L;il'i S:i~r.iS i.,iE:l n.,m (/T"r.i S~prn.,; t:Jtl7) ·~jtl7 litl7S StV n~iE:ii ~.,nrv l.,jr.i 

S:i =ir.i~ ini= ~"m li.,E:iinS ir.i~ in S 11 :i l'7tl7in., .,:iii vm., .,:ii ,nE:iiinS 
:i.,n:i l:itV niin .,i:ii:i ,.,r.i nn~n~r.ii ~E:iinr.i ijitl7S ijr.i.,n e,,l'7iSi oS~ ~intV 

S 11 i ,t::i.,:iin:i on nmi nm c:iS nir.itV) ir.i~jtl7 niin ~s~ nmi nm l.,~, nmi mr.i 
i1iii1S i1:lT ~Stl7 il'7 ntVr.i .,in ir.iipr.ir.i iir.lSj in~ t:Jipr.ir.i iir.iSS jjs nr.i ir.l~ 
ijirvS ~E:iim niinS n:>Ttl7 li.,:> ,.,:ij~ t:J.,i:Ji tl7.,~ ~'-, (i li1ir.ltl7/ t:Jtv) i:J :i.,n:i 
.ntVr.i 'i:Ji itl7~ t:J.,i:iin nS~ l.,jl'7:J ij.,iprv nr.ir.i l.,jr.i t:J.,i:Ji i:JiS S.,nnni 

1. Text in Translation 

'These are the words ... " (Deut. 1:1) According to Jewish law, is it 

permissible for one to write a Torah scroll in any language? Such taught 

the sages: "There is no difference between scrolls,49 tefillin or mezuzot, 

except for the fact that scrolls may be written in any language." Rabban 

Gamliel said that even regarding scrolls, they only permitted them to be 

written in Greek. And what was the reason that Rabban Gamliel said that 

49
While the most straightforward understanding of "sefarim" in this context would mean 

Torah scrolls (sifrei Torah) specifically, the translation here reflects an ambiguity which allows 
the word sefarim to be understood in a broader context in some of the Talmudic passages which 
follow. 
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it is permissible to write a Torah scroll50 in Greek? Such taught our 

rabbis: "Bar Qapara said that it is written, 'May God enlarge Japhet, and 

let him dwell in the tents of Shem .... ' (Gen. 9:27), [meaning that] the 

words of Shem will be spoken in the language of Japheth. Thus, they 

permitted them to be written in Greek." 

Said the Holy One, blessed be He: "See that the language of the 

Torah is so precious that it heals the tongue." How do we know this? 

Because it is written, "A healing tongue is a tree of life." (Prov. 15:4) 

There is no "tree of life" other than the Torah, as it is said, "It is a tree of 

life to those who hold fast to it .... " (Prov. 3: 18) And the language of 

the of Torah loosens the tongue. Know that in the time to come, the Holy 

One, blessed be He, will cause praiseworthy trees to arise from the 

Garden of Eden. Why are they praiseworthy? Because they will heal the 

tongue, as it says, "All kinds of trees for food will grow up on both sides 

of the stream .... " (Ezekiel 47:12) But how do we know that this is a 

healing for the tongue? Because it says, "Their fruit will serve for food 

and their leaves for terufah.'' (Ibid.) Rabbi Yohanan and Rabbi Yehoshua 

ben Levi [were discussing this]. One of them said, [terufah means] 

medicine -- [from the Greek word] terapyon. One of them said that it 

means that anyone who is mute and who eats them, his tongue would be 

healed and would become fluent immediately with the words of Torah, as 

50Note the difference here. In Hebrew, sefer Torah. 

~~-------------.......... 
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it is said, "on both sides" [lit. from this and from this] (Ibid.) The only 

"on both sides" is the Torah, as it is said, "They were written on both 

sides." (Exodus 32) Rabbi Levi said, "Why must you learn it from 

another place [in Scripture]? Let us learn it from the Torah itself. Indeed, 

when Moses had not yet merited the Torah, it was written about him, 'I 

am not a man ofwords.'(Exodus 4:10) But when Moses merited to 

receive the Torah his tongue was healed, and he began to speak words. 

How [do we know this]? From that which we read, 'These are the words 

which Moses spoke ... ' (Deut. 1: 1 ). " 

2. Analysis of Proem 

The opening words in many printed editions, "tl.,i:l iii n'?~" are intended only 

to indicate to the reader of this redacted midrashic collection to which sidra the midrash 

corresponds. They are not the opening words of the petihta. The halakhic petihta relies 

upon the stylistic and deliberate connection between the a halakhic issue and the opening 

verse of the weekly sidra. Assuming these were delivered orally in the ancient 

synagogue (see above), the darshan would certainly not have recited the opening verse 

of the midrash at the beginning of his homily. If he did so, then he would have destroyed 

the form of the midrash he was creating by undermining the element of style and 

suspense. Thus, each halakhic petihta in Devarim Rab bah characteristically begins with 

the words, "'?~irv.,r.i tli~ n:hn." 

One did not need to be proficient in Gemara to be able to address the specific 

;' .,J], 
I
' ,:,1.u1 

'·I ·,;jp 
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halakhic issue raised in this petihta. The issue at hand is discussed in the Mishnah, 

Megillah 1 :8. 

l.,?.,Ejm 11rv? ?:i:J l":Jn:i:i t:J'ljEjtmtv ~?~ mnmi l"?.,Ejn? t:J'ljEjt) r:J ,.,~ 
~? t:J'liEjO:J =-i~ i~,~ ?~.,?~~ p iumrv pi n"i1tv~ ~?~ m:Jn:i:i P"~ mnmi 

:r1":J1" ~?~ 1:Jr1:>'ltv 1i"r1i1 

There is no difference between scrolls, tefillin or mezuzot, except 

for the fact that scrolls may be written in any language. Rabban Gamliel 

said that even regarding scrolls, they only permitted them to be written in 

Greek. 

The midrash simplifies and abbreviates the Mishnah. It deletes the words, 

r1?.,::in1 r1"i1tv~ ~?~ ni:Jn:>:i l.'.I"~ mnmi . "It is clear that in the midrash, the 

language of the Mishnah is shortened by way of the scribes."49 That the answer to this 

question is contained in the Mishnah demonstrates that the questions chosen for these 

halakhic proems seem to deal with issues already familiar to the people, and not highly 

obscure questions or issues requiring rabbinic expertise. While this provides some 

support for those views which suggest that the halakhic question that opens the halakhic 

petihta is a rhetorical device,50 it is also possible that a congregation was unfamiliar even 

with all of the statements of the Mishnah. In addition, it is plausible that the darshan 

and the congregation were most interested in how to successfully connect a particular 

halakhic issue to the introductory verse of the sidra. The question may not be rhetorical, 

49 Louis Ginzberg, Ginzei Schechter [Geniza Studies in memory of Doctor Solomon 
Schechter], 2nd ed., 2 vols. (New York: Hermon Press, 1969) 495. 

50 
See Heinemann, above. 

I;; 
1'.j 
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but rather one which seeks to be "answered" by connecting it to a piece of Torah using 

an aggadic hermeneutic. 

There is a central seam in the midrash which clearly divides it into two parts. 

The first part deals with the halakhic issue at hand. It concludes with the words, 

Torah can be written in Greek. This will be referred to as "Part A." Following that, 

there is a section that focuses on the power of Torah to heal the tongue. This culminates 

in the last line of the midrash which offers Moses as proof for the healing power of 

'! 

Torah. Moses who once was not a man of words, after ma 'amad har Sinai is able to 

speak all of the words of the book of Deuteronomy. That section of our midrash, "Part 

B,"'would be able to stand on its own as an independent midrash on the opening verse of 

the book of Deuteronomy. Identifying this seam in the midrash is crucial to our 

investigation. An analysis of what unites parts A and B into a unified midrash will 

follow below. 

The most significant link between parts A and B can be found in the Sages' 

discussion of the word m:iiiri'? in Part B of our proem. The source for this word, 

a hapax legomenon, and its usage in this verse could have a range of possible meanings. 

Our midrash puts forth two interpretations of this word. Rabbi Y ohanan understands it 

to mean "healing," and compares it with the Greek word terapyon. Rabbi Joshua ben 
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Levi understands the word's usage to be a case of notarikon51 for l'hatir peh -- to loosen 

the tongue. At first glance, the disagreement between these two rabbis' interpretation of 

the word i1::lr1nt, appears to be solely etymological. After all, something that loosens 

the tongue is a kind of medicine. However, the idea that i1::liint, is related to the Greek 

word terapyon is monumentally significant when we seek to forge a link between the 

halakhic question and the openingpasuq of the sidra. 

Rabbi Y ohanan's position becomes clearer as we begin to see how interpreters 

understood the origin of this word, i1::liin. The Arukh, understands the root TRP as 

originally a Hebrew word which later entered the Greek language. Rabbi Y ohanan seems 

to agree with this view. When Rabbi Yohanan says, "li.,::lint,," the redactor understands 

that he is defining the word via its Greek parallel, and asserting that the Greek word 

itself emerged from the Hebrew. Viewed in this way, Y ohanan' s opinion joins together 

the idea of writing a Torah in Greek with the idea of Torah healing the tongue. 

Therefore, this word alone provides an observable proof that the words of Torah (or at 

least one word) is already written in Greek. If TRP can mean "heal" or "medicine", then 

it appears that a sefer Torah can indeed be written in Greek. 

The Arukh points out Rabbi Y ohanan' s definition in the Talmud Y erushalmi 

51 Marc-Alain Ouaknin, The Burnt Book (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995) 76. 
Notarikon is a method of interpretation that consists of "decomposing the word into two or more 
parts. The word is cut up, split open, burst, shattered." "After 'spacing,' the first moment of 
' .. Wntmg-reading' that is only one of the infinite possibilities of reading, the process of bursting 
open, breaking up, fracturing, narrows down, the field of research becomes more precise: the 
Word becomes the material to be worked, shaped, made and unmade."(Ouaknin 75). 
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Rabbi Yohanan says it is terapya-- he sucks its leaf and its food is digested [taraj]." The 

root TRP refers to something, like medicine, which is digested. This then begins to show 

how even Y ehoshua ben Levi's opinion could support the idea that the Greek word 

terapyon came from the original Hebrew. As presented in our version of the midrash, 

Y ehoshua ben Levi's position suggests both the use of notarikon and the idea of TRP as 

something eaten which cures. Perhaps his opinion in our midrash is actually the 

conflation of two separate positions: notarikon for l 'hatir peh and something which is 

digested. 

The way the two positions are stated in our midrash suggests that they are in 

opposition. The exact source of opposition is not clear. The disagreement between them 

could be about the origin of the word. In its original source, Y ohanan could be asserting 

that the origin of the word terufah is Greek, while Y ehoshua ben Levi argues that its 

origin is notarikon for l 'hatir peh. 

Elsewhere in rabbinic literature, there are examples of this discussion which do not focus 

on the origin of the word, but on the result of such medicine. This same passage from the 

Y erushalmi (Sheqalim 50a) helps us in understanding the structure of our midrash. 

. j1'l~li r~r.i j1'l:::lill il:l~ vm., 'l:Jj i1:::liill~ ii1~lii 
n::i i.,nn~ ir.i~ miini l~lir.i~rv n:::i i.,nn~ ir.i~ in ~~ir.irvi :Ji mirr.i =,im 
ir.i~ miini lliipli n:::i i.,nn~ ir.i~ in.,,~ p litVii1., .,:iii i1j.,jn 'i itir.i~rv 

l:l.,r.i~.,~ n:::i i.,nn~ 

" ... and their leaves for terufah."(Ezekiel 47: 12) Rabbi Yohanan 

[interpreted this to mean] terapiya. He sucks its leaves and digests its 
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food. 52 Rav and Shmuel [ were discussing this]. One of them said [it 

means] to loosen the "upper mouth." The other said [it means] to loosen 

the "lower mouth" [the womb]. Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi Yehoshua ben 

Levi [were discussing this]. One of them said [it is] to loosen the 

"mouth" of barren women. The other said [it is] to loosen the mouth of 

mutes. 

Here in the Y erushalmi, all of the opinions seem to agree with the idea of 

Y ohanan' s view of terufah as medicine. The disagreements focus upon what exactly this 

medicine does, and who it cures. 

But when we examine the same discussion in the Bavli (Sanhedrin lOOa), we 

gain an additional understanding of the range of interpretations to which the midrash 

alludes: 

Srv n::i i.,rmS :ir.i~ in ,~ion :iii .,r.i.,ii:J~ i:J en~., .,:ii ?iltiiinS ii!Sl7i .,~r.i 
n::i i.,nnS :ir.i~ n.,prn ,(.,r.ij) ir.in.,~ .n~r.i rv n::i i.,nnS :ir.i~ ini ,nSl7r.i 

.,~r.i .rvr.ir.i n::iiinS :ir.i~ 1jm., .,:ii .niipl7 n::i i.,nnS :ir.i~ ~i::ip i:i .1.,r.is.,~ 
.iltlil 'lSlJ:i Srv t:J'lj::J i~ms :ir.l~ 'ljl:)nj i:J S~ir.ltV 'l:Ji ?iltliinS 

What does it mean, " ... and their leaves for terufah?" Rabbi Yitzhaq bar 

Abodimi and Rav Hisda [were discussing this.] One of them said [it 

means] to loosen the mouth above. The other said [it means] to loosen 

the "mouth" below. It is also said that Hezkiah said: [It means] to open 

52 This translation finds support in various references (Jastrow, Dictionary of the Talmud; 
Sokoloff, Dictionary of Palestinian Aramaic). Others translate in light of the Karban HaEida 's 
~om~entary as, "Its fruit will peer out above it." (Neusner, Talmud of the Land of Israel 6:2) 

1 
ven If we were to accept the alternative translation, the implication is that either the fruit or the 

eaves will serve as food which brings healing with it. 

I 
i 
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the mouth of mutes. Bar Qapara said: To loosen the "mouth" of barren 

women. Rabbi Y ohanan said: For actual medicine. What is litrufah? 

Rab Shmuel bar Nahmani said: To brighten the countenance of those who 

[put it in] their mouths. 

Here in the Bavli, the interpretations of i1::!1in? place in opposition the idea of 

i1::liin as medicine (that is, rvr.m i1::liin) with the idea of i1::liin as something that only 

loosens the tongue (or the womb). For Rabbi Yohanan, i1::liin is something more than 

an elixir of speech. This is made clear by the placement of Rabbi Y ohanan's statement at 

the end of the passage. In the Y erushalmi, the views in addition to Rabbi Y ohanan could 

be an attempt to determine the medical bene:Qts of i1::liin, but here Rabbi Yohanan's 

comments are used to contradict previous opinions. Placing Rabbi Y ohanan's statement 

at the end sets the idea of terufah in opposition with l'hatir peh and may provide an 

explanation of the oppositional presentation of these views in our midrash. In order to 

understand the Sanhedrin passage, we need to find a usage of terufah as medicine which 

precludes it being a drug which helps people to speak. 

In Pirkei d'Rabbi Eliezer, the contrast between an elixir of speech and medicine 

of another sort becomes clearer. 

i? tl'"ltl' t:li~ ?~i 

ii1.,?l7i ?~~r.i? ,.,i::i i1"1i1i 'jtv .~::iinr.ii in~r.i ?l7 lniji t:li1.,?l7r.i npi? i1~r.i 
.i1::liin? 

And any person who has a wound takes from their leaves and places it 

upon his wound and it heals, as it is said, "Their fruit will serve for food 

1:1 i 
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and their leaves for terufah--healing." (Ez. 47:12) 

Here, terapiya is something which is placed on a wound. This might explain the 

view of Yohanan in Sanhedrin. Perhaps there, Yohanan's view of "terufah mamash" 

does not mean exclusively something put in the mouth, but even something put on a 

wound. While this source helps us to understand a sharper opposition in the views stated 

in Sanhedrin, our midrash does not seem to operate with that distinction. Prior to the 

discussion of the word terufah in our halakhic proem, Torah is described as 

lilV'?l1 .t1N N:Jir.lto -- that which heals the tongue. This, therefore, frames the discussion 

so that the views of Y ohanan and Y ehoshua ben Levi refer to eliciting speech. If our 

midrash were drawing the positions of Y ohanan and Y ehoshua ben Levi from the same 

scmrce as Pirkei d'Rabbi Eliezer does, it would explain why they are presented there as 

opposing views, even when they seem to be saying the same thing. However, as soon as 

Deuteronomy Rabbah uses Yohanan's position for its own agenda of demonstrating a 

Hebrew word which has entered the Greek language, the opposition no longer works. 

Elsewhere in the Talmud Bavli (Menahot 98a), the discussion is almost 

identical with that of Sanhedrin 1 OOa. The sole difference is that Rabbi Y ohanan's 

explanation of terufah is absent. The discussion seems to focus solely on decoding the 

notarikon in order to determine exactly which peh is loosened. 

iil'?:S..?i 
iMi ,n'?:s.m'?ro il:J i"r"lil'? :ir.iN 1n ,"r.l"i:JN i:J pn~., :Jii N1on :Ji - il:Jiin'? 

ir.lN Ni:Jp i:J ,CJ"r.l'?N il:J i"Mil'? ir.lN il"ptn ,ir.lri"N .iltJr.i'?rv il:J i"riil'? :ir.lN 

.niipl? il:J i"riil'? 
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A summary of the three Talmudic presentations of the word terufah is as follows. 

Yerushalmi, Sheqalim 50a 

Y ohanan: terapiya Others: l'hatir peh 

Comment: These two could be compatible. The medicine serves the purpose of 
helping people speak [or, alternately, giving birth] 

Bavli, Sanhedrin lOOa 
Others: l'hatir peh Y ohanan: terufah mamash 

Comment: The two views are oppositional. Either, terufah is something that 
helps one to speak, or it is a REAL medicine. The purpose of this real drug may be l'toar 

panim. 

Bavli, Menahot 98a 
All: l'hatir peh 

Our midrash in Devarim Rabbah understands Y ohanan' s view as asserting that 

terufah is a Hebrew word which later enters Greek. When the midrash takes that 

understanding ofYohanan's position and places it alongside Yehoshua ben Levi's 

opinion, they are no longer in clear opposition with one another. The maintenance of 

the two positions helps us to recognize two central points of our midrash and to unite 

"Part A" and "Part B" of our halakhic petihta. 

1. Terufah as terapyon : Hebrew word enters the Greek language. 

2. Terufah as notarikon for lehatir peh: Moses speaks the book of 

Deuteronomy. 

. I 
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In addition to the word terufah, there is yet another word concept which links 

"Part A" and ''Part B." The word iirvt, surfaces in both parts of the midrash. In the first 

part, it appears as "language" and in the second part as "tongue." Our first mention of 

our midrash begins with the statement iirvt,n n~ ~!::lil'.:ltv i1:i.,:in nr.i i1i1n t,rv mirvt,. 

The use of the same word, iirvt,, seems intentional and could be the bridge between Parts 

A and B. The two meanings, language and tongue, unite these two parts and create a 

conceptual parallelism between them which runs through the unified midrash. Just as 

the words of Torah can heal the tongue (as with Moses), so too can the Torah "heal," as 

it were, a language -- Greek. If the words of Torah can heal the tongue of Moses, then 

the words of Torah can also heal the Greek language as it accepts its words. 

Finally, the link between our halakhic question and the opening verse of the sidra 

is further substantiated by understanding the book of Deuteronomy as a translation. 

Deuteronomy itself could be viewed as a kind of "translation," as it were, of the 

preceding four books of Torah. It is the "mishneh Torah", with Moses as the 

re-teller/translator. In searching for a halakhic issue to connect with the opening verse of 

I 

Deuteronomy, it was quite appropriate to choose a question dealing with Torah 
I , 
I ; 

translation. The assertion subtly being made is that Moses' "translation" allows for 

future translations. Moses speaking the book of Deuteronomy is similar to translating 

the Torah into Greek. 
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3. Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 8b-9a 

This first sugya, immediately following the presentation of the Mishnah, further 

explores the issues related to the translation of sacred books. In so doing, it presents 

another Mishnah which appears to contradict the claims made in our Mishnah. In its 

attempt to reconcile these two Mishnayot, the Talmud, in its various layers of 

composition and redaction, presents agenda concerning the issue of translation which we 

will analyze and compare with the agenda of our halakhic petihta from Devarim Rab bah. 

l"?::ini ,1irv? ?:i:i 1.,:in:ij tl"i::ionrv N?N nirimi l"?::in? t:J"i::JO l":l l"N .mrvr.i 
N? tl"i::lO:l ~N :ir.liN ?N.,?r.i:1 p lil7r.ltV pi .l1"iitVN N?N l1i:ll1:Jj lj"N mnmi 

.J1"jii" N?N i:ll1:J"rl.l ii"l1n 

?:i:i l":ll1:Jj tl"i::lOi ·l"itV mi m - tl."i"n nN Nr.i~?i l"i":l:l li::lin? Nn .Nir.i:I 
ij"~ - "i:ll7 :in:ii ,Nipr.i 1:in:irv t:Ji:lil1i ,t:Ji:lin i:in:irv Nipr.i :im"r.iii .'i:Ji lirv? 
~, :N:li ir.lN - .i"i:li ,i::JOn ?17 ,l1"iitVN :in:i:i jj:JJ1:J'ltl,) i17 ,tl"i"n l1N Nr.i~r.i 

;~"rvp 

- ~.,nn? Nl1r.l"PiN .,~r.i:i :"":lN n.,, ir.lN - .1n?rv l::li:\:l lN:J 'jj?tV l::li:\:l lN:J 

,,.,::JN ?Nipr.i i:Jn:irv tli:\il1i tli:\il1 i:ll1:JtV Nipr.i N"i"N "Nr.l ,1n?rv l::li:\:l 
l1"iitVN jj:JJ1:J'ltl,) il7 'lj!1p Nni ,"r.lj t:Ji:\il1 i:ll1:JtV t:Ji:\il1i Nipr.i i::Jn:irv Nipr.i 

pi "N - .?N.,?r.i:1 p lil7r.ltV pi - Nn ,lj:li - Nn ;~"rl.lp N? ,N?N !i"i:l i::JOn ?17 

l"?::in:i -1N:i ,tl"i::lO:l - lN:l :N"tVP N? ,N?N - !n'ljj'l N:J"N Nn ?N.,?r.i:1 p lil7r.ltV 

ll1""in:i ,i"ni +'i tl"i:li+ 1n:i :J"l1:Ji t11rvr.i - Nr.il7~ "Nr.l ninmi l"?::in ,mrimi 
i:I" +N 11 ? l1"tVNi:l+ N:J"N - niil1 Nr.i?rv:i ?N:J"N Nipr.i i:ll1:JtV tli:\il1 "Nr.l ,in" 

- lN:J ,n?.,:ir.i:i - lN:J ;N"tVP N? N?N ?N:J"N tli:\il1 "Nr.l N:m N?~ !Nl1iinrv 
i:ll1:JtV t:Ji:\il1 .,~r.i - ,t:JjitV?:Ji tl:ll1:J:J n:i :l"l1:Ji - Nr.ll7~ "Nr.l n?.,:1r.i .tl"i::JO:l 

pn~., i:l lr.lilj :Ji ,1?r.in tl:\l1::l 17r.ltl,)jj +'N il10N+ :N::l::l :Ji ir.lN - ?~:J"N Nipr.i 
N"nn N'ljJ1 'l:J :ir.lN "rLlN :Ji .1n.,?11:i? ip" jjJ1'l t:J'ltl,)jn ?:ii +'N il10N+ :ir.lN 

,l1"iitVN N?N l":ll1:Jj l"N l1iTin:li l"?::in :N"jJ1j .~"n niin" ":lii ,tl"i::JO iNtV:l 
,1irv? ?:i:i tl":ll1:Jj tl"i::lO :Nr.l"N N?N !i"ni :l"l1:Jni .J1'ljj'l ii"l1n jj'lJ1i:Jii 

~? ij"l1i:li :~r.i.,~ ~?N !iO~ ~r.ip ~jni ??:ir.i ?ii"nn - .l1"ji" ii"nn ij"l1i:lii 

- !1"ji" ij"l1i:li ii"nnrv:i ~~ :niin., ":li ir.l~ ,~"jl1i .J1"ji" ~?~ i:in:i.,rv ii"nn 
.1?r.in .,r.i?ni nrv11r.i t:JitVr.ii ,niin -i::io:i ~?~ ii"nn ~? 

ir.l~ .J1"ji" ~?~ i:ll1:J"rl.l ii"l1n ~? tl"i::JO:l ~~ ir.li~ ?~.,?r.i:I p lil7r.ltV pi 

.,~r.i :ljni" ":li ir.l~i .?~.,?r.i:1 p lil7r.irv pi:i n:i?n :ljni" ":Ji ir.i~ in:i~ ":li 
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prv.,, l15:l.,~ t:J.,i1~~ l15:l., +'t.J !1.,tV~i:i+ ~ip ir.i~ - ~~.,~r.i:i p lil7r.irv pii ~r.il7t.J 
~.,.,n .,:Ji ir.i~ !:\i:\r.li ir.li:\ ~r.i.,~i - .t:Jrv .,~i1~:i ,.,i1., l15:l., ~iv ,.,i:i., - t:JtV .,~i1~:i 

.tltV .,i,i1~:J ~i1., J15:)'l ~tV jJ1j'l5:)'l - J"15:l'l~ t:J'li1~~ J15:)'l :J'll1:li ~r.ll71.J j:J'l'lj1 :~:i~ i:J 

a. Translation 

[The Mishnah has stated that there is no difference between 

scrolls, tejillin and mezuzot except for the fact that scrolls may be written 

in any language, while mezuzot and tefillin may be written only in 

Ashurit. That having been said, the Gemara wants to establish the 

reverse, that is, what do these three have in common? What allows the 

Mishnah to say that the ONLY difference between them is with regard to 

translation? In exactly what ways are they the same?] 

They are equivalent with regard to being sewn together with 

sinews and in that they cause the hands to become ritually impure. But 

contrast the part of our Mishnah which states "scrolls can be written in 

any language" with with the following: "A Hebrew passage which is 

transcribed to Aramaic, or an Aramaic passage which is transcribed into 

Hebrew, or anything which is written in Old Hebrew does not cause the 

hands to become ritually impure, until it is written in Ashurit alphabet, on 

a scroll with the proper ink." 

Rava states: "There is no difficulty [in reconciling these two 

mishnayot which appear to contradict one another. Here [in our Mishnah, 

we are refering to] our characters [when we say that it is permissible to 

write a scroll in other languages -- that is, they may be written in other 

Ii 
I :1' 'm· 

',~ 
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languages so long as the script is Ashurit]. Here [in the contrasting 

Mishnah, they are referring to] their characters [when they said that it is 

not permissible to write a scroll except in Ashurit characters -- however '" ,,, 

other languages are permissible provided they are written in Ashurit 

characters." 

Abaye says to him: "What basis do you have for this? [You say 

that the second Mishnah is speaking about] their characters. [If that is the 

case, then why does that Mishnah say specifically] 'A Hebrew passage 

which is transcribed to Aramaic, or an Aramaic passage which is 

transcribed into Hebrew .... ' Even a Hebrew passage transcribed in 

Hebrew or an Aramaic passage transcribed in Aramaic would also [be 

invalid if it is written in other writing] as it was taught ' ... until it is 

written in Ashurit on a scroll with the proper ink!' Rather, it is not a 

difficulty because our Mishna is according to the Rabbis, and the other 

Mishna is according to Rabbi Simeon ben Gamliel." 

[The Gemara objects to Abaye's resolution of these two mishnayot 

as follows:] If [the second mishna] is according to the view of Rabbi 

Simeon ben Gamliel, he permitted Greek [and not just Ashurit]! 

[On the basis of this objection, the Gemara entertains another 

resolution to these two mishnayot.] Rather, there is no difficulty [if we 

explain it as follows:] Our mishna is dealing with scrolls, and the other 

mishna is dealing with tefillin and mezuzot. What is the reason [that] 
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tefillin and mezuzot [can't be written in any language?] Because it is 

·written ,"And they shall be [signs upon your hand ... "], they shall be as 

they appear [in Torah]. But [in tefillin and mezuzot] what example is 

there of an Aramaic passage which might be transcribed into Hebrew? 

Certainly, the Torah has such examples, as in ~M1ii1ta "'1:i" "Yegar 

Sahaduta." But here [with regard to tefillin and mezuzot], what examples 

of that are there? 

[The Gemara entertains yet another resolution to these two 

mishnayot.] Rather, there is no difficulty [if we explain it as follows]: 

The other mishna is dealing with Megillah [Esther]. Our mishna is 

refering to all other scrolls. What is the reason that Megillat Esther [can 

only be written in Ashurit? Because it is written in it, " ... according to 

their script and their language." And what example is there [in the 

Megillat Esther] of an Aramaic passage that might be transcribed into 

Hebrew? Rav Papa says: "1L;ir.in tmie::i :s.mta:ii - - 'And the command 

t:J:i.ne::i (pitgam) of the King was heard."' Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said: 

i i 
"1n.,L;i:s;;JL;i "'1p" i:in., l:J'lta:Ji1 L;i::;,i - - - ... "and all the women gave honor 

Rav Ashi [had a different way of reconciling the two mishnayot, 

I 
I 

"'1p., (y'kar) to their husbands."' 

and he] said: "The [second] mishna is referring to other scrolls [that is, to 

Prophets and Writings, while our mishna is in reference to a Sefer Torah.] 
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This is according to the view of Rabbi Y ehudah." 

[What follows is a discussion about what exactly Rabbi Y ehudah 

said that serves as Rav Ashi's basis for his position that our Mishna is 

referring to Torah, and the second mishna is referring to the other Biblical 

books.] 

Rabbi Yehudah said [in a Baraita] : "Tefillin and Mezuzot can 

only be written in Ashurit, and our rabbis permitted them to be written in 

Greek." But [we have the midrash which argues that they must be written 

in Ashurit because the words] written [in the Torah with regard to them 

are] v'hayu -- " ... and they shall be .... " [Therefore, this is not what 

Rabbi Y chudah said.] Rather, say [that he said]: "Scrolls may be written 

in any language, but our rabbis permitted them to be written in Greek." 

[This is also objected to.] " ... permitted .... "?? Are we to derive from 

this that the Tana Qama forbade it [when we specifically state that he 

permitted them to be written in any language]? [Therefore, this is not 

what Rabbi Yehudah said either.] Rather, say [that he said]: "Our rabbis 

did not permit them to be written in any foreign language other than 

Greek." [Now, re-stating the entire baraita attributed to Rabbi Yehudah]. 

Rabbi Y ehudah said: "Even though our rabbis permitted Greek, they only 

permitted it concerning a Sefer Torah, because of the case of King 

Ptolemy." 

... Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: "Even with regard to scrolls 
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they only permitted them to be written in Greek." Rabbi Abahu said in 

the name of Rabbi Yohanan: "The Halakhah is like Rabban Shimon ben 

Gamliel." What is the reasoning of Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel? It 

says, "May God enlarge Japhet and cause him to dwell in the tents of 

Shem," [to teach that] the words of Japhet will be in the tents of Shem. 

Say also, Gomer and Magog! Rabbi Hiya bar Abba said: The reason it is 

written "May God enlarge Japhet..." is that the beauty of Japhet will be in 

the tents of Shem. 

b. Analysis Based on Chronological Layers 

When the Gemara is broken down into two stages of development, late Amoraic 

and Stamaitic (or Saboraic ), two distinct agenda emerge. The Amoraic agenda is to 

resolve the contradiction between the two Mishnayot. The later agenda of the Stam is to 

justify the translation of the Torah into Greek. A division of the sugya will iliustrate this 

more clearly. Particular problems which arise in the text when presented in this earlier 

form will be noted. 

Late Amoraic 
'?:i:i l.,:in:i:i t:J.,i::ioi .1.,iro nn nr - t:J.,i.,n n~ ~~~'?i l.,i.,j:J li::iin'? ~n .~i~j 

i:i.,~ - .,i:i:s.J :in:ii ,~ip~ i:in:iro t:J1jin1 ,t:J1jin i:in:iro ~ip~ :in:i.,~i, .•i:ii liro'? 
~'?:~:iii~~ - .i.,i:ii ,i::ion '?:s.7 ,n.,iiro~ :in:i:i i:i:in:i.,ro i:s.7 ,t:J.,i.,n n~ ~~~~ 

;~.,rop 

- ~.,nn'? ~n~.,pi~ .,~~:i :.,.,:i~ n.,'? i~~ - .1n'?ro l::l1j:J l~:i ,i:i'?ro l::l1j:J l~:i 
i'?.,::i~ ?~ip~ i:in:iro t:J1jin1 t:J1jin i:in:iro ~ip~ ~.,i.,~ .,~~ ,1n'?ro l::l1j:J 

n.,i,ro~ i:i:in:i.,ro i:s.7 .,:inp ~ni ,.,~:i t:J1jin i:in:iro t:J1jin1 ~ip~ i:in:iro ~iJ'~ 

s~.,"~j p l1l7~1V pi - ~i1 ,1:i:ii - ~i1 ;~.,rop ~" ,~'?~ !1.,i:J i::l0i1 '?:s.7 
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~.,nn ~.,:in.,~ :ir.l~ .,rv~ :Ji. ,n.,iirv~ ~r.,~ r:Jn~:i l.,~ ni~i~r.ii l.,r.,::in :~.,:ini 
.~.,n n1in., .,:Jii ,t:J.,itio i~rv:i. 

They are equivalent with regard to being sewn together with 

sinews and in that they cause the hands to become ritually impure. But 

contrast the part of our Mishna which states, "scrolls can be written in any 

language" with with the following: "A Hebrew passage which is 

transcribed to Aramaic, or an Aramaic passage which is transcribed into 

Hebrew, or anything which is written in Old Hebrew does not cause the 

hands to become ritually impure, until it is written in Ashurit alphabet, on 

a scroll with the proper ink." 

Rava states: "There is no difficulty [in reconciling these two 

mishnayot which appear to contradict one another. Here [in our Mishna, 

we are refering to] our characters [when we say that it is permissible to 

write a scroll in other languages -- that is, they may be written in other 

languages so long as the script is Ashurit]. Here [in the contrasting 

Mishna, they are referring to] their characters [when they said that it is not 

permissible to write a scroll except in Ashurit characters -- however other 

languages are permissible provided they are written in Ashurit 

characters." 

Abaye says to him: "What basis do you have for this? [You say 

that the second mishna is speaking about] their characters. [If that is the 

case, then why does that mishna say specifically], ' ... a Hebrew passage 

which is transcribed to Aramaic, or an Aramaic passage which is 

.: '! 
i 

'~ 
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transcribed into Hebrew .... ' Even a Hebrew passage transcribed in 

·Hebrew or an Aramaic passage transcribed in Aramaic would also [be 

invalid if it is written in other writing] as it was taught ' ... until it is 

written in Ashurit on a scroll with the proper ink!' Rather, it is not a 

difficulty because our Mishna is according to the Rabbis, and the other 

Mishna is according to Rabbi Simeon ben Gamliel." 

Rav Ashi [had a different way of reconciling the two mishnayot, 

and he] said: "The [second] mishna is referring to other scrolls [that is, to 

Prophets and Writings, while our mishna is in reference to a Sefer Torah.] 

This is according to the view of Rabbi Yehudah." 

Stamaitic Additions (underlined) 

?:i:i l.,:ln:>:J tJ'li:::JOi .1.,ira i1ti m - tl.,i.,i1 n~ ~r.ithi ri.,::1:1 li:::iin? ~i1 .~ir.l:\ 
i:i.,~ - .,i:il7 :in:ii ,~ipr.i i:in:ira t:Ji:iini ,t:Ji:iin i:in:irv ~ipr.i :in:i.,r.iii .'i:>i iira? 
~?:~:ii ir.i~ - .i.,i:ii ,i:::ion ?!7 ,n.,iira~ :in:i:i i:i:in:i.,ra il7 ,l:l.,i.,n n~ ~r.i~r.i 

~.,nn? ~nr.i.,pi~ .,~r.i:i :.,.,:i~ n.,? ir.i~ - .1n?ra i:::ii:i:i i~:i, i:i?ra i:::ii:i:i i~:i ;~.,rap 
i?.,:::i~ ?~ipr.i i:in:ira t:Ji:iini t:Ji:iin i:in:ira ~ipr.i ~.,i.,~ .,~r.i ,1n?ra i:::ii:i:i 

n.,iira~ i:i:in:i.,ra il7 .,:inp ~ni ,.,r.i:i t:Ji:iin i:in:ira t:Ji:iim ~ipr.i i:in:ira ~ipr.i 
pi.,~ - .?~.,?r.i:i p iil7r.ira pi - ~n ,l:J:li - ~n ;~.,rap~?,~?~ ii.,i:i i:::ion ?!7 

1.,?:::in:i -1~:i ,l:l.,i:::io:i -1~:i :~.,rvp ~? .~?~ - in.,:ii., ~:::>.,~ ~n ?~.,?r.i:i p imr.ira 
in.,.,in:i ,,.,m +•i tJ'li:li+ in:i :l'ln:>i l:lirvr.i - ~r.llJ~ .,~r.i riinmi r?:::in .nirirr.ii 

i:I., +~ 11 ? n.,rv~i:i+ ~:::>.,~ - niin ~r.i?ra:i ?~:::>.,~ ~ipr.i i:in:irv t:Ji:iin .,~r.i .in., 

-1N:> .n?.,:ir.i:i -1~:i :~.,rap~?~?~?~:::>.,~ t:Ji:iin .,~r.i ~:in~?~ 1~niinrv 
i:in:irv t:Ji:iin .,~r.i - .t:J:iirv?:ii t:J:in:i:i n:i :i.,n:>i - ~r.il7e,, .,~r.i n?.,:ir.i .l:l.,i:::io:i 

pn:it., i:i ir.in:i :ii .1?r.in t:J:in:::i l7r.irv:ii +·~ ino~+ :~:::i:::i :ii ir.i~ - ?~:::>.,~ ~ipr.i 
~.,nn ~.,:in.,:::> :ir.i~ .,ra~ :ii .1n.,?l1:i? ip., i:in., t:J.,ra:in ?:ii+·~ ino~+ :ir.i~ 

.n.,iira~ ~?~ ,.,:in:i:i r~ ninmi ,.,?::in :~.,:ini .~.,n niin., .,:iii ,l:l.,i:::io i~ra:i 
.1ira? ?:i:i t:J.,:in:i:i l:l.,i:::io :~r.i.,~ ~?~ ii.,m :i.,n:im .n.,:ii., ii.,nn i:i.,m:iii 

~? i:i.,m:ii :~r.i.,~ ~?~ !io~ ~r.ip ~:ini ??:ir.i ?~i.,nn - .n.,:ii., ii.,nn i:i.,m:iii 
- n.,:ii., i:i.,m:ii ii.,nnra:i :i~ :nim., .,:ii ir.i~ .~.,:im .n.,:ii., ~?~ i:in:i.,ra ii.,nn 

.1?r.in .,r.i?ni nral7r.i t:Jirar.ii ,niin i:::io:i ~?~ ii.,nn ~? 



40 

1r.i~ .n.,:ir, ~'?~ i:in'.::).,tv ,..,.,nn ~'? o.,1e::io:i t"]~ 1r.ii~ '?~.,'?r.i:i i:i lili'r.itv p1 
.,~r.i :1mi., .,:i.., ir.l~, s~.,'?r.i:i i:i iili'r.itv l:!i'.::) 1i'.::)'?n :1:ini., .,:i.., ir.l~ m:i~ .,:i.., 

l'.::)tv.,, ne::i.,'? o.,n'?~ ne::i., +'ti n.,rv~1:i+ ~1p 1r.i~ - '?~.,'?r.i:i p iili'r.itv pii ~r.ili'ti 
~.,.,n .,:i.., 1r.i~ 1:ii:ir.ii 1r.ii:i ~r.i.,~i - .tltv .,'?n~:i ,.,n., ne::i., '?rv ,.,..,:ii - orv .,'?n~:i 

.orv .,'?n~:i ~n., ne::i., '?rv ini.,e::i., - ne::i.,'? o.,n'?~ ne::i., :i .,n'.::)i ~r.ili'ti i:i.,.,n :~:i~ 1:i 

The Stam's extended discourse of possible ways to reconcile the two mishnayot 

highlights and underscores the importance of Rabbi Yehudah's statement, cited by Rav 

Ashi as support -- namely, that our Mishnah refers to Sifrei Torah. The Stam suggests 

additional ways to reconcile the two mishnayot, each of which is rejected, which 

provides a framework in which Rabbi Yehudah's statement by Rav Ashi is more than 

another opinion (as it appears in its late-Amoraic form, i.e. a different view from Abaye). 

Rather the statement is an understanding of a new sort, which in addition to reconciling 

the two mishnayot (a la the late Amoraic agenda) conveniently enough justifies the 

translation of the Torah into Greek. Essentially, the post-Stamaitic sugya tells us that 

Torah can be written in any language. It causes the hands to be ritually impure even if it 

is written in foreign languages. Its holiness is so great, so inherent in the text, that even 

when it is translated, it still possesses a full degree of holiness. If the Mishnah stood 

·alone, it would have provided a basis for translating the Torah. But when our Mishnah is 

contrasted with the other Mishnah, and that other Mishnah is understood as referring to 

the other biblical books, the distinct holiness of the Torah is even stronger. The message 

appears to be that the holiness of the Torah is such that we need not fear translating it. 

The Torah transcends language (compare with Yerushalmi below). 

It is noteworthy that Rava's distinction between language and characters --
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li1~tv i:::m:i l~'.:l ,i,j~tv i:::m:i l~'.:l ;~.,rvp ~~:~:ii ir.l~ -- loses it prominence when the 

Stam's additions are added. With all the additions of the Stam, even Abaye's objection to 

Rava's view can be understood as having nothing to do with a distinction between 

character and language. When read without the Stam's additions, it is more clearly 

accepting of the difference between character and language. 

- ~.,i1i1~ ~rir.i.,pi~ .,~r.i:i :.,.,:i~ i1.,~ ir.l~ 
,~.,::i~ ?~ipr.i i:iri:irv t:Ji:\irii tii:iiri i:iri:irv ~ipr.i ~.,i.,~ .,~r.i ,1n~rv i::ii:i:i 

n.,iitv~ i,j:iri:i.,rv ··n1 .,,jrip ~n1 ,.,r.l,j tii:iiri i:iri:irv tii:iirii ~ipr.i i:iri:irv ~ipr.i 

s~.,~r.i:i p 1,imrv pi - ~n ,v:ii - ~n ;~.,rvp ~~ ,~~~ ,,.,.,:i i::ion "l] 
Abaye says to him: "What basis do you have for this? [You say that the 

second mishna is speaking about] their characters. [If that is the case, 

then why does that mishna say specifically],' ... a Hebrew passage 

which is transcribed to Aramaic, or an Aramaic passage which is 

transcribed into Hebrew .... ' Even a Hebrew passage transcribed in 

Hebrew or an Aramaic passage transcribed in Aramaic would also [be 

invalid if it is written in other writing] as it was taught ' ... until it is 

written in Ashurit on a scroll with the proper ink!' Rather, it is not a 

difficulty because our Mishna is according to the Rabbis, and the other 

Mishna is according to Rabbi Simeon ben Gamliel." 

If for the Stam, the whole purpose of the sugya is to justify the Septuagint, then it 

is easier not to maintain a distinction between language and characters, seeing that the 

Septuagint was not written in Ashurit characters, but rather in Greek language and 

alphabet. 
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The imposition of the Stam's agenda with regard to justifying a Greek translation 

of Torah can also be noted by tracking the status of Greek from the Mishnah to the 

Gemara. In our Mishnah, the special status of Greek is mentioned in the name of 

Simeon ben Gamliel, where it is a minority opinion: i~i~ t,~.,t,~,_ p li:sJ~tv pi 

rl"l:Jii., ~t,~ i~n:i.,tv ii.,rli1 ~t, tJ"li::lO~ ~~ . In the sugya, Greek's special status in 

Jewish culture is highlighted by ending the sugya with Rabbi Yehudah's comment that (a 

majority of) the Rabbis only permitted Greek: 

rl"ljj"I jj"lrlj~j jj"lrli1tv:J ~~:i1iii1"1 "l~j i~~ ,~"1.'.Jrlj 

·lt,~n .,~t,ni nrv:si~ tiitv~i ,i1iin i::io~ ~t,~ ii.,nn ~t, 

It was taught [in a baraita] that Rabbi Yehudah said: Even though our 

rabbis permitted Greek, they only permitted with regard to a sefer Torah, 

because of the case of Ptolemy the King. 

This, in our sugya, is the final word allowing the Stam to present the entire sugya 

as an introduction to the case of Ptolemy and the miraculous events surrounding this first 

translation of Torah into Greek. Through our sugya, the special place of Greek language 

is shifted from an obscure point of a minority opinion, to an authoritative statement 

which reconciles the central problem of the entire sugya. 

The Letter of Aristeas is considered the best source for the original translation of 

the Septuagint. When scholars discussed its purpose, they highlighted the varied ways 

we could understand this sugya. The Letter of Aristeas has been understood to be an 

apology for a Greek translation of the Torah; a propaganda piece directed at Greeks to 
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show the superiority of Jewish law; a defense of the literary activities of Alexandrian 

Jews against the Jews in Bretz Yisrael; and/or finally, a propaganda piece arguing that 

the original LXX should not be revised. 53 While the aggadic piece on King Ptolemy and 

the translation might be understood as asserting the importance of the original 

translation, or even as a defense of the Alexandrian Jews' literary contributions, its 

placement within our sugya clearly argues for it to be understood as an apology for 

translating the Torah into Greek. 

4. Yerushalmi Megillah Chapter 1, Page 89b, Halakhah 9 (excerpts) 

In this significantly less edited discussion of our Mishnah, an agenda emerges 

which we shall compare to the Babylonian parallels and to our midrash. 

?:i .,n.,i :J.,n:i 

c:i.,i:Ji~ i.,nrv i~~ in vm., .,:Jii irn? .,:Ji t:l.,in~ 1:1.,i:Jii nn~ n::irv fi~n 
taiipn litv?:J 1:1?il' ?ra ii.,n., litv?:J l.,i:Ji~ i.,nra i~~ miini lira? ,.,l':Jta:J 

n::i., ?rv i~itV?:J l.,i:J i~ in.,rv 1:1rv .,?n~:J i:irv.,i n::i.,? c:i.,n?~ n::i., ~i::ip i:J .,Jn 

... li.,i :ii:i~i i~i:i n::i., .,J:J 1:1rv ?rv i?ni~:J 

nl':Ji~ l.,i:Ji:i-n.,:Ji imi., .,:Ji i~~ 

.,OiiO :lip? .,~ii i~T? Tl'? in i?.,~i t:1?il'n in:J rv~ntV.,tV l:l.,~j niJitV? 
i? l.,~i :Jn:i i? ra., .,iitv~ :Jn:i? .,iitV~ =-i~ 1:1.,i~i~ ta.,i ii:J.,i? .,i:Jl' ~.,.,?.,~? 
n~?i .,i:Jl' litv?i .,iitV~ :Jn:i 1:1n? iin:J :Jn:i i? l.,~i lira? i? rv., .,i:Jl' litV? 

iitV~~ l:li.,:J n?l'rv t:1rv ?l' .,i? .,:Ji i~~ i:Jn:i:J itlli~~ ~inrv .,iitV~ i~tV ~ipJ 
nrv~ iii i~iptV ~?~ii., ?l' niin im.,nrv nirl' n.,n .,i~i i~i~ .,oi., .,:Ji .,m 

:Jn:ii ii., ?l' litV?i :Jn:i in.,J ~in =-i~ i.,i., ?l' niinn mn.,J ~?ta .,::i ?l' =-i~ 
i:Jta i~?~ .,ip.,~? ~:rn:i i.,?n:i ~?i n.,~i~ t:1:iiin~i n.,~i~ :Jin:i liinrvm 
i~i~ .,:Ji noi., .,:Ji:i ~.,.,n~i niini1 mn.,J fl'i:J i~i~ im .,:Ji in.,J t:1i.,:J 

in? i::inJ ~iTl' .,~.,:J i:JTtV:Ji fl'i? in? i::inJ i~~nta:ii i1iinn mn.,J n.,iitV~ 

53 "Septuagint," Anchor Bible Dictionary. 
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i::io t,l7 n~rn i1iii1i1 mrvr.i n~ it, :in:ii lt, :i.,rv~ mrvr.i .,.,m l:li.,n 1:1:1 n.,iitv~ 
~~i::i l:l irnt,~ .,:ii l:litvr.i ir.ii~ iil7t,~ l:l lil7r.irv .,:ii .,m mmrvnL;, .,irvl7 ~inrv :in:i 

1:1.,1ir.il7n .,ii ~r.il7~ nr.i i1iii1i1 nm.,J .,.,irv~ :in:i .,111ir.in ir11L;, .,:ii l:litvr..i ir..i~rv 
i1iinn mn.,J y111:i ·r.i~1 l~r.i .,it, 'i ir.l~ 1:1.,1ir.i11L;, 1:1.,r.ii1 i1iin L;,rv 1:1.,ii in.,rv 

n.,r..ii., .,:ii 1:1.,0.,J nrv11r.i l"r.io i1iinn mn.,J .,iitv~ ir.l~i l~r.i 1:1.,0.,J nrv11r.i l".,l7 

~"i1 ~t, i1.,i1 ~t, l:l.,J"lrl'~ii1 i1iii1 rir.i~ lii1.,ii1 lir.l.,O 'ii ~:l i:l i1.,.,n .,:li l:lrl':l 

~~ ir.li~ t,~.,L;,r.i:i l:l lil7r.irv l:li .,Jn l:lino l"r.io ~n l:lino lnL;,rv l:l"r.i ~t,i 1:1nL;,rv 
nL;,i:i., i1iii1i1 l.,~rv i~~r.ii ipi:i n.,Jii., ~t,~ i:in:i.,rv ii.,nn ~t, tl.,i:::io:i 

.,:ii n.,Jii., linr.i n.,r.ii~ 1:1nL;, ~.,.,:i 1n~ .,J:lii:l n.,Jii., ~t,~ n:>ii~ L;,:i 1:1:1in.,nL;, 

.,J::iL;,i iil7.,t,~ .,:ii .,J::iL;, niinn i:li10L;,.,p111:1:1i.,n ~:i i:l ~.,.,n .,:ii 1:1rv:i n.,r.ii., 

l:li~ .,J:lr.l i1.,::l.,::l., it, iir.l~i ii1i~ iOL;,.,pi l7rl'ii1., .,:li 

i.,in~ r:iil7 r~ 1:1rv:i i.,in~ rJil7 l:lrl'i1 n~ li.,::Jrl' .,i:\ .,m 
.,i:I ,.,r.i11n L;,:ir.i ,.,nn lii:i ,.,n:i1 lr.l~ i.,in~ m11 .,i:i l:li.,:i 1:1~ nr.iin:in i"~ lr.i~ 

t,"~ it,?.,pi i:i 11:1::i 1n~ ~i.,r.i~ lnL;,.,r.i i:l:> t,"~ i:>i.,:ii L;,~11r.irv., 'i.,:i 11:1::i 1n~ 
1r.i~ li1? nir.i~ lnt, nir.i~1 nr.i l.,i1 'i .,i.,.,r.iL;,n n.,L;, l.,ir.i~ i1i.,r.i~ lnL;,.,r.i i:i:i 

lii:i l.,:ii:ir.ii 'ii~ Tiii~ :i.,n:i p ~t,i lit, 

a. Translation 

It is written: "Everyone on earth had the same language and the same 

words."(Gen. 11:1) Rabbi Lazar and Rabbi Yohanan [disagreed with 

regard to the interpretation of this verse]. One of them said that they 

spoke the seventy languages [but that everyone understood everyone 

else's language]. One of them said that they spoke the language of the 

Only One of the world, the Holy Language. 54 

Bar Qapara taught [in a Baraita]: '"May God enlarge Japhet and 

cause him to dwell in the tents of Shem' -- that they will speak the 

language of Japhet in the tents of Shem. 'The children of Japhet were 

54 "The Holy Language" generally means Hebrew, but here means the language of God, 
"the One who is unique in the world." 
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Gomer, Magog, Madai, Yavan, Tuval, Meshech, and Tiras .... '" 

Rabbi Yonatan ofBeit Govrin said: "There are four languages 

which are pleasing to use in the world and they are: Greek to sing, Latin 

for war, Syriac to sing dirges, and Hebrew for speaking." And there are 

those who add Ashurit for writing. Ashurit has a script but no spoken 

language, while Hebrew has a spoken language but no script. They chose 

for them Ashurit script and Hebrew language. Why is it called Ashurit 

(ashuri)? Because it is straight (hence beautiful55
) (m 'ushar) in its script. 

Rabbi Levi said that it is on account that it came into their hands from 

Assyria. It is taught [in a Baraita that] Rabbi Y osi said: Ezra was worthy 

to have had the Torah given through his hand had not the generation of 

Moses preceded him. Even though the Torah was not given through his 

hand, the script and the language was given through his hand. "They 

wrote him a letter written in Aramaic and translated." (Ezra 4:7), and 

"They could not read the writing [or make lmown its meaning to the 

king]," (Daniel 5:8) to teach that [the new writing] was given on that day. 

Rabbi Natan said: "The Torah was given in Ra'atz [Old Hebrew]." This 

is in accordance with Rabbi Yosah. Rebbe said: "The Torah was given in 

Ashurit, but when they sinned it changed for them to Ra 'atz. And when 

they returned [to rebuild the Temple] in the days of Ezra, it changed back 

for them to Ashurit." 

55 Commentary of the Qorban HaEida 
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"In return, I announce to you this day: I will repay you double" 

[understood here to mean: I will tell you a second time, that is, in 

Ashurit]. (Zachariah 9:12) "He shall have a copy of this teaching written 

for him on a scroll .... "(Deut. 17: 18) It is written with the intention to 

be changed. [They interpret the word mishneh in both passages to be 

related to the word lehishtanot - to change.] Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar 

taught [in a Baraita] in the name ofElazar ben Parta something that was 

said in the name of Rabbi Elazar HaModa'i: "The Torah was given in 

Ashurit writing. How do we know? Because it is written, ' ... the hooks 

of the pillars [vavei ha'amudim]. .. ,"to demonstrate that the vavim of the 

Torah resemble pillars." Rabbi Levi said: "For the one who says that the 

Torah was given in Ra 'atz, the letter 'ayin is miraculous. For the one who 

says that the Torah was given in Ashurit, the letter samekh is miraculous." 

Rabbi Y ermiah in the name of Rabbi Hiya bar Abba and Rabbi Simon 

both said that the the original Torah's letters hey and mem were not 

closed, but that the samekh was closed. Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel 

taught [in a Baraita]: "Even with scrolls, they only permitted them to be 

written in Greek. They examined and found that the Torah cannot be 

translated [from the Hebrew] in any way except Greek." One inn-keeper 

made a false translation for them in Aramaic from the Greek. Rabbi 

Yermiah in the name ofHiya bar Abba said that Aqilas the Proselyte 

translated the Torah in the presence of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua 
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and they praised him and said to him, "You are better than all other men." 

(Ps. 45) ... 

b. Analysis Based on Chronological Layers 

The Talmud Y erushalmi contains far fewer chronological layers than the Talmud 

Bavli. The Y erushalmi presents a list of views. By dividing it into layers, we see the 

emergence of an agenda which proves important to our study. Because it is less edited 

than the Bavli, it is not possible to definitively ascertain whether the statements are 

anonymous or whether the statements refer to the previous speaker in the sugya. A 

chronological division suggested by the text presented in three stages: Tanaitic, 

Transitional, and Amoraic is listed below. 

Tanaitic 
n:v:ii~ ri:ii:i n.,:i, imi., .,:ii i~~(I) 

io1io :iip~ .,~ii i~i~ rn~ in i~.,~i t:J~i:vn in:i rv~nrv.,rv o.,~j tlijitV~ 
i~ l.,~i :in~ i~ rv., .,iitV~ :in~~ .,iitV~ =-i~ t:J.,i~i~ rv.,i ii:l.,i~ .,i:i:v ~.,.,~.,~~ 

il~~i .,i:ll7 li1V~i .,iitV~ :in~ t:lil~ iiM:l :in~ i~ 1"1~i litV~ i~ tV., ,i:ll7 li1V~ 
i:ln~:i itVi~~ ~iiltV "liitV~ i~tV ~ipj 

Rabbi Y onatan of Beit Govrin said: "There are four languages which are 

pleasing to use in the world and they are: Greek to sing, Roman for war, 

Syriac to sing dirges, and Hebrew for speaking. And there are those who 

add Ashurit for writing. Ashurit has a script but no spoken language, 

while Hebrew has a spoken language but no script. They chose for them 

Ashurit script and Hebrew language. Why is it called Ashurit (ashuri)? 

Because it is praiseworthy (m 'ushar) in its script". 

11,, 1
,1 ,l,'1', 
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nrvr.i iii ir.i-iprv ~?~ii" ?!7 iliin im.,nrv ili~l1 n"n "i~'i ir.li~ "Oi" .,:Ji "jn(2) 

:in:li ii" ?l7 litv?i :in:i 1n"j ~in~~ i"i" ?!7 iliinn mn.,j ~?rv .,::i ?!7 ~~ 
. i:Jtv -ir.i?r.i "ip.,r.i? ~:in:i 1.,?n:i ~?i M"r.li~ t:l~iiMl:li n"r.ii~ :Jin:i 11intvjil 

It is taught [in a Baraita that] Rabbi Yosi said: "Ezra was worthy to have 

had the Torah given through his hand had not the generation of Moses 

preceded him. Even though the Torah was not given through his hand, 

the script and the language was given through his hand. 'They wrote him 

a letter written in Aramaic and translated.' (Ezra 4:7) and, 'They could 

not read the writing [or make known its meaning to the king],'(Daniel 

5:8) to teach that [the writing] was given on that day." 

i!Oi" ":Ji:l ~.,.,n~i iliiMil iJjM":J fl1i:J ir.li~ im 'l:Ji(3) 

~~i::i p 1rn?~ ":Ji t:1itv1;;) ir.li~ irn?~ p lil1r.itv ":Ji "jn. lM"j t:li":J 

t:1"1ir.il1n "ii ~r.il1~ nr.i niinn mn.,:i "iitv~ :in:i "l1iir.in i~l1? ":Ji t:litvr.i ir.i~rv 
t:l"iir.il1? t:l"r.lii iliin ?rv t:l"ii iil"tv 

Rabbi Natan said: "The Torah was given in Ra 'atz [Old Hebrew]." This 

is in accordance with Rabbi Y osah. Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar taught [in a 

Baraita] in the name of Elazar ben Parta something that was said in the 

name of Rabbi Elazar HaModa'i: "The Torah wa given in Ashurit 

writing. How do we know? Because it is written, ' ... the hooks of the 

pillars [vavei ha'omdim] ... ,"to demonstrate that the vavim of the Torah 

resemble pillars. 

Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel taught [in a Baraita]: "Even with scrolls, they 

only permitted them to be written in Greek. They examined and found 
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that the Torah cannot be translated [from the Hebrew] in any way except 

. Greek." 

These Tanaitic excerpts appear to be concerned with the language of the Torah, 

the special relationship between Hebrew and Ashurit, and the question of the original 

language of the Torah. The mahloket between Y onatan and Y osi is helpful. For 

Yonatan, Hebrew language and Ashurit script were ordained from heaven (bahru 

!ahem .. .) , but for Y osi, Ashurit and Hebrew were adaptations determined by Ezra. If 

Ezra gave the script and the language to the Torah (meaning either that he was 

responsible for "translating" the original Torah into Hebrew or Ashurit, or that he was 

the earliest translator into Aramaic) then this is an important justification of later works 

of translation. If the original Torah was written in something other than Hebrew 

language and Ashurit script (perhaps in something akin to lashon HaQodesh in the 

Amoraic strata), then translating the Torah from a language which is already not its 

original should not be problematic. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel clearly viewed Greek 

as the only language that would capture the Torah's intent. It is apparent that there is 

considerable divergence regarding which languages are most representative of the 

Torah's essence. 

Transitional (underlined) and Amoraic (in italics) 
,,, 'li'?::J'/7-' 

O'i::J i~ ?'Iii'!! i~N in pn?' ':Ji? irll' ':Ji 0'inN O'i::J i? 17nN Ji!Jl'l! riNJi 

tLJi?pn J'tl!'::J o'?ll 'tLJ ?i'n' J?l'l!'::J J'i::J i~ ?'Iii'!! i~N nJi?n? J'tl!' ''ll::Jl'l!::J 
i1tl., L;,rv i::iirvL;,:i ri:li~ ,il.,tv tltv .,L._,m~:i r:>tv.,, rie::i.,L._, tl.,i!L._,~ i1tl., ~itip i:l .,:JM 

.. ,,,.,, :ii:i~i i~i:i rie::i., .,::i:i t:1rv L.;rv iL.;m~:i 

ill7:li~ ri:ii:i ri.,:i, 1m,., .,:iii~~ 
.,oiio :iipL.; .,~,i i~TL.; rl7L.; in ,L;,.,~, t:JL.;il7n in:i rv~rirv.,rv t:J.,~::i m::iirvL.; 

'1 ' 
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it, ,.,~i :in~ it, tv., .,iitv~ :in~t, .,iitv~ =-i~ o.,ir.ii~ tv.,i ii:J.,it, .,i:Jl7 ~.,.,t,.,~t, 

nr~t,i .,i:Jl7 litvt,i .,iitv~ :in~ ont, iin:i :in~ it, ,.,~i litvt, it, tv., .,i:ll7 litvt, 
iitv~r.i Oi.,:i nt,l7tv otv t,l7 .,it, .,:ii ir.l~ i:Jn~:i itvi~r.i ~into .,iiro~ ir.ita ~np::i 

ntvr.i iii ir.iiptv ~t,~ ii., t,l7 i1iin ln.:i.,ntv nirn n.,n .,,~i ir.ii~ .,oi., .,:ii .,.:in 

:in~i ii., t,l7 litvt,i :in~ ln.,.:i ~in =-i~ i.,i., t,l7 i1iinn n.:in.,.:i ~t,tv .,e::i t,l7 =-i~ 
i:Jtv ir.it,r.i .,ip.,r.it, ~:in~ ,.,t,n~ ~t,i n.,r.ii~ o:i.iinr.ii n.,r.ii~ :Jin~ liintv.:in 
ir.li~ .,:ii noi., .,:Ji~ ~.,.,n~i i1iinn n.:in.,.:i fl7i:J ir.ii~ ln.:i .,:ii ln.,.:i oi.,:i 

int, ltin.:i ~iTl7 .,r.l.,:i i~Ttv~i fl7it, int, lE:lil.'.l i~tJntv~i i1iinn n.:in.,.:i n.,iitv~ 
iE:lO t,l7 n~m i1iinn n.:itvr.i n~ it, :in~i lt, :i.,ta~ n.:itvr.i i.,:i.r.i Oi.,n o:i. n.,iitv~ :in~ 

_~tJiE:l p iTl7t,~ .,:ii Oitvr.i ir.li~ iTl7t,~ p lil7r.itv .,:ii .,.:in m.:intvnt, .,itvl7 ~intv 
o.,iir.il7n .,ii ~r.il7tJ nr.i i1iinn n.:in.,.:i .,iitv~ :in~ .,l7iir.in iTl7t, .,:ii oitvr.i ir.i~tv 

i1iinn n.:in.,.:i fl7i:J ·r.i~i i~r.i .,it, 'i ir.i~ o.,iir.il7t, o.,r.iii niin t,tv o.,ii m.,tv 

ti'~i' ':Ji o.,o.,.:i ntvl7r.i l"r.io i1iinn n.:in.,.:i .,iitv~ ir.l~i 1~r.i o.,o.,.:i ntvl7r.i l".,l7 

N"ti N, ti'ti N, 0')1t!JNiti 17i?J7 J'i~N J?ti'i/7 J?~'O 'i? N:J i:J ti"n ':Ji Ot!J:J 

~~ ir.li~ t,~.,t,r.i:i. p lil7r.ltv pi .,.:Jn 01170 7"~0 Nti 01170 Jti't/! t.J"~ N,1 Oti,t!J 
nt,i~., i1iinn ,.,~tv i~:ll:r.ii ipi:i n.,.:Jii., ~t,~ i:Jn~.,tv ii.,nn ~t, o.,itio:i 

':Ji/7')11' 7m~l7'~iNon,Ni':J inN 'J..?i?:in.,.'.lii., ~t,~ n~ii:ll: t,~ o:i.in.,nt, 

')!),, irll''N ':Ji')!), tii117ti i..?ti O''Pll 0.7i'l7 N:J i:J N"n ':Ji Ot/!:J ti'~i' 
OiN '):J~ 17'!J'!J' '' ?i~N? 1171N ?O''P? llt/!?ti' ':Ji 

Translation of underlined passages 

Bar Qapara taught [in a baraita]: '"May God enlarge Japhet, and let him 

dwell in the tents of Shem.' -- that they will speak the language of J aphet 

in the tents of Shem. 'The sons of Japhet were Gomer, Magog and 

Yavan .... "' 

Rabbi Levi said: "Because it came into their hands from Assyria." 

Rabbi said: "The Torah was given in Ashurit. When they sinned, it 

turned into Ra 'atz for them. When they merited it in the days of Ezra, it 

was turned back into Ashurit writing for them." 

Rabbi Levi said: "He who says that the Torah was given in da 'atz, the 

letter 'ayin is miraculous. He who says that the Torah was given in 

Ashurit, the letter samekh is miraculous." 
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With these transitional additions, an emphasis on foreign influences begins to 

emerge. Bar Qapara brings in our recurring midrash on Genesis 11, albeit in an entirely 

new way (see below). Levi's etiological explanation for the name Ashurit is a way of 

maintaining that a sharing of languages had already taken place, and that we adopted 

Assyrian script for our most sacred text. Rebbe defends that change in Torah from 

Ashurit to Ra' atz and back to Ashurit with the interpretation that provides a basis for a 

change in language to the Torah itself (kt av shehu asui lehishtanot). When Levi· attempts 

to reconcile particular languages with the description from Torah that the tablets of the 

Law (which he understands as the entire Torah) were engraved on both sides, he needs to 

say that it is miraculous. Though we cannot be sure, he might indeed be saying that the 

contemporary Torah is a translation from anotp.er language. This language has no closed 

letters, so it would not pose a problem for an engraved text. We are told that Ezra would 

have been worthy to have received the Torah had Moses not preceded him. "Though the 

Torah was given to Moses, Ezra was the one through whom the language and writing 

was given." Is the Gemara saying that the Torah itself is a form of translation, i.e. not 

the exact text Moses received? Or, did Ezra "translate the Torah?" If Ezra "translated" 

the Torah, then there is precedent for translation. Even if he gave the language and 

writing, then translations have greater legitimacy. 

The idea of Ezra as translator of Torah, or as the father of the Torah's script is 

explored elsewhere in rabbinic literature. In Bamidbar Rabbah, Parasha 3, Ezra is 

described as a kind of author, as it were, of the Torah. In a discussion about the dots 

written above particular words in the Torah, it states: 

i I'!' 
:1 

, 'Ii'. 
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chi~..,~ ,j.,j:J',i ij', ni',:ijni ,j.,n',~ •n', minojn 
.,j~ t"]~ o.,.,,.,:i on.,rv~ ont, i~~ 1~::irv l".,~ t,~, ,j.,j:J',1 ij', ',~ 1ipj n~', 
1n.,.,~ ~::i., o~ ~iT~ i~~ l:;) ~.,~ 1ipj n~', ~,,.,, minojn n~ t:J:;)', ~.,..,,~ 

n::in:;) n:;:,., .,., i~~., o~i on.,.,~ .,n1pj i:J:;) ,., i~i~ ln1~ n::in:;) n~', i~~.,, 
.1n.,.,~~ ln.,ni1ipj pin~~ i:J:;) 

"Concealed acts concern the Lord our God; but with overt acts, it is for us 

and our children until the end of time [to apply all the provisions of this 

Teaching.]" (Deut. 29:28) Why are there dots above [the words] "for us 

. and our children" and over the letter 'ayin which is in the word "until?" 

He said to them, "You have done overt acts. So I will announce to you the 

concealed acts." And there are those who say [the reason for the] dots is 

that Ezra said, "If Elijah will come and say, 'Why have you written [these 

words]?' I will say, 'I have already placed dots [above the words, as if to 

indicate that perhaps they should not be written].' But if he says to me, 

'You wrote well,' I will have already erased the dots from above [the 

words]." 

Here, Ezra is uncertain about the accuracy or his authority to write this, so he 

places dots above the words to indicate his uncertainty. Note that the midrash here is 

not just saying that Ezra wrote the dots above the words. "n:Jn:;) i1::J.," indicates that the 

words were Ezra's as well. 

While the transitional layer focuses on foreign influences in the writing of Torah, 

the Amoraic layer raises the issue of foreign influences in the spoken language. The 

debate between Elazar and Y ohanan carries the message that the days in which we all 

spoke one language, or understood all languages, are over. If the original language of the 
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world was Hebrew, translation is justified now that everyone on earth no longer speaks 

the same language. If there were originally 70 different languages, but everyone 

understood each of them, then in the times of these Amoraim, translation would be 

justified on the grounds that we no longer understand every other language. 

Most interesting to our discussion is the aggadic conclusion that is cited at the 

end of the Talmud Yerushalmi Megillah 1:9: 

,.,in~ i.,:iil' i.,~ titV:J ,.,in~ i.,:irn orvn n~ li.,:JtV .,,:1 .,:in 

.,,:1,.,r.il'n ~:ir.i ,.,nn lii:J ,.,n:ii ir.i~ ,.,in~ n:il' .,,:11:ii.,:J ti~ nr.iin:in i"~ ir.i~ 

~"~ i~~.,pi i:J l':lti in~ ~i.,r.i~ 1!"1~.,r.i i:J:i ~"~ i:li.,:Ji ~~l'r.irv., 'i.,:J l':lti in~ 
ir.i~ in? nir.i~ in~ nir.i~i nr.i l.,n 'i .,,i.,r.i~n n.,~ i.,ir.i~ ni.,r.i~ ln~.,r.i i:J:i 

lii:J T:ii:Jr.ii 'ii~ Tiii~ :J.,n:i p ~~, i,~ 

It was taught [in a Baraita]: A non-Jew who blesses God, one should 

answer after him ['Amen.'] lfhe uses the Name, do not answer[' Amen'] 

after him. Rabbi Tanhuma said: "If a non-Jew blesses you, answer after 

him 'Amen.' As it is written, 'Blessing will come from all the nations 

[lit. You are more blessed than the other nations],' 56 (Deut. 7:14)." One 

non-Jew came upon the house of Rabbi Ishmael and blessed him. He 

[Rabbi Ishmael] said to him: "What is to be said to you has already been 

said." One [non-Jew] came and cursed him. He said: "What is to be said 

to you has already been said." His students said to him: "Rabbi, how 

could you say the same thing to both of them?" He said to them, "It is 

written, 'Cursed be they who curse you, and blessed those who bless you,' 

(Gen. 27: 29)." 

56This is the only such interpretation of the verse found in rabbinic literature. 
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This clearly corresponds to the spirit of our midrash, of Japhet dwelling in the 

tents of Shem. The entire discussion of whether a non-Jew may bless God or Jews 

parallels our discussion of whether Torah can be spoken in a non-Jewish language. Both 

midrashim raise the question of whether sacred words need to be spoken in Hebrew. 

Both raise issues of other cultural groups having a access to what was exclusively 

Jewish. Whether a Torah scroll written in Greek makes the hands impure (i.e., does it 

possess sufficient holiness to render it valid) is similar in nature to the question of 

whether a blessing from a non-Jew has sufficient holiness to require a Jew to respond, 

'Amen.' 

5. Comparisons of Bavli and Y erushalmi 

The use of Genesis 9:27 ( l:lta .,?i1~:l j':lta.,i m::i.,? l:l.,i1?~ n:::i.,) in all three of our 

sources provides an interesting case for comparison. The verse is interpreted differently 

in the Y erushalmi than it is in the Bavli. The Bavli interprets the verse as: 
I I J 

' 

l:lta .,?i1~:l i.,i1., n:::i., ?ta i.,i:l i -- the words of Japhet will be in the tents of Shem. The 

\ 
Yerushalmi, however, refers more specifically to the issue of speech: 

l:lta ?ta i?i1i~:l n:::i., ?ta i:Jita?:i j.,i:l "11:) ii1.,ta, that the Greek language will be spoken in 

the tent of Shem. But, both Talmudic interpretations differ significantly from the 

interpretation in Deuteronomy Rabbah. This case refers to Jews speaking Greek. In 

Deuteronomy Rabbah, the verse is interpreted as:rit:)~:J l:lta i,ta i.,i:l i i.,i1.,ta 

n:::i., ?ta i.,ni:Jita?:i. Here, the rabbis are concerned with Hebrew words being spoken in 
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Greek. The words are Shem's, though they are being spoken by Japhet in his language. 

The verse show~ that Hebrew words may be translated into Greek. In contrast, the 

Talmudic passages interpret it as meaning that Greek may be spoken among the Jews. 

Both Talmuds and our midrash are concerned with justifying a translation of Torah into 

Greek. The Talmudic passages suggest an understanding of a translation of Torah into 

Greek to be used by the Jews. Greek-speaking Jews using a Greek translation of the 

Torah is the application of the words of Japhet being spoken in the tents of Shem. Our 

proem understands such a translation to be for the Greeks. This would cause the words 

of Shem to be in the language (parallel in the nimshal to tents) of Greece. If the entire 

sugya in the Bavli is intended to introduce the case of the first translation under the 

orde.rs of Ptolemy, its interpretation of Genesis 9:27 does not completely correspond to 

this agenda. A translation of the Torah for the Greeks requires an interpretation like the 

Bavli and the Y erushalmi have two agendas. In addition to justifying Ptolemy's· 

translation, the Gemara also intended to expand upon the discussion of the Mishnah. 

The Mishnah deals with writing a sefer Torah in Greek, that is intended to be a 

translation for the Jews. Thus, the interpretation it chooses for Genesis 9:27 promotes 

the agenda of the Mishnah, but not that of the Gemara. For our midrash, which wants to 

show that Hebrew words have already been incorporated into the Greek language, its 

interpretation of Genesis 9:27 works quite well. But when we read it in light of the 

halakhic question that is being posed at the beginning of the proem (i.e., whether a sefer 

Torah may be written in Greek) an interpretation which assumes that the translation is 

I II 
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for the non-Jews is inappropriate. Here too, in choosing an interpretation for Genesis 

9:27, our midtash needed to choose an interpretation which would satisfy one of its 

agenda. In the Bavli and Y erushalmi, the interpretation follows the concern of the proem 

-- a translation for Jews. In Deuteronomy Rabbah, the interpretation follows the central 

concern of the midrash (Hebrew words having become incorporated into Greek) thus, 

providing a basis for a unified midrash (see above). 

The Talmudic passages as well as our midrash draw upon the special relationship 

which existed between Jews and Greek language. Greek is presented as the only foreign 

language into which the Torah can be translated. Moreover, we see an openness to the 

study of Greek thought. In the Babylonian Talmud (Sota 49b ), Raban Shimon ben 

Gamliel states: 

Thus, five hundred young men connected with the house of the Jewish 

patriarch devoted their time to the study of Greek literature. 
57 

Again in the Talmud Bavli, (Masekhet Baba Qama 83a) , Greek seems to be 

placed alongside of Hebrew as a privileged language. 

?~irv., fi~:i :.,:ii ir.i~ ,~.,mni 

in.,:i,., 1irv? ,~ taipn 1irv? ,~ mr.i? .,oiio 1irv? 

It was taught [in a baraita] that Rabbi said: "In the Land oflsrael, w:hy 

[speak] Syriac? Either [speak] the Holy Language [Hebrew] or Greek." 

57 Saul Liebermann, Greek in Jewish Palestine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 

1942) 20. 
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"The significance of language .. .is not simply its social use or instrumental role in 

communication. Language is primarily a source of knowledge about the world."
58 

Jewish sources have a view of language which is essentialist. God creates with spoken 

words. These first spoken words not only announce the creation of things, they literally 

bring them into existence. 59 Words are not random names of things. Adam is able to 

name the animals using language based on a God-given ability to understand the nature 

of a particular animal and to assign an appropriate name to it. All of these prove that 

language, alphabet, and translation of Torah are all extremely complex and important 

issues. 

58Josef Stern, "Language" Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought: Original Essays on 

Critical Concepts, Movements, and Beliefs, ed. Arthur Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr (New 

York: Scribner, 1987) 544. 

59 Stern 543. 
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Chapter Two: Analysis of the Second Halakhic Petihta (Devarim Rab bah 2:1) 

1ni7:l ii, ~n.,to in7:l imto n~ ~lip n.,nto t,~1to.,7:l t:li~ n:Jt,n 'i:1i i,ii:i .,i, .,7:l .,:J 
ntJ.,nto n:J.,7:)0i, =-pn 1n m::i.,:Jn ntot,to t:l.,7:l:Jn ijto l:J t,t,::in., :J"n~i to"p 1n~ rn7:lnt, 

n:JI 17:l~ il:Jto 1n7:l in7:l p ntoili ~into .,7:li ,nt,::in nt,i~:it, =-pn n:J1:J 1:1.,i., nt,.,tJji, =-pn 
ntJ:Ji7:l ~n., i.,7:l 1'1.,:Ji i.,i., i,tJj t:l~i t,:Jpm ij:Jlpto ntJ:Ji7:l ~n., tJntoi l7:lO o~ in:J~ l:J 

,nl77:ltoj int,::into ntJ:Ji7:l ~n., i.,7:l t,t,::imi to"p ~1p t:l~i iniiliO:J :i1tJp7:l ltJto ~n., ~i,to 
i~.,:J :Jilpi pin1 n":Jpm npinli n:Jilp o.,:J::ii:J nii:Jli ~~i7:l n~ li7:l.,o l":J niin., I"~ 

.,1n ii,~~ in.,:J lin:J ni.,7:ll77:li o.,:J::ii:J nii:Jli ntoili o.,:J:Ji:J i:Jili n:Ji1p o.,:J:Ji:J nii:Jli 
,npin1 .,1n 'i:1i njli., ~i,i i.,i,~ pii~., =-i~ (i7:l n.,lito.,) ·~jto npin1 ~.,nrv ,.,j7:li :Jilp 

.,1n mto p"n li,i17:l i7.,p1t, ilii l~:J7:l li7:l.,o l:J i1iii1., I"~ i~.,:J :Jilpi pinl n":Jpm 
n~ l?i7:ltot, n":Jpn :Jilpi i:Ji, lin:J 1n1n7:li t,t,::in7:li i7:lil7 t:li~to l.,j7:l :Ji1pi ,pin1 

li"to:JI i1":Jpn .,j::it, iii 17:l~ i~i:J., 1to:J 1?:J l.,ili nt,::in l77:lito cn::i o.,t,nn) ·~jto int,~n 
ot,to :Ji,:J li,~~ ,.,~:J ,.,~to 1m~ mlin i,~ l.,j::it, t,t,::innt, o.,~:J ot,ilii1 ni7:li~ i.,n.,to:J 

1nt, r~:Ji n1~ 1n1~ ,.,~ii li1i 1m~ mili m.,~i 1nt,to o.,:J:Ji:J nii:Jli i,~~ ,.,:Ji,in ~i,~ 
ii17:l t:ljli ~i,i •n i,li l7.,toi7:l ,.,~i iliito., en., 11:1.,t,nn; Oto) 'jto 1m~ mlin ~i, nn~ =-i~ li,~~ 

t,~1to.,to:J i,:J~ t:ljli ~i,i •n i,li li,~~ i~i:J.,to:Ji,i 1nt,to o.,:J:Ji:J nii:Jlii, iliito., iliito., 
ii, 17:l~ .,pi~ .,ni,~ .,jjl7 .,~1p:J (i 10.,t,m11 t:lto) ·~jto ijnt,::in l77:lto i.,7:l li,~~ ,.,~lip 

(no n.,l?to.,) ·~jto o:Jn~ mli~ .,j~ .,j~1pn ~i,to iii T.,n .,jjlJ .,~1p:J n17:l~ n7:l n":Jpn 
.,i, .,r.i .,:J ,.,jlj:J ,j.,lpto j17:)7:) ,.,j7:) on~ ~i,~ n1n~ i17:li~ .,i, r~to j1jlj~ .,j~i i~lp., t:lltJ 

.1?ii:1 

1. Text in Translation 

"For what great nation is there [that has a god so close at hand as is the 

Lord our God whenever we call upon Him."(Deut. 4:7)60 According to 

Jewish law, is it permissible for one reciting the shema to wait after the 

qeriyat shema and then pray [the Amida]? Such taught the Sages: "There 

are three cases in which one must juxtapose without interruption two 

60 As explained in the previous petihta, this sidra verse appears only as reference in a 
printed edition. It was clearly not the opening of the original midrash, which relied upon it as a 
culmination of the midrash, occurring at the very end, just prior to reading that exact verse from 
the sefer Torah. 
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consecutive actions61
: The juxtaposition of laying hands on the animal 

and slaughtering it; the juxtaposition of washing one's hands and saying 

the blessing [before the meal62
]; the juxtaposition of the geulah with the 

tejillah." And what is the reward of one who does this? Rabbah bar 

Abahu said: "Ifhe lays hands [on the animal] and [immediately] 

slaughters it, he can be certain that his sacrifice will be accepted. If he 

washes his hands and says the blessing immediately, he can be certain that 

Satan will not incite anger against him in the course of his meal. If he 

recites the qeriyat shema and prays the Amida immediately, he can be 

certain that his prayer will be heard." Rabbi Yehudah bar Simon said: 

"You find that idol worship is near and [yet also] far away, and that the 

Holy One, blessed be He, is far away and [yet also] near. How is it that 

idol worship is near? An idol worshiper does his idol worship and places 

it inside his own house, and therefore it is close. And how is to also far 

away? As it is written, 'Ifhe cries out to it, it will not answer .... '(Isaiah 

46:7) Behold it is far away." And how is the Holy One, blessed be He, far 

and near? Rabbi Y ehudah said in the name of Rabbi Simon: "From here 

to the firmament is 500 years [distance] -- this is far. And how is He 

61 Jacob Neusner, trans. The Talmud of the Land of Israel: A Preliminary Translation and 
Explanation. (Chicago and London: U. of Chicago, 1984) Berakhot 1: 1 

62Because of the reward mentioned below, this refers to the washing before the meal, and 
therefore the blessing referred to is the Motzi -- the blessing over bread recited before the meal. 
In parallel texts, the washing refers to mayim achronim, and the blessing refers to Birkat 
HaMazon--the grace after meals. See below. 
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close? A person stands and prays or meditates in the depths of his heart 

and the Holy One, blessed be He is close [enough] to hear his prayer. As 

it says, 'You hear prayer and all mankind comes to you.' (Ps. 65:3) David 

said before the Holy One, blessed be He: "Master of the Universe. When 

the nations of the world come before you to pray do not answer them, 

because they do not come to You with a whole heart. Rather, they [first] 

go to their houses of idol worship but [their idols] do not answer them. 

Out of their suffering they come to your house, so even You should not 

answer them, as it is written, 'They cried out, but there was none to 

deliver, [cried] to the Lord, but He did not answer them.' (Ps. 18:42) 

What does 'they cried out' mean? They cried out to their idol worship. 

But when they enter Your house, they ' [cried] to the Lord, but He did not 

answer them.' But when Israel calls to You, immediately You hear our 

prayer, as it says, 'When I call, answer me, 0 God my vindicator!' (Ps. 

4:2)" The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: "Why did you say 

'When I call out, answer me .... '? By your life, even when you do not 

cry out to Me, I will answer You, as it says, 'Before they will call, I will 

answer them ... , ' (Isaiah 65 :24) because I have no other nation except 
·,11 

you." What prooftext supports this? From that which we read: "For what 

great nation is there that has a god so close at hand as is the Lord our God 
i,I 

whenever we call upon Him." (Deut. 4:7) 
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2. Analysis of Proem 

Similar to the previous halakhic petihta, the answer is provided early on in the 

development of the rnidrash. In analyzing the rnidrash, three independent pieces become 

apparent, whose seams the unified rnidrash has not fully erased. The question and its 

expanded answer comprise the first of these (Part A). It is taken almost directly from a 

passage in the Talmud of Eretz Yisrael, Masekhet Berakhot, with which it will be 

compared below. The second section (Part B) creatively compares idolatry with the 

worship of God with respect to immanence and transcendence. The last section (Part C) 

is an explanation of how God hears the prayers of Jews and the way in which that is 

indicative of a special relationship they have with Hirn. The following is a preliminary 

analysis of the distinctive features in each of these three sections, continued by an 

attempt to explain their links. After examining the parallel Talmudic material, the links 

between the halakhic question which begins Part A and the scriptural passage which 

concludes Part C will be examined. 

Part A: 

1rw:i it, ~il.,rv iilr.i l7r.irv n~ ~1ip il.,nrv t,~..,rv.,r.i 01~ il:hil 
il~.,nrv il:i.,r.iot, ~:in 1il m:::i.,:in ilrvt,rv o.,r.i:in ijrv l:l t,t,:;in., :i"n~i ta"p 1n~ ,.,nr.iilt, 

il:li 1r.i~ i1:irv lnr.i iilr.i p iltVil7 ~iilrv .,r.i, ,ilt,:::in ilt,i~:it, ~:in il:li::i o.,.,., nt,.,~jt, ~:in 
n~::iir.i ~ii., .,.,r.i 11.,::ii ,.,.,., t,~j o~i t,::ipm ij::iiprv n~::iir.i ~ii., ~nrvi lr.io o~ m::i~ 1::i 

,nl7r.itaj irb:::inrv n~::iir.i ~n., .,.,r.i t,t,:;imi ta"p ~ip o~i in1il7o::i :i1~pr.i l~rv ~ii., ~t,rv 

According to Jewish law, is it permissible for one reciting the shema to 

wait after the qeriyat shema and then pray [the Amida]? Such taught the 

Sages: "There are three cases in which one must juxtapose without 
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interruption two consecutive actions63
: The juxtaposition of laying hands 

on the animal and slaughtering it; the juxtaposition of washing one's 

hands and saying the blessing [before the meal64
]; the juxtaposition of the 

geulah with the tefillah." And what is the reward of one who does this? 

Rabbah bar Abahu said: "If he lays hands [on the animal] and 

[immediately] slaughters it, he can be certain that his sacrifice will be 

accepted. If he washes his hands and says the blessing immediately, he 

can be certain that Satan will not incite anger against him in the course of 

his meal. If he recites the qeriyat shema and prays the Amida 

immediately, he can be certain that his prayer will be heard." 

What becomes immediately clear in the first section of this midrash, is that the 

qeriyat shema had, by that point, come to include the blessings which precede and follow 

the she ma itself. The geulah is the last of these blessings. The question asks whether one 

may break between the shema and the tefillah. The answer explains that the · 

juxtaposition of the geulah with the tefillah was established by the Sages. 

It is noteworthy that our midrash uses the word lehamtin and not lehafsiq in its 

discussion of interrupting the morning prayer between the qeriyat shema and the tefillah. 

Lehamtin suggests something that is a regular practice among some Jews, whereas 

63 Jacob Neusner, trans. The Talmud of the Land of Israel: A Preliminary Translation and 
Explanation. (Chicago and London: U. of Chicago, 1984) Berakhot 1: 1 

64Because of the reward mentioned below, this refers to the washing before the meal, and 
therefore the blessing referred to is the Motzi -- the blessing over bread recited before the meal. 
In parallel texts, the washing refers to mayim achronim, and the blessing refers to Birkat 
HaMazon--the grace after meals. See below. 

'1 I I 

'I 
II 

I' I' 

:;..; 



63 

lehaftik might be considered to occur only in extraordinary circumstances. Or, it is 

possible that the midrash uses the word lehamtin to deliberately address a makhloket 

among the Rishonim? There were Rishonim who maintained the injunction to juxtapose 

the shema and the geulah meant that words should not be spoken between them. 

However, if people were quiet for even an hour or more, they maintained that there was 

no reason to fear. Others avoided such an interruption even when there was no 

speaking. 65
. 

This first section is almost exclusively devoted to the idea that joining the shema 

with the teftllah is an important halakhic obligation, for which one who fulfills it merits 

that his prayer will be heard. 

Part B: 
-,:;i:.,::i :i11p1 p1n1 n 11 :ipn1 npm11 n:i11p o.,:i::ii::i n11:i11 ~:;i:1~ n~ ,.,~.,o i":l n11n., ..,,,~ 

.,..,n 1~:;i:~ 1n.,:i l1n:i n1.,~11~1 o.,:i::i1::i n11:i11 nrv111o.,:i::i1::i1:i111 n:i11p o.,:i::i1::i n11:i11 
,np1n1 .,..,n • .,,., m11., ~~., .,.,~~ p11:;i:., ri~ (i~ n.,11rv.,) ·~Jrv np1n1 ~.,nrv l.,J~i :i11p 

.,..,n mrv p"n l~n~ 11.,p..,~ 1111 l~::i~ ,.,~.,o 1:i n11n., ..,,,~ .,:;i:.,::i :i11p1 p1n1 n":ipm 

n~ 111~rv~ n":ipn :i11p11:i~ l1n:i 1n1n~1~~::in~.,1~111 01~rv ,.,:Jr;) :i11p1 ,p1n1 
1~1:i., 1rv:i ~::i l.,.,11n~::in11~1rv cn::i o.,~nn) ·~:irv 1n~::in 

Rabbi Y ehudah bar Simon said: "You find that idol worship is near and 

[yet also] far away, and that the Holy One, blessed be He, is far away and 

[yet also] near. How is it that idol worship is near? An idol worshiper 

does his idol worship and places it inside his own house, and therefore it 

is close. And how is to also far away? As it is written, 'If he cries out to 

it, it will not answer ... .'(Isaiah 46:7)Behold it is far away." And how 

65 "Geulah," Encyclopedia Talmudit [Talmudic Encyclopedia] 
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is the Holy One, blessed be He, far and near? Rabbi Y ehudah said in the 

name of Rabbi Simon: "From here to the firmament is 500 years 

[distance] -- this is far. And how is He close? A person stands and prays 

or meditates in the depths of his heart and the Holy One, blessed be He is 

close [enough] to hear his prayer. As it says, 'You hear prayer and all 

mankind comes to you.' (Ps. 65:3) 

The second section, Part B, focuses on the idea of God's closeness to humanity. 

It explores the paradox of God's apparent transcendence with God's radical immanence. 

Inversely, it also shows the apparent immanence that idolatry provides with their gods' 

ultimate irrelevance. The form of its appearance in our midrash makes it easy to imagine 

how the darshan's presentation would spark the curiosity of the congregation listening to 

this derashah. Both God and idols are depicted as near and far away, simultaneously. 

What is in abstract appearance far away is near in relation to human beings. Inversely, 

what is near in appearance is irrelevant in relation to its efficacy for human beings. This 

piece of our midrash is patterned after another closely related Talmudic aggadah 

(Yerushalmi, Berakhot, Chapter 9, Page 13a, Halakhah 1) attributed to the same rabbi, 

Y ehudah bar Simon: · 

l:l.,n?~ i? itv~ ?ii:'l .,i:'l .,r.i :i.,n:ii ln~ inr.i ini~ i?~rvi iirn 

ij"l~ip ?:i:i ~s~ l~:l :i.,n:i r~ l:ln.,?~ ij.,~ip ?:i:i ij"ln?~ ·n:i ln? ir.l~ i.,?~ l:J"l:Jiip 
?:i:i :iiij' ln? ir.i~ :i.,rvr.i nn~ nr.i ij? mp:i nn.,ni i?~? .,:ii i.,i.,r.i?n i? iir.i~ i.,?~ 

m.,~i n:iiip n.,~ij nir nii:i111ir.i.,o i:i niin., :ii l:ltv:i onj.,::J .,:ii ir.l~i ni:i.,ip .,j.,r.i 

p11i~ ·im n.,:i:i ir.i11 im?~ i:li ~io 'i:'li im?:io., ~n:i ?11 im~rv., ·r.i11~ nr.i npini ~?~ 
ir.l~i imr.i :iiip l.,~i pini n~ij n":ipn ?:i~ ini~r.i 11.,rvi., ~?i 11r.irv., ~?i nir.i.,rv il.1 

?w i.,:i11i njrv p"n l?nr.i 11.,pi? 11.,pir.ii mrv ·i~r.i •n l?nr.i 11.,pi? il?i fi~nr.i .,i? 
~~ npir.io ~:i~ 'i l:lrD:i i:i?n .,:iii n.,:ii:i .,:ii ir.i~i 11.,pii 11.,pi ?:i? pi njrD p"n 11.,pi 

ir.i?i11r.i m:i:'l ~in nr.i:i n~i nirv., l.,.,jr.i nirvl.1 rvr.im mrv ni~r.i ·n l?nr.i ni.,nn .,::J?~ 
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n~ rrnr.i n"::ipm niv.,n'?:i '?'?::Jnr.ii i17:ll7n .,-,in~ i7:l1l71 no:i:m n.,:i'? O:J:J:J t:li~1 
n11 :ipn rrnm l77:ltV., ~i, n'?ipi ml7:i n.,n::JtV pi n:i'? '?l7 ni:lir.l ~.,n mm ·~:itV in'?.,::Jn 
~im ,-,.,:in 1ri~:i n.,ivr.in t:li~:J ~tJl7., .,:J .,:il7'? n'?.,::Jn •:iiv ,.,m.,-i:i '?:J p1 nn'?.,!::ln n~ 

1n~'? n::J:J ,.,m.,-i:i'? :ii-ip ~iniv nm :i11p m'?~ li, iv., .,::i'l l77:li 

[The heretics] responded and asked [Simlai]: "Why is it written, 'For 

what great nation is there that has gods so close [plural, qerovim] at hand 

as is the Lord our God whenever we call upon him'?" He said to them: 

'" ... as is the Lord our God whenever we call upon Him.' 'To them' is 

not written -- alekhem, but rather 'to him'-- elav." His students said to 

him: "Rabbi, you pushed it aside like a straw, but what would you say to 

us?" He said to them: "[The plural use of the word qerovim reflects] the 

many ways [in which God is] ,close. As Rabbi Pinhas said in the name of 

Rabbi Yehudah bar Simon: 'Idol worship appears to be close, but it is far 

away.' What is the reason? 'They must carry it on their backs and 

transport it; [When they put it down, it stands. It does not budge from its 

place. If they cry out to it, it does not answer; It cannot save them from 

their distress.]' (Is. 46:7) In the end, his god is with him in his home and 

he could cry out until he would die and it won't hear him or save him 

from his suffering. But the Holy One, blessed be He, appears to be far 

away, but there is none closer than Him, as Levi said, 'From earth to the 

firmament is 500 years distance, and from the firmament to the next 

firmament is another 500 years. And the width of the darkness of the 

firmament is 500 years. So too for each and every firmament ... See how 
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much higher than the world he is, and yet a person enters the synagogue 

and stands at the lectern and prays silently, and the Holy One, blessed be 

He, hears his prayer, as it is said, 'Now Hannah was praying in her heart; 

only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard. '(I Sam. 1: 13) And 

the Holy One, blessed be He, heard her prayer, and so too for all His 

creatures, as it is said, 'A prayer of the lowly man when he is faint and 

pours forth his plea before the Lord .... '(Ps. 102:1) [A person who 

prays to God] is like a man who whispers into the ear of his friend and he 

hears him. Is there a god closer than this, who is as close as a mouth to an 

ear?" 

If our midrash in Deuteronomy Rabbah is drawing from this sugya from the 

Talmud Yerushalmi, then it is helpful to note what has been borrowed or omitted. In the 

Talmud Y erushalmi, God seems far, but is actually near; idolatry seems near, but is 

actually far. By contrast, Deuteronomy Rabbah's presentation begins with idolatry and 

God on an equal footing; both are near and far. While this aggadic piece from the 

Jerusalem Talmud and our midrash seem to saying the same thing, our midrash's choice 

to begin with God and idolatry as similar with respect to being both near and far 

increases the tension and the anticipation for a congregation listening to this homily. 

The finale of the Talmudic piece is an extremely compelling image -- one who prays is 

as ifhe were speaking into God's ear. In Deuteronomy Rabbah's abridgement of this 

aggadah, this is omitted. That section centers around a prooftext about Hannah. It may 

I' 
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be intentionally left out of the halakhic proem in an attempt to link the word tefillah 

exclusively with the Amidah prayer and not prayer in general. 

This excerpt from the Y erushalmi also provides an additional explanation of how 

Part B came to our midrash. This sugya includes our sidra verse, 

i.,'?~ O.,:Jiip o.,n'?~ i'? itV~ '?ii:\ .,i:i. .,?:l, in its discussion. Therefore, this aggadic 

piece about the paradox of a transcendent God who is close enough to hear prayer is 

already connected to our sidra verse in its proximity as it occurs here. 

PartC 

l7"tV:Ji n":ipn .,:i::i'? iii i?:l~ 
o'?iv :i',:i 1'?:::t~ l.,~:i l.,~iv ll1i~ n:il7n '?~ T:iti'? '?'?tinn'? o.,~:i o'?il7n l1i7:li~ i.,n.,iv:i 

in'? r~:ii n1~ ll1i:::t r~ii lni ll1i~ mil7 m.,~i in'?iv l:l.,:J':li':l l1ii:Jl7 '?:::t~ l.,:l'?in ~"~ 
in7:l O:il7 ~i,i ·n '?l7 l7.,tVi7:l l.,~i il7itV., (n., 1o·:i'?nn1 oiv) ·:iiv ll1i~ n:il7n ~i, nn~ =-i~ 1'?:::t~ 

'?~1iv.,iv:i '?:i~ o:il7 ~'?i ·n '?l71'?~~ i~i:i.,iv:i'?i in',iv o.,:i:::>i:i l1ii:Jl7'? il7itV., il7itV., 
i'? i?:l~ .,pi~ .,n'?~ .,:i:il7 .,~1p:i (i 10.,'?nn; oiv) ·~:iiv i:in'?til1 l77:ltV i.,?:l l'?:::t~ l.,~..,ip 

cno n.,l7tV.,) ·~:iiv o:in~ ml7~ .,:i~ .,:i~1pn ~'?iv il7 ,.,.,n .,:i:il7 .,~1p:i l1i7:l~ n?:l n":ipn 
.,i:i. .,?:l .,:i l.,:il7:i i:i.,1piv n7:l7:l l.,:l7:l Ol1~ ~'?~ 111n~ n?:li~ .,i, l.,~iv ml7~ .,:i~i i~ip., OitJ 

.'?ii:\ 

David said before the Holy One, blessed be He: "Master of the Universe. 

When the nations of the world come before you to pray do not answer 

them, because they do not come to You with a whole heart. Rather, they 

[first] go to their houses of idol worship but [their idols] do not answer 

them. Out of their suffering they come to your house, so even You should 

not answer them, as it is written, 'They cried out, but there was none to 

deliver, [cried] to the Lord, but He did not answer them.' (Ps. 18 :42) 

What does 'they cried out' mean? They cried out to their idol worship. 

But when they enter Your house, they ' [cried] to the Lord, but He did not 
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answer them.' But when Israel calls to You, immediately You hear our 

prayer, as it says, 'When 1 call, answer me, 0 God my vindicator!' (Ps. 

4:2)" The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: "Why did you say 

'When I call out, answer me .... '? By your life, even when you do not 

cry out to Me, I will answer You, as it says, 'Before they will call, I will 

answer them ... , ' (Isaiah 65 :24) because I have no other nation except 

you." What prooftext supports this? From that which we read: "For what 

great nation is there that has a god so close at hand as is the Lord our God 

whenever we call upon Him." (Deut. 4:7) 

In Part C, the midrash presents a different understanding of the universalism or 

particularism of humanity's approach to God in prayer. Part Bis primarily concerned 

with establishing the idea that God hears the prayers of human beings, ir.lil7 t:li~tV 

i:Jt, lin:J ii1ii1r.li t,t,::inr.il In contrast, Part C establishes that only Jews are close 

i:int,::in imrv .,.,r.i. Part B concludes with the quotation from Psalm 65:3:i~i:J., itV:J t,::J. 

Part C begins with David's urging to God that He should not accept the prayers of non-

Jews. The midrash's redactor puts David, the author of the Psalms, in a position to argue 

against his own words. The midrash's need to address the issue of non-Jews who pray 

to the one God may reflect an anti-Moslem polemic added in a later stage. In the eyes of 

its authors, Moslems turned to God only after realizing that their idol worship was 

unsuccessful. Even as they come to God because of their suffering, God will not respond 

to their prayers. Part Bis universal -- adam sh 'mitpalel, while C rules out the 



69 

possibility that non-Jews who pray to God might be heard. According to C, God only 

hears Jews' prayers. 

There are other contradictions between these sections which merit attention. The 

message of Part A is that the juxtaposition of the she ma with the tefillah will ensure that 

one's prayers will be heard. Part B suggests that God hears prayer unconditionally, 

Not only does acceptance of prayer not require the juxtaposition of particular prayers, but 

also prayer may not even require articulation at all. In Part B, one could argue that even 

unspoken meditations of the heart, i:i'? 1iri:i il1i1i~i may be acceptable. It could be 

argued that heartfelt prayer is the prime message. Part C goes further in suggesting that 

· God is so close to us we don't even need to articulate the prayer for God to hear it. 

Rather, He responds to us before we call to him, ml7~ .,~~, i~1p., Oi~. 

One element which links these three sections is the idea of closeness. Part A is 

concerned with the closeness between the shema and the tejilah. It is about "tekhefim" 

in time. Part Bis about the closeness of God to humanity-- techefim in space.66 Finally, 

C clarifies that such a closeness to God is reserved only for Jews. While A does not use 

the word karov, it is in essence all about the closeness or proximity of actions. Sections 

B and C use the work karov specifically. 

The word tejillah in Parts Band C provide an additional link to Part A. Part A 

uses the word tefillah as regard to the tefillah -- the Amida. Parts B and C most likely 

66 Baruch Feldstern, lecture at Pardes Institute, Jerusalem, 1996. 
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refer to tefillah as prayer in general. An editor of our midrash may have applied those 

references to the tefillah- the Amida. 

Part A: 

Part B: 

Part C: 

Part A's concern with the juxtaposition of the amida with the qeriyat shema are 

further linked to Part B and Part C in a somewhat subtle fashion. Both Part B and Part C 

contain allusions or word plays which connect back to the topic of qeriyat shema and 

tefilah. Part A concludes with the words: ~ii., i.,?:l t,t,::in:ii !V"p ~ip tl~i 

int,::in !"1~ l7i?:l!Vt,. There is an allusion to shema and tefillah in the language that is 

ijnt,::in imiv i.,?:l, Here, not only are the words almost synonymous with the words in 

Part A, but even includes the words qorin and qeriyat shema in the same line. The 

''peshat" is that God hears our prayers immediately. But, the "derash," apparent in the 

word play, suggests that "Israel recites to You shema and then their tefillah." On the 

surface, the darshan is speaking of prayer in the most general sense. But the words 

provide a word link to the midrash's more specific concern of the techef required 
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between the shema and the tefillah. 

These two links do not fully resolve the overwhelming contradictions inherent in 

each section. In some way, the rabbis must equate moving directly from the shema to the 

amida with approaching God with a whole heart. While Part A alone, or its Talmudic 

parallels, is concerned that pious Jews juxtapose these two central prayers, its use in the 

context of this midrash works the other way. Part A maintains that if a Jew prays the 

geulah joined with the Amidah, God will hear their prayers. However, the midrash as a 

whole suggests that Jews, that nation which prays the geulah juxtaposed with the 

Amidah, have their prayers heard by God. God hears their prayers, not because of the 

juxtaposition, but because of the representation of the juxtaposition. Their prayers and 

· petitions follow from an awareness of their historical redemption. Therefore, they pray 

so that God will hear their prayers. For Jews, God did answer us in the past. This is the 

theme of the geulah for which the halakhic question is concerned. Therefore, Jews 

approach God with the certainty that He will answer. Perhaps this historical awareness, 
,: : 

' I,,':, 

demonstrated by the recitation of the ge 'ulah, constitutes whole-hearted prayer according 

the rabbis. Non-Jews inherently have doubts because they have not experienced God's 

redemption. If this is indeed a polemic against Islam, it would provide an additional 

explanation of why our midrash attaches the issue of God hearing prayer with the earlier 

halakhic requirements of juxtaposing the shema with the tefillah. The geulah is all about 

the historical redemption which God performed for the Jewish people exclusively 

because of His special closeness to us. In light of such an historical event, God's 

relationship to the Jewish people and their relationship to Him is greater than any other 

- - ·E&rt 
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nation. Their relationship with God is singular and unique. They are the ones, after all, 

who recognize His singularity through the recitation of the shema. Without such an 

experience, they cannot approach God with a full heart, that is, with certainty and faith 

like Jews. That certainty links the special status of Jews in Part C to the liturgical 

necessity in Part A. By connecting with our unique historical experience, we create the 

right state of mind and heart to approach God in the tefillah. "The Talmud stresses the 

importance of joining the shemona esrai to the idea of redemption, lismoch ge 'ulah 

litfilah ... Our petitions and prayers (in the shemona esrai, should grow out of historical 

experience, ge 'ulah."67 

3. Talmud Yerushalmi (Berachot, Chapter 1, Page 2d, Halakhah 1) 

NO" ":Ji t:J'lf'.:l:m:J i1:J?i1 l:lni" 'i t:Jtv:J ~0" ":Ji ni:;i:n il7 t:J"il'.:liN t:J'lf'.:l:Jni 'O"tl 

l"po11nr.ii m:;i:n t:Jiip 11r.irv i1""iP linN Nn"iiN:J Npo11nr.i 1in.,11:i l"N N""i:Jn? iptir.i 
Niipn .,m :J":;!:"i nr.iN inN t:J"i:Ji il'.:lNtv i1i7.:lN n.,n',.,r.i t::i"r.i:Jn:J n::;,?nrv nir.iN n.,n?.,r.i 

Niipn l":J nr.i in:iin .,,., N~" N? :Jil7:J in:iin .,,., N~., intv:i 'o:i::;,n n.,:i:i 11r.irv nN 

Ti~ t::iiN iil'.:lN 011~ nr.i ~Oi" :ii orv:i N:Jii1 ":Ji n":Jil7:J Niipn l":J nr.ii n"intv:i 
t::i"i:Ji ir.i~ l"Ntv i1i7.:lN n.,n?"l'.:l l"P"tr.in nN n"i:Ji1? ?.,:irv:i :Jil7:J in.,:i:i 11r.irv niip? 

i1ii1 j:J ":Jr.in:i i:J ?Nir.ltv ":Ji l:J il'.:lN 'l:Jf'.:ln:J i:J ?Nir.ltv 'l:Jii i1"n?.,r.i :J'l:;);'li l"17.:lN inN 

N:Jl7r.ltv7.:l N""tiip 'l:J'l:J il'.:l~r.l Ni"l7t ":Ji i1ii1i i10ii:1 :ipl7" ":Ji ?:ipr.i i1ii1 i1ii:J"l7? n.,n:i 

":Ji N7.:ll7~ "Nl'.:li i1"n:J"tv i:\ i1":J"7.:l l7ptv 'ii1i il7 "iPi itni "iP i1ii1i l77.:ltv "iP i1ii1 Ti1 
?11 o:i:i:i?:J iil'.:lN i~~nn ?Ni it:ii ir.in:i i:J ?Nir.itv ":Ji orv:i "ir.in ~ti.,?nn 'ii NnN 

t::i"iir.im "iP "i? p l7tVii1" ":Jii N:i.,?ti "i? i:i l7tvin" 'ii i1"n?.,r.i n?o ir.liii o::;,:i::;,rvr.i 
'i ir.li n"intV ?rv :J":;!:"i nr.iN:i n? inti :J":;!:"i nr.iN inN t::i"i:Ji ir.liN l"N ":Jn Nili nin:i 

t::i"i" n?.,~:i? ~:Jn i1~"ntv n::;,.,r.io? ~:Jn in mti":Jn rv?rv i1"r.li" i:J N:JN 'i orv:i Ni"l7t 
i1:Ji:J t::i"i" n?.,~:i? ~:Jn ~ntvi lr.lOi i1~"ntv n::;,.,r.io? ~:Jn n?.,tin n?iN:i? ~:Jn n:Ji:J 

i1"in:i :J"n:J nr.i "ti "ir.lN li~i? i"i1" n?.,tin n?iN:i? ~:Jn ·n nN i:Ji:Ji tvip t::i:J"i" iNtv 

?iotl l"N i1~"ntv? i1:J"r.l0 ~:Jin Nii1tv "r.l ?::;, li:J ":Ji 'l:J "Oi" ":Ji ir.lN i1i~ t:Ji'l:J 'i1 l:ll7" 
i1iil7o nniN::i :ii~pr.i i~rvn l"N n:Ji:J t:J"i" n?.,~:i? ~:Jin Nii1tv .,r.i ?:Ji pip iniN:J 11:ii:i 

N:J~ Ni"lH ":Ji ir.lN t:Ji"i1 iniN:J :'ii~pr.i l~tvi1 l"N n?.,tin? n?iN:\ ~:Jin Nii1tv "r.l ?:Ji 

67 Elie Munk, The World of Prayer: Commentary and Translation of the Daily Prayer 
CNew York: Feldheim, 1954) 119. 
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~.,n i:i1 .,:i.., n.,-, ,..,~~ ,.,tJ_,E:l., o-m ~",:ii~ ~.,1::i:i~:i n.,.,~n.,~i n",.,E:ln", n",i~::i n.,ti:in 
n",.,£Jn n",i~::i", =-pin i:i.,~to .,~ ",:i .,~~ 1 11 ~ ,.,tJ-,E:l t::i.,:in~ ,.,tJ.,i£J ,.,:in .,iv:i.,~ .,:i:i n.,~ 

top:i~ ~in.n~ l7.,.,-, ~~., 1-,~ ",ro inn::l ",?J p.,n..,m ~:ito 1-,~ ",ro i:Jm~", n~,., 'in m~", 
.::i.,",E:ln ~in iil7 ::i"'",E:lnto ,~~r.ii 

a. Translation 

[Returning to the discussion from our Mishna, where it said, "The Sages 

held [it was permissible to recite the shema ] until midnight." Rabbi 

Y osa said in the name of Rabbi Y ohanan: "The halakhah follows the 

Sages." Rabbi Yosa instructed his students: "If you want to engage in 

Torah study all night, recite the qeriyat shema before midnight and then 

continue learning." From his words, we derive that the halakhah is like 

the Sages. [We also] derive from his words that he said things after emet 

v 'yatziv. But, it states in a Baraita: "He who recites the shema at the 

synagogue in the morning has fulfilled his obligation. However, in the 

evening [reciting the shema in the synagogue] he does not fulfill his 

obligation." What is the difference between reciting [the shema] in the 

morning and the evening? Rabbi Huna said in the name of Rabbi Y osef: 

"What is the reason? They said: A man needs to recite the shema in his 

house in the evening in order to drive out demons." We derive from his 

words that one does not say [any] words after emet v 'yatziv. But from the 

words of Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani, we derived that one can [say 

words after em et v 'yatziv]. When Rabbi Shmuel bar N achmani would go 

down to [declare] the leap year, he would he would be received by Rabbi 

' 'I 
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Ya'akov Grusa. Rabbi Ze'ira would hide between the closets to hear how 

he would recite the shema. He would recite it again and again until he fell 

asleep. What is the reason [one recites the shema at bedtime]? Rabbi 

Acha and Rabbi Takhlifta, his son-in-law, in the name of Rabbi Shmuel 

bar Nachman [said]: "'So tremble, and sin no more; ponder it on your 

bed, and be still.'(Ps. 4:5)" The words of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi 

contradict this [teaching that nothing should be said after the qeriyat 

shema]. For Rabbi Joshua ben Levi would recite Psalms afterwords. Its 

was taught [in a baraita mentioned above]: "One does not recite any 

words after emet v 'yatziv." [This apparent contradiction] can be resolved 

by [saying that the baraita and the words of Shmuel bar Nahman refer to] 

emet veyatziv of the morning prayers. 

Rabbi Ze'ira said in the name of Rabbi Abba bar Yermiyahu: 

"There are three cases in which one must juxtapose without interruption 

two consecutive actions: The juxtaposition of the laying on of hands to 

the slaughtering; the juxtaposition of washing the hands with the blessing; 

and the juxtaposition of the geulah with the tefillah. [The basis for] the 

juxtaposition of the laying on of hands to the slaughtering is the proximity 

of the words 'And you shall lay hands'(Lev. 1:4) with 'And you shall 

slaughter' (Lev.1 :5). [The basis for] the juxtaposition of washing the 

hands with the blessing is, 'Lift your hands toward the sanctuary and bless 

the Lord.' (Ps. 134:2) [The basis for] the juxtaposition of the geulah with 
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the tefillah is the proximity of the verses, 'May the words of my mouth 

[and the prayer of my heart be acceptable to You, 0 Lord my Rock and 

Redeemer]' (Ps. 19:15) and afterwards it is written, 'May the Lord 

answer you in time of trouble ... '(Ps. 20:2)." Rabbi Yosi son of Rabbi 

Bun said: "Anyone who juxtaposes the laying on of hands with the 

slaughtering there is no concern of invalidating that sacrifice. And 

anyone who juxtaposes washing of the hands with the blessing, Satan will 

not conspire against him at that meal. And anyone who juxtaposes the 

geulah with the tefillah, Satan will not conspire against him that day." 

Rabbi Ze'ira said: "I juxtaposed the geulah with the tefillah, and I was 

drafted through the tax service to carry of myrtle tree to the palace." They 

said to him: "Rabbi, ss that such a big deal? There are people who would 

pay to visit the palace." Rabbi Ami said: "Anyone who does not 

juxtapose the geulah to the tefillah, to what can he be compared? To the 

beloved friend of the king who comes and knocks on the door of the king. 

He goes out to see who it is and finds that he has departed. So, the king 

also leaves." 

b. Analysis 

While this midrash in Deuteronomy Rabbah closely parallels the Y erushalmi, 

there are some significant pieces that the midrash does not choose to borrow from the 

Y erushalmi. In both, the order is the same, allowing the aggadic piece which follows 

each of them to focus primarily on the juxtaposition of the she ma with the tefillah. The 
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Y erushalmi provides a prooftext for each of the three tekhefim, though these proof texts 

seems more asmakhtot than the basis for halakhic derivation. Only one of the three is 

from the Torah (tekhef lesmikha shehita). The remaining two are from Psalms. Looking 

more closely at these "prooftexts" however, it is noteworthy how they work as proofs. 

Both the prooftexts for tekhef lesmikha shehita as well as for tekhef ligeulah tefillah are 

based on the proximity of two verses in the Torah, each of which represents one of the 

actions at hand. That is, the proximity of the Bible verses parallels the proximity of the 

actions at hand. Just as these verses are close, so too should these actions be close. 

Choosing this hermeneutic to provide a stronger basis for the juxtaposition of these 

actions is especially subtle and creative. 

When one examines the rewards mentioned in the Y erushalmi for juxtaposing the 

actions mentioned, two significant differences emerge between the midrash in 

Deuteronomy Rabbah and the Yerushalmi's aggadah. First, there is a difference in the 

use of the word muvtach. Whereas the Yerushalmi uses the more objective ein, the 

midrash prefers muvtach perhaps as a way of emphasizing issues of bitahon, meaning 

religious faith and certainty. Perhaps, for the midrash, this is an explanation of why the 

geulah precedes the Amidah. "When one mentions the geulah -- that our ancestors 

trusted (shebatehu) in the Lord and He saved them-- and then immediately recites the 

tefillah, he is found to also trust in the Lord, that He will answer him like He answered 

Israel. Trust in the main principle of fear and faith."68 The midrash, more than the 

aggadic excerpt from the Y erushalmi, is concerned with promoting a message of the 

68 Tosafot Rabbeinu Yitzhaq 
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Jew's faith in God which allows his prayers to be heard by God. The Yerushalmi does 

not have such an agenda in this context. It concerns itself with the techefim themselves, 

without any statement about the efficacy of non-Jewish prayer. 

Second, it is notable that the rewards for juxtaposing the shema with the tefillah 

are different in the two texts. According to Deuteronomy Rabbah, joining the shema and 

the tejillah ensures that one's prayer will be heard. For the Yerushalmi, however, such a 

juxtaposition ensures that Satan will not conspire against that person the entire day. The 

Yerushalmi 's statement makes the retort of Rabbi Ze'ira possible. The midrash, 

concerned chiefly with the idea that God hears our prayers is better served by suggesting 

that the reward is that God will hear the prayer. Despite the problem this poses for 

. thematic consistency in the midrash (as mentioned above, namely, if God hears prayers 

of the heart, why would one need to juxtapose it to the shema in order to ensure that it 

would be heard?), it narrows the issue to "hearing prayer." If the midrash had chosen to 

include the Yerushalmi's statement including Rabbi Ze'ira's retort, then the clarity of the 

midrash's message would have become clouded. The Yerushalmi's presentation is far 

more dialectic than the midrash is interested in being in its presentation of the cause and 

effect of juxtaposing these prayers. 

4. Babylonian Talmud, Masekhet Berakhot 42a 

.,,.,~ in.,.,~p? in.,.,~ in.,.,niil7o i~~i in:i ,1m :iii n.,i:i ~Jin :ii .,:i? l7?p.,~ ~::i::i :ii 
i?:l~ - ??i:J~?~ iio~ i~~ i~ n? i:lO ~? :n.,? .,i~~ .?.,:J~ ~pi ~::i::i :ii ?prv ,?:J.,~? 

in.,.,~ 1.,~ ~:Jn ip.,?oi in:i? ,~m?~ tv.,i .,:i? il7?p.,~ ~i.,i .,:iii ~:ii .i~n~ p?o :in? 
n? i:io ~? :n.,? i~~ .?.,:J~ ~? ~i.,i .,:iii ?.,:J~ ~:ii ,~ni?~ rv.,i .,:ir.i ~:.ino.,i m? iiitv 

.,J.,:J~o ~m?~ tv.,ii ~:Jn~ lJ~ :n.,? i~~ - ??i:J~?~ iiO~ p?o i~ 
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ir.i~; ~n .,:::i ~?~ ,~nn:s.mrv "ji1 ?:::i:::i ~n:::i?n n"?i .1? ~:i:Jl7r.i ~ilrvr.i - ~iltVl:):J lj"?".:tii 
,n?::in n?i~.:t? :i:in ,iT~"iltV n:::i.,r.io? :i:::in :1n ni::i.,:::in rv?rv ,:ii ir.i~ .,rv~ i:i ~""il ":Ji 

:ir.l~jrv ,i1:Ji~ 0"1.:l:Jil "i"r.i?n? :i:::in :ir.l~j ij~ :i~ ,"":J~ ir.i~ .iT:Ji:J O"i" n?"~j? :i:::in 
'iT 1i:J"i +~"? n.,rv~i:i+ :ir.i~jrv ,~:::inr.i ~r.i.,~ n"l7:J"~ .1??.:i:i 'i1 "j:Ji:J"i +'? n.,rv~i:i+ 

.:ioi" ??.:i:i "i~r.in n":i n~ 

a. Translation 

Rav Papa was invited to the home of Rav Huna, the son of Rav Natan. 

After they completed their meal, they brought things to eat before them. 

Rav Papa took and ate [from them]. They said to him: "Sir, do you not 

hold by the opinion that [once the meal is] finished, eating is forbidden?" 

He said to them: "Say [rather] when it is cleared away, [it is forbidden to 

eat]." Rava and Rabbi Zera were invited to the home of the exilarch. 

After they cleared away the table before them, they sent them a portion 

[of food] from the house of the exilarch. Rava ate, but Rabbi Zera did not 

eat. [Rabbi Zera] said to him [Rava]: "Sir, do you not hold by the opinion 

[that once the meal is]cleared away, it is forbidden to eat?" He said to 

him: "We rely on the table of the exilarch [that is, we expect that we have 

not completed the meal and more food may be brought]." 

Rav said: "He who is accustomed to using oil [as a way of 

marking the conclusion of the meal], the oil holds up [the conclusion of 

the meal]." Rav Ashi said: "When we were at the house of Rav Kahane, 

he said to us: 'for those of us who are accustomed to annointing [with oil 

at the conclusion of a meal], the oil holds up [the conclusion of the 
' ' 
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meal]."' The halakhah is not like any of the previous views, but rather 

. like that which Rabbi Hiya bar Ashi said in the name of Rav: "There are 

three cases in which one must juxtapose without interruption two 

consecutive actions: The juxtaposition of the laying on of hands with the 

slaughtering; the juxtaposition of the geulah with the tefillah; and the 

juxtaposition of washing the hands [after the meal] with the blessing 

[after meals69
]." Abaye said: "We even say the juxtaposition of [seeing] a 

sage with [the recitation of] the blessing, as it is said, ' ... The Lord has 

blessed me on your account.' (Gen. 30:27) If you want, say another proof 

from here, 'The Lord blessed the house of the Egyptian on Joseph's 

account' (Gen. 39:5). 

b. Analysis 

There is no Tannaitic material in these sugyot. Mostly, the statements read like 

one Amoraic layer, spanning several generations. The oldest pieces are those attributed 

to Rav, a first generation Amara. 

,nt,:::iM nt,i~~i, ~:m ,nt.:i.,nrv n:;,.,r.iot, ~:JM :1n m:::i.,:JM rvt,rv ,:ii ii:!~ .,rv~ i:i ~.,.,n .,:ii 

:ir.i~~rv ,il:Ji:i o.,r.i:;,n .,i.,r.it,Mi, ~:JM :ir.i~~ ,~~ ~~ ,.,.,:i~ ii:!~ .il:Ji:i t:J.,i., Mi,.,t.:i~i, ~:JM 

69Here, the washing refers to mayim achronim and the blessing to birkat hamazon. 

'I',·, 
" 

I 

, ',I, 
! 

,,l:~ 



80 

The Stam here seems to contribute more to the editing of the midrash, as opposed 

to the content. The Stam, in the context of the Talmud's discussion of those things that 

hold up the conclusion of the meal, brings in an earlier Amoraic statement as if it negates 

.... ji1 m::i.,:in rv?rv ,:Ji ir.l~ .,rv~ i:J . By doing so,the Stam suggests that it is mayim 

achronim and not oil which concludes the meal. The problem is both statements are 

attributed to Rav, and neither is mutually exclusive. Saying that oil can be used to 

conclude a meal does not contradict the fact that mayim achronim must be followed 

immediately by birkat hamazom. 

The agenda of the Stam seems to be the same here as the agenda of the earlier 

a:moraim. Like them, he is concerned largely with the question of when the meal 

concludes, and the point after which diners are not permitted to eat until the recitation of 

grace after meals. The Stam maintains that there is no halakhah concerning postponing 

the grace after meals until after one has annointed his hands with oil. Rather, he 

maintains the the halakhic concern related to the conclusion of the meal is that the mayim 

achronim is immediately followed by the grace after meals. 

Here, in contrast with both the sugyot in the Y erushalmi and our midrash from 

Deuteronomy Rab bah, the phrase techef linitalat yada 'im beracha is interpreted by the 

Stam to refer to mayim achronim and the birkat hamazom. This is why he deems it 

pertinent to the sugyot. Had he understood it as the Y erushalmi and Deuteronomy 

Rabbah do, it would lend nothing to the discussion of what actions indicate the 

conclusion of the meal. 
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The order of the three techefim are different here as well. In the Y erushalmi, the 

final techef dealt with the juxtaposition of the she ma to the tefillah. Having concluded 

with that, the Y erushalmi 's aggadic section continued its focus on that issue alone. The 

list concludes with the techef of that section with which it is primarily concerned. Here 

in the Bavli, this passage occurs in a sugya concerned chiefly with the conclusion of the 

meal. Therefore, it makes sense that it ends with techef linitilat yada 'im beracha. 

The attributions are different as well. The Y erushalmi attributes this passage to 

Abba bar Yermiah, while the Bavli attributes it to Rav. While both of these two rabbis 

were one generation apart, they haled from Babylonia. There may have been some 

uncertainty as to the attribution. Both may have used this dictum, but for different 

actions: the berakhah prior to the meal for one, and birkat hamazom for the other. 

The terse development of this section also argues for a radically different agenda 

in the Bavli. Unlike the development in the Y erushalmi, with its list of rewards for 

juxtaposing these actions, and prooftexts providing support from the Tanakh, the passage 

in the Bavli is brought in only for purposes of clarifying at what point a meal ends. It is 

not interested specifically in these tekhefim, in the results from abiding by them, nor in 

the kind of efficacy the stated rewards yield. Rather, its purpose is to establish that there 

is a custom of mayim achronim after which the birkat hamazon must be recited. 
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Chapter Three: Analysis of Third Halakhic Petihta (Deva rim Rab bah 4) 

o.,r.i:m iJta l';) n:r1n m.,1p:i mn';)1nn n,..ip? 1? 1n1r.i ~n.,ra 1nr.i ?~1ra.,r.i Oi~ n';)?n 
,.,p.,tn:ir.i ,.,~ nr.i? 'lJ.,nl:li iJiir.i? ,o?'l';) n~ ~11p in~ ~s~ m??p:i rp.,tn::ir.i ,.,~ 

fipn ?~i O~r.ll'1 ',~ .,J:l •n iO'lr.l (:i .,?tar.i) :iin';)ta .,5:1', ~ir.i:i i:l ~.,.,n .,:li ir.l~ ni??p:i 
,.,~ nr.i? ~"i ,1?1';) n~ ~iip in~ ~s~ r~1p r~1p mn';)'lnn n~ tal7n s~ inn'.:)in:i 
.,i,:i';) ?11 .,n:in';) .,J~ n":ipn 1r.i~ .,,? . .., ora:i l.,J';)Oi 11ra1n., .., .. ~ m??p:i l.,p.,05:1r.i 

t:l~ i~.,';) li:inr.i .,J~, r??pnr.i .,J:i ,.,n.,ra rin n11ra ,.,~ i1i~:i .,';)J~ ir.il7 (~~ o.,?nn) 
n.,J5:1? =O.,r.il75:1 ':l= 5:1":1 li:ir.i ,.,~ra .,,..,p, .,,..,p ,.,~ n:i1n m.,1p mn';)inn n~ 1~1p., 

ni:::i1:i on? .,nnJ on111? ~s n":ipn 1r.i~ .,..,r.i~ v:i1 ,s,';) n~ ~11p in~ ~s~ n.,..,n~s, 
v.,1pra nr.ir.i ,.,Jr.i i';)ta i?o.,ra .,i';) nm~ i1n:i.,ra n:i10 lii 1r.,~ jl7.,im? ~s~ m??p1 

.•i:ii t:J';).,J5:1? 1mJ .,';)J~ n~.., ,.,Jl7:i 

1. Text in Translation 

According to Jewish law, is it permitted for an Israelite to read the 

rebukes [in the Torah] in many readings? Such taught the Sages: "We do 

not divide the curses, but rather 9ne person reads all of them." Our rabbis 

taught us why we do not break up the curses. Rabbi Hiya bar Gamda 

said: "Because it is written, ' Do not reject the discipline of the Lord, my 

son; do not abhor His rebuke.' -- do not make the rebukes into small 

pieces --qotzim qotzim, but rather have one person read them all." 

Another opinion: Why do we not divide up the curses? Rabbi Y ehoshua 

said in the name of Rabbi Levi: "The Holy One, blessed be He, has said: I 

have written about my glory 'I will be with him in suffering ... .' (Ps. 

91: 15) It is not within the line of justice that My children be suffering 

and I be blessed. How would this be the case? If you read the rebukes 

[divided into] many readings, many people will say the blessing twice, 

before and after. Rather one person should read them all." Our rabbis 
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said: "The Holy One blessed be He, said: 'It is not for your detriment that 

I gave you blessings and curses, but rather to announce to you that which 

is the good path, in order that you will choose it so that you will get a 

reward.' What is the basis for this [in Scripture]? From that which we 

read regarding "See, I give you the blessing and the curse .... " 

(Deut. 11 : 26) 

An analysis of this petihta requires us to examine the related halakhic material 

found in the Mishna and the Talmudim. An extensive discussion of our midrash will 

follow the discussion of the material which serves as a source for much of its content. 

2. Mishnah, Megillah 3:6 

n.rv:s.m:i nii~l?b:J t:i:i.,rvin .,rv~i:ii t:J.,rvin .,rv~i:i p~~l? ~:i.,, t:J.,ii::i:i t:J.,~.,rv:i:i n:ii:in:i 

"l:Jrl':J ,~,:in~ ~iip in~~~~ ni~~p:i rp.,oe:ib r~ ni~~pi ni:ii:i nr1:il7n:i n.,rv~i:J 
(~":J ~ip.,i) i~~:Jrl' ii:irvnn l~ t:Jn~ l.,~,l? r~i liiO:J riip nn:i~:i n:irv:ii .,rv.,~n:ii 

i:i~r:i in~i in~ ~:i riip in.,rv ini:im ~~irv., "l:J:J ~~ ·n "lil?ib n~ nrv~ i:Ji.,, 

[The designated Torah reading for] Hanukkah is [the one dealing with the]· chieftains 

(Numbers 7). On Purim, "And Amalek came ... " (Exodus 17:8-17). On Rosh Hodesh, 

"And at the beginning of your months ... "(Numbers 28: 11 ). During the posting [of a 

division of popular representatives deputed to accompany the daily services in the 

Temple with prayers], the acts of creation. On fast days, the blessings and curses. Do 

not break up the curses, but rather one person should read them all. On Mondays and 

Thursdays, and at the afternoon service of the Sabbath, read according to their order. But 

these readings do not affect the total of what is read the following Shabbat. [What is the 

reason that special Torah portions are designated for special days?] As it is written, 
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"Moses declared the festivals of the Lord to the children oflsrael" (Lev. 23:44) -- he 

commanded them to read each and every one in its time. 

3. Talmud Yerushalmi (Megillah, Chapter 3, Page 74b, Halakhah 7) 

?~ ~1r.i:t i:i n.,.,n .,:ii ir.i~ m??p:i ,.,p.,o::Jr.i ,.,~ 'n n::i?n 
.,:i:i in.,rv ,.,.,:i i:i.,~ i1 11 :ipn ir.l~ .,i? .,:Ji ir.l~ t:l.,~ip t:l.,~ip i1tVl7n ?~ inn::iin:i ripn 
1r.ii11 ~inrv m ~?~nm t:111~r.i ~? 1i:i .,:ii .,:i noi., .,:ii ir.i~ li:inr.i .,:i~i t:1.,??pnr.i 

min :ii? ?~rv .,~~::J i:J .,i? :ii~ i:i1:i t:1nim :ii~ i:i1:i nm::J ~n.,rv l.,i~ niin:i mip? 
n::ii:i 1i11~ l? ,.,~ n.,? ir.i~ 1n.,in~?i 1n.,:i::J? li:i.,i 1n 1i:i.,ip.,., inr.i n.,.,iii~ ,.,?.,~ 

nn::Ji:t1~i::JO1mi., 'i 'iin n:irvr.i:irv m??pi t:1.,:in::i niin:irv m??p ~?~ i.,in~?i i.,:i::J? 
n.,? ir.i~ n.,in~?i n.,:i::J? li:ir.ii i~:in ni.,rv .,ip ~i::JO ~:ii:i~ i:i? ~r.in ~:in? nn:i 

n?~nrv.,~ 1n.,in~?i 1n.,:i::J? n::ii:i m:ii11~ mi.,rvn ?::i ir? n~ ,.,.,.,~i n.,? ir.i~ p ,.,.,:i11i 
i.,in~?i i.,:i::J? n::ii:i 1i11~ l? ,.,~ .,i? p 11rvin., .,:ii t:1rv:i 1ir.i.,o .,:ii 1i? ir.i~ 1ir.i.,o 1i? 
in:i~ i"~ 'iin mrvr.i:irv 1i??pi c:i.,:in::i niin:irv m??pi mi:i.,1n nirvl7i t:1.,n ni.,rv ~?~ 

~.,pio::J .,mr.iin 1i:i .,:ii .,:i noi., .,:ii mi:i.,1n nirvl7:i ,.,i:i1 r~i:i .,n11r.irv ~? .,:i~ 
niin:i c:inmm nm::Jn ,.,~ l::l ~?:i 1n.,in~?i 1n.,:i::J? n::ii:i 1.,:ii11~ niin mrvr.i1 ~.,.,in~ 

n::i.,i~ p? n.,in~?i n.,:i::J? li:ir.i 
a. Translation 

"Do not break up the curses ... "Rav Hiya bar Gamda said," [The basis 

for this is in the verse], '[Do not reject the discipline of the Lord, my son;] 

do not abhor (taqotz) His rebuke.' - - - Do not break them up into small 

pieces --qotzim, qotzim." Rabbi Levi said: "The Holy One, blessed be He, 

said, 'It is unjust just that my children be cursed while I am blessed.'" 

Rabbi Y osi said in the name of Rav Bun: "It is not for this reason but 

rather because he who stands to read from the Torah needs to begin with a 

good matter and end with a good matter." Levi bar Pasti asked Rav Huna 

about those curses in Deuteronomy [which begin with the words 'cursed 

be ... ']: "Does one person read them all and say the blessing before them 

I ' 
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and after them?" He [Huna] said to him [Levi bar Pasti]: "There is no 

requirement for a blessing before and after [any Torah reading] except for 

the curses in Leviticus as well as those in Deuteronomy." Rabbi Yonatan 

the scribe from Gupta came down here. He saw Bar Abuna the scribe 

reading the Song of the Well (Numbers 21: 17) and he blessed before and 

after [reading it]. He [Rabbi Yonatan] said to him [Bar Abuna]: "Is this 

what is <loner' He [Bar Abuna] said to him [Rabbi Yonatan]: "Still [you 

are unsure] of this? All of the Songs require a blessing before them and 

after them." When the question was asked to Rabbi Simon, he said to 

them in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi: "A blessing is not 

required before and after the reading [of Scripture] except for the Song of 

the Sea, the Ten Commandments, the curses in Leviticus, and the curses 

in Deuteronomy." Rabbi Abahu said: "I have not heard this, [but is seems 

fitting to include] the Ten Commandments." Rabbi Yosi said in the name 

of Rabbi Bun: "The last eight verses in Deuteronomy require a blessing 

before and after them. If that is not so, than the one who begins and reads 

the [entire Torah] would not say a blessing before and after."70 

70This refers to the Mishnaic custom of having the first reader recite the blessing before 
and the last reader recite the blessing after. If one read the entire Torah, he would not be able to 
say the blessing after if the final eight verses did not themselves require a blessing. These last 
eight verse were a source of rabbinic discussion, some arguing that they were written by Joshua 
after the death of Moses. In the Talmud Bavli, Mas. Baba Batra l 5a: 

.illirJ::ltV t:l"piOEJ ilji7:ltl'i ilEJO :lr!'.::l l'tviil" :17:) 17:)~ 

t:ltv r!7:l"i +1 11 '? t:l"l:li+ :'"jrJi ,pri'.::l l'tviil" illir!:ltl' t:l"piOEJ ilji7:ltv :17:l~i 1~7:l'.::l ~"jrJ 
il' ,~i,~ ?iltl'7:) t:ltv rJ7:)'lj :lr!'.::li (r!7:l) iltl'7:) ltl'EJ~ - 'il i:ll' iltl'7:) 

.l'tviil" ::iri'.::l l""~i l~'.::)7:) ,iltl'7:) ::iri'.::l ,~'.::) 

1: 

... )) 



'I 

86 

b. Analysis 

The Yerushalmi presents three opinions as possible bases for the Mishnaic ruling 

that the curses may not be broken up. The first, proposed by Rabbi Hiya bar Gamda, is 

based upon a midrash on the word taqotz. In the context of the verse from Proverbs 

3: 11, the word means abhor. The play on words renders this word to mean pauses or 

breaks. Thus,, al taqotz changes in meaning from "do not abhor" to "do not make into 

small pieces ... " The second opinion, ascribed to Rabbi Levi, holds that God, whom Levi 

clearly sees as the authority of Mishnaic law, believes it is unfair for Him to be blessed 

while his children suffer. This position clearly establishes a corollary between breaking 

blessings and saying blessings. This will be discussed in further detail below. The third 

opinion, that of Rabbi Y osi bases his reason neither on a conception of God's 

compassion nor on a play on words. For Yosi, this prohibition against breaking is the 

outcome of a more general principle. Namely, one must begin and end a Torah reading 

on a good matter. To break during the curses would mean ending and beginning on a 

bad note. 

An interchange between Levi bar Pasti and Rav Huna follows. The purpose of 

this pericope seems to be the establishment of whether one says the blessings before and 

Mar said: Joshua wrote his book as well as eight verses in the Torah. It is taught in a Baraita: 
Joshua wrote eight verses in the Torah. As it is written, "And Moses the servant of the Lord died 
there." (Deut. 34:5) Is it really possible that Moses died and then wrote, "And Moses died there?" 
Rather, up to that verse, Moses wrote. From that verse on, Joshua wrote. 

,',I' 
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after the curses. Levi bar Pasti's question can only be understood in light of the answer 

which Rav Huna provides. Rav Huna asserts that one is never required to recite a 

blessing before and after a Torah reading except for the curses in Leviticus and 

•1in n:itar.i:ita . This is quite striking when compared with the material which preceded 

it. Rabbi Levi, at the beginning of our sugya, after all, bases his entire objection to 

breaking up the curses on the principle that each oleh to the Torah would recite a 

blessing before and after the Torah reading:/.,i:J i:i.,~ i1":JPi1 ir.l~ .,,? .,:Ji ir.l~ 

li:inr.i .,:i~i o.,??pnr.i .,:i:i ii1.,tV. Therefore, to divide the curses into several aliyot 

would be objectionable to him on the basis th.at God would be (repeatedly) blessed while 

Israel is being cursed. Levi bar Pasti's question can be understood to be prompted by the 

reasoning of Rabbi Levi. He wonders whether it is proper for one to say the blessing at 

all. Even ifthe parasha is not divided among many olim, there is still a point in which 

the one reader will be blessing God while the subject oflsrael's punishment is 

explicated. However, Rabbi Huna's response appears to reflect a different reality. Huna 

teaches that these are the only sections of the Torah which require a blessing. While 

Huna' s position is not entirely incompatible with Rabbi Levi (Rabbi Levi could maintain 

that God should not be blessed more than the required blessing before and after the one 

aliyah), conceptually these two points of view are at odds. Rabbi Levi holds that one 

should not bless the curses. Rav Huna maintains that these are the only sections one 

must bless. If God does not desire to be blessed in the midst of Israel's suffering (in 

accordance with Rabbi Levi), then why would the curses be singled out among all the 
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various sections of the Torah for a blessing before and after (in accordance with Rav 

Huna)? These positions cannot be thoroughly understood without considering the 

practice of Torah reading in the ancient synagogue. 

"In the most ancient period the custom was that one benediction was 

recited at the beginning of the entire reading, and one at the end: 'The 

first and last reader of the Torah recites a blessing before and after' 

(Mishna, Meg. 4:1). This changed in the course of the amoraic period ... 

At first, a benediction was required to precede and follow only particular 

passages, such as the songs, the Ten Commandments, and the curses, but 

in Babylonia they went further and had everyone called to the Torah recite 

the blessing before and after his passage.71 

The variety of practice in this regard is the basis for some of our confusion in 

understanding the positions above. If, for example, the prevailing custom was for the 

first reader to recite the blessing before the reading, and the last reader to recite the 

blessing at the conclusion of the reading, then Rabbi Levi's position does not make 

sense, since dividing up the reading (that is, adding additional aliyot) would not increase 

the total number of blessings recited. Since his fear is that additional aliyot would cause 

God to be excessively blessed in the course of Israel's punishments, then we can assume 

that, in his time, the custom was to have each oleh recite the blessings before and after 

the reading. The discourse between Levi bar Pasti and Rav Huna, however, appears to 

71 Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, trans. Raymond P. Sheindlin (Philadelphia and New 
York: The Jewish Publication Society and the Jewish Theological Seminary, 1993) 140-141. 
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deal with a period in which the blessings before and after the Torah reading are recited 

only on select passages (and then either by each oleh or just the first and the last). Levi 

bar Pasti's question can be understood to be an inquiry as to whether the curses require a 

blessing. 

In paying close attention to the specific words used in the Y erushalmi' s 

description of the curses in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, it is notable that in the discourse 

between Levi bar Pasti and Huna, the word used is arurai rather than the term qlalot. 

li1.,in~~,. There are two possible understandings of the use of this word. Specifically, 

the word refors to the curses in Deuteronomy 27:15-26 and in 28: 16-19 which contain a 

series of curses, all beginning with the word arur -- "cursed be ... " This word could refer 

to the the entire section of curses in Deuteronomy which is inclusive of, but is broader 

than, the passage in Deuteronomy 27:15-16. This section perhaps would be begin with 

27: 15-16 and continue on to include 28:15-68. In other words, Levi bar Pasti's 

question about the arurei, could be a euphemism for the section of curses in 

Deuteronomy, in contrast to those in Leviticus. If this is the case, we would understand 

Levi bar Pasti's question in a new light. His question to Rav Huna is more directed and 

his basis for inquiry is clearer. He knows that the curses in Leviticus require a blessing 

before and after them. His question then is concerning only the curses in Deuteronomy. 

There would certainly be a basis for his inquiry into whether the section in Deuteronomy 

warrants a blessing. This is yet another indication of the special and uncertain status of 

I 
Deuteronomy reflected in our first petihta and in the Bavli pericope below. Rav Huna's :: 
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answer asserts that the status of the curses in both sections is equal to the extent that both 

require a blessing before and after. 

The Yerushalmi's comparison with the Bavli and our midrash in Deuteronomy 

Rabbah shall be taken up below. 

4. Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 31b 

~in:'! i::J N.,.,n :Ji ir.l~ ?.,?.,r.i "lji1 ~jr.l .m??p::J rp.,o::ir.i ,.,~i Mi??pi rli:li::J rli"ljlJrl::J 
,.,~rv .,::i? :ir.i~ rv.,p? rv.,.., .o~r.in ?~ "lj::J ·n iOir.i +•:i .,?rvr.i+ ~ip 1r.i~.., :.,o~ .,::J.., 1r.i~ 

pio::i::JS.,nnr.i - ?.,nnr.i ~inrv:i :~jn ?'1.,::Jl7 .,:i.,n ~?~ .rlijlJii::li1 ?:v n:i1::J t:J"lir.li~ 
m??p::J N?~ ijtV ~? :.,.,::J~ 1r.i~ .1n.,1n~?rv pio::i::J t:J.,.,or.i - t:J.,.,or.i ~inrv:>i ,tin.,j::i?rv 

t:J.,::J.., lirv?::J - i??n ?~r.i:v~ .,~r.i .poi::i - n1in mrvr.i::Jrv m??p ?::J~ ,t:J.,jn:> niin::Jrv 
.11r.i~ ir.i~:v .,::ir.i nrvr.ii ,niiir.i~ ..,.,n., lirv?::J - i??m .11r.i~ n1i::J:in .,::ir.i nrvr.ii ,ni1ir.i~ 

~?~ ijtV ~? ,1rv::ij:i~ :i? 1r.i~ ,.,..,,..,~::J ~jii1 ::Jii n.,r.ip o:ir.i:ir.i ~pi .,..,p mn .,~i::J i::J .,,t, 
:Ir.ii~ 1rn?~ p lil7r.irv .,::J.., ,~.,jn .poi::i - n1in i1jtVr.i::Jrv ?::J~ ,t:J.,ji1:> n1in::Jrv m??p 

n1m mrvr.i::Jrvi ,n1~:v tliip t:J"lji1:> n1in::Jrv ni??p ,.,..,,p ii1.,rv ?~1rv.,? li1? lP.,n ~1rn 
mrvn n?:inrv .,..,:> :rv.,p? rv.,.., ~r.i.,m~i .,.,::J~ 1r.i~ ?~r.i:v~ .,~r.i .mrvn rv~1 t:Jiip 

niiri::trv ~?~ ,n.,m??pi mrv n?:inrv .,..,:> ~:>.,~ n1in mrvr.i::Jrv ~r.i?rv::J .n.,m??pi 
?:v n1~l7::Ji :1jn'1 ,~.,n mrvn rv~1 .,r.ij n1~:v ,,.,~ - ?~.,n mrvn rv~1 n1~:v i~~ ,t:J.,ji1:> 

:ti.,.,?.,, !lino :t:J.,jpr 1? iir.i~., ti~ :Ir.ii~ 1n1?~ l::J li:vr.irv .,::J.., ,~.,jn .1?.,~n m1.,::i 
:i::Ji? lr.l.,Oi ,n1.,no - tJ"lilJj ,.,j::Ji ,,.,j::J - t:J.,jpr n1.,norv "lj:Jr.l ,m::Jn ?~i lino - 1m::J 

.nr.i?rv p o:v::Jni +::J"., ·~ ti.,:i?r.i+ 
a. Translation 

"On fast days, [read] the blessings and the curses. Do not break up the 

curses ... " What is the basis for these words [in the Mishnah]? Rav Hiya 

bar Gamda said in the name of Rabbi Asi: "[The reason for this is that] 

Scripture says, ' Do not reject the discipline of the Lord, my son; [do not 

abhor his rebuke]' (Proverbs 3:11)" Resh Laqish said: "[The reason for 

this is] so that we do not said a blessing over punishment." So therefore 

what must one do? [For according to Resh Laqish's explanation, even 

when not dividing up the curses, one would be saying a blessing over 

'I 
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punishment when he says the blessing after the reading of the Torah.] It is 

taught [in a Baraita]: "When he begins, begin [reading] with the previous 

verse; and when he concludes, he concludes with the verse that follows." 

Abaye said: "They only taught [that one cannot break up the curses, but 

rather that one person should read them all] concerning the curses in 

Leviticus, but for the curses in Deuteronomy, one may break them up." 

What is the reason? These [in Leviticus] are addressed in the plural 

[applying therefore to the entire nation] and Moses said them from the 

mouth of God. Those [in Deuteronomy] are addressed in the singular 

[applying to those individuals who transgress God's commandments] and 

Moses said them on his own account. Levi bar Buti would read and was 

stuttering in front of Rav Huna when he read the [the section of the curses 

from Deuteronomy which reads with a series of] "cursed be ... " He 

[Huna] said to him [Levi bar Buti]: "As you please [you may stop 

reading]. They only taught [not to break up the curses] concerning the 

curses in Leviticus, but those in Deuteronomy, [you are permitted] to 

break up." It is taught [in a Baraita] that Rabbi Shimon ben Elezar said: 

"Ezra established for Israel that they would read the curses in Leviticus 

before Shavuot, and [those in Deuteronomy] before Rosh HaShana." 

What is the reason? Abaye said -- and some say Resh Laqish: "In order 

that the year will be completed along with its curses." This rests well 

concerning [reading the curses] in Deuteronomy since there is a 
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completion to the year and [therefore] its curses. But [concerning the 

curses] in Leviticus, is Shavuot [also to be considered] a new year? Yes, 

Shavuot is also a new year, as it is written [in Mishnah, Rosh HaShana 

16]:" ... and Shavuot [is the new year] for the fruit of the trees." It is 

taught in a Baraita, that Rabbi Shimon ben Elezar said: If the old say to 

you "Destroy," and the young say "Build," you should destroy and not 

build, since the destruction of the old is building, and the building of the 

young is destruction. A sign for this matter is Rehaboam, son of 

Solomon. 

b. Analysis of Bavli 

The Babylonian Talmud presents two explanations of the Mishna's statement that 

the pericope of curses should not be broken up . 

. o~~ri ?~ 'l.:J:J •n i01~ +•:i .,?rv~+ ~ip i~~i :.,o~ .,:iii~~ ~i~:i i:J ~.,.,n :Ji i~~ 
.m.:Jl7i1::Jn ?l7 n::ii::i t:J'li~,~ l.,~rv .,::J? :i~~ rv.,p? rv.,i 

The first, stated in the name of Rav Hi ya bar Gamda, a first century Amara from Israel, 

and the second in the name of Resh Laqish, a second century Amara from Israel. Hiya 

bar Gamda' s explanation of the Mishnah is based on Proverbs 3: 11. Though this is the 

same verse from which the Yerushalmi derives a midrashic justification for not breaking 

up the reading, the interpretation of al taqotz as al ta 'aseh qotzim qotzim, here in the 

Bavli, is somewhat different. The Bavli text only quotes the beginning of the verse, 

musar Adonai b 'ni al-timas. While there would be nothing unusual about the Gemarra 

only quoting from the beginning of the verse, the exact midrash on the word qotzim is 
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never stated. Without the full verse, and even more, without any explicit play on the 

word qotzim, the Bavli reads as ifthere is no play on words going on at all. While Hiya 

bar Gamda is basing his justification, an asmachta, on this charged verse, he seems to do 

so in an entirely different and straightforward manner. According to his use of the verse, 

the reason why one should not break in the reading of the curses is that doing so would 

violate musar Adonai b 'ni al timas; one would be rejecting the discipline of the Lord. 

Though this use of the verse works as an asmakhta for Bar Gamda, the verse's original 

use as a support for the Mishnah was lost. The verse itself was remembered as a defense 

of the Mishnah, though exactly how it was used may have been forgotten. 

Resh Laqish's explanation is based on a kind ofreasoning, rather than a verse 

from Scripture. For him, breaking up the curses would be blessing punishment. As with 

several examples above in the Y erushalmi, Resh Laqish understands breaks to be 

synonymous with saying the blessings before and after. As noted above, this practice 

was not universal through all areas and periods in the early history of the ancient 

synagogue. The Gemarra asks how one should proceed if Resh Laqish' s reasoning is to 

be accepted. If the reason we do not break up the reading is so that punishment not be 

blessed, then how can we say even one blessing at the beginning and one at the end? 

The answer the Gemara provides is that one should begin with the previous verse and 

conclude with the following verse. 

Abaye then raises the difference in status between the curses in Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy. 
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Leviticus is phrased in the plural, applying therefore to all of Israel, while Deuteronomy 

is in the singular, only applying to those individuals who transgress God's laws. 

Furthermore, Leviticus is the record of God's actual words expressed through Moses, 

while Deuteronomy contains Moses' own words. Aggadic pieces support the idea that it 

is permissible to break up the reading in Deuteronomy. 

The reading of the curses is then linked to the conclusion of the year. Curses are 

read prior to Rosh HaShana and Shavuot (as a new year for fruit) as a way of asserting 

that curses should end just as the year is coming to an end. 

The sugya concludes with an illusive baraita stated in the name of Rabbi Shimon 

ben Elezar, based on the narrative in I Kings, chapter 14. The Southern Kingdom was 

ruled by Rehoboam, son of Solomon. The Northern Israelites offered to submit to 

Rehoboam's rule on the condition that he abolish the taxes and the heavy labor which 

Solomon had imposed. Rehoboam consults with his younger and older advisors. The 

elders urge him to offer the necessary concessions to the North in exchange for their 

submission, but the younger advisors tell him to show his strength and not to submit to 

their demands. Rehoboam follows the advice of the younger counselors. As a result, the 

Northern Kingdom breaks away and appoints Jereboam as their king. The connection of 

this story to our sugya, as well as the moral which the Gemarra derives from this, is 

obscure. The only link seems to be that this is another baraita in Rabbi Shimon ben 

Elezar' s name, perhaps part of a collection. 

In addition to the excerpt from the Mishnah which is restated, the Tannaitic 

\. 
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material in this sugya consists of separate non-contradictory statements. Two of these 

statements relate to reading the sections containing curses from the Torah. 

niin:iro n1L:i',p l"iip in.,ro ',~iro.,', ln', lP.,n ~iTl?:i~i~ iTl?i,~ p lil?r.iro .,:ii ,~.,:in (3) 

.mron ro~i cr11p niin mror.i:iro1 ,ni~l? t:Jiip c::i.,:in:i 

- !i1.:J:J :c::i.,,i,.,, !iiMO :c::i.,:ipr 1" iir.l~., t:J~ :ir.li~ iTl?"~ l:! lil?r.lto .,:Ji ,~.,:in(5) 
:i:Ji', lr.l.,Oi ,ni.,MO - t:J.,il?.:J r:i:ii ,1.,:i:i - t:J.,:ipT Mi.,Mtlto .,.:JE:lr.l ,m:in ',~i iiMO 

.nr.i',ro p t:Jl?:JMi +:i"., ·~ c::i.,:i',~+ 

The first Baraita, found in the Tosefta, provides a basis for Resh Laqish's 

explanation of the Mishnah. If Resh Laqish is familiar with the Baraita which asserts 

that one begins to read one verse prior to the curses and concludes one verse following 

the curses, and in light of the Mishnah which states not to break up the reading of the 

curses, then it would follow that one of the ideas contained in these restrictions is that 

the blessings should not precede a description of Israel's punishment. These Tannaitic 

statements alone, however, do not provide such a reason. Their agenda seems simply to 

spell out various rules concerning the reading of the Torah. The Amoraim, on the other 

hand, are interested in deriving a reason for these rules, as well as a theological statement 

which could be derived from such rules (such as God's mercy in refusing to be blessed in 

the midst oflsrael' s being cursed in the Y erushalmi, or the people's desire to end 

reciting a blessing over punishment in the Bavli). The Amoraic layer in this sugya is 

most interested in explicating the Tannaitic passages which precede it. First, it is 
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concerned with finding a basis for the Mishna's rule concerning having only one reader 

for the curses. Second, it is interested in understanding how reading the curses prior to 

Shavuot represents a kind of new year in the way that the reading of the curses prior to 

Rosh HaShana represents a new year. 

But in addition to these very typical motives of the Amorairn (that is, to explicate 

the Mishnah), there is yet another agenda emerging from the Amoraic material. The 

Amoraim are interested in distinguishing Deuteronomy from Leviticus. Abaye's 

statement reads like part of a longer Amoraic view which understands Deuteronomy to 

have a different status than the rest of the Torah. When the Tannaim spoke of curses, 

they did not distinguish between those in Leviticus and those in Deuteronomy. But for 

the Amoraim, the difference is significant. For Abaye to assert that Deuteronomy were 

Moses' own words makes the status of the book more akin to the Prophets than the rest 

of the Torah. Despite Tosafot's assertion that Moses said the words "with the Holy 

Spirit," there is nothing to suggest that the Amoraim were troubled with the more human 

authorship of Deuteronomy. 

It is important to note that no distinction is made here between the qlalot in 

Deuteronomy and the arurim in Deuteronomy. In fact, the case of Levi bar Buti and 

Huna show that the terms arurim and qlalot are synonymous. The Talmud tells us that 

Levi bar Buti was reading the arurim. Huna informs him that he can stop reading 

because the prohibition against stopping only applies to the qlalot of Leviticus, but those 

in Deuteronomy one is permitted to break up. Had there been a distinction between the 

general curses in Deuteronomy and those statements which begin with the words arur, 
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Huna' s response would have needed to take that into account. As with the Y erushalmi, 

the term arurei most likely refers to the entire section of curses in Deuteronomy. 

5. Comparisons Between the Yerushalmi and the Bavli 

There is a similar position stated in both the Y erushalmi and the Bavli with a 

significant difference. In the Y erushalmi, Rabbi Levi says that God Himself states that it 

is unfair that He should be blessed while Israel suffers. In the Bavli, Resh Laqish states 

that one does not say a blessing over punishment. These two explanations are basically 

the same, though they differ in perspective. Rabbi Levi's view posits God as endlessly 

compassionate. Resh Laqish, in the Bavli, states his position from a human perspective. 

If this human reflective is meant to convey anything about God, we are not told. It seems 

to be more a statement about our view of punishment and not about God's view. Thus, 

the same basis of objection to saying a blessing in the midst of reading the curses is 

explained in two different ways. 

As the sugya develops in the Y erushalmi, it is curses in particular which require a 

blessing before and after them. Rav Huna responds to Levi bar Pasti's question by 

· indicating that the only pericope which requires a blessing before and after the reading 

I .. 
1--:.: are the curses. This unique status of the curses is modified somewhat in the 

development of the sugya to include other sections of Torah. In the Bavli, the 

assumption is that all Torah readings contain blessings before and after them. The Bavli 

is concerned that there should not be additional blessings made in the reading of the 

curses, or that the blessing for the reading should not be immediately juxtaposed by the 

1,:.1:·' 
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reading of the curses themselves. In the Y erushalmi, we move from the general practice 

of not requiring a· blessing to requiring a blessing before the curses. In the Bavli, we 

move from the general practice of having blessings to the question of whether such a 

blessing is also required prior to the reading of the curses. 

In the Y erushalmi, there is no distinction which is maintained for the book of 

Deuteronomy. It's curses are dealt with in the same way as those in Leviticus. Only 

Levi bar Pasti's question reveals the possibility that there might be a practical difference 

in how we deal differently with the curses in Deuteronomy. But Huna's response 

eliminates the possibility that there would be any difference between them. In contrast, 

the Bavli asserts a qualitative difference in the nature and origin of Deuteronomy. Abaye 

states·outright that Deuteronomy contains Moses' own words. The aggadah which 

follows that assertion, the case of Levi bar Buti and Huna maintains a practical halakhic 

difference between the books as well. Huna in the Bavli asserts that the rules concerning 

the curses which have been discussed up to this point apply only to the curses in 

Leviticus. Not only is there a significant difference between the Bavli and the 

Y erushalmi, but also the basis for both positions is ascribed to the same Amoraic figure, 

RavHuna. 

For both the Yerushalmi and the Bavli, breaking up the reading means saying a 

blessing. Resh Laqish's position in the Bavli and Rabbi Levi in the Yerushalmi both 

appear to have this assumption. Yet, the historical material on the ancient synagogue 

suggests that this was not the case . The Mishnah did not connect these ideas because its 

concern with not breaking up the reading was based on other factors. After the closing of 
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the Mishnah, the Jewish communities in Israel and Babylonia experienced a change in 

the practice of Torah reading.72 The Gemarra in the Yerushalmi and the Bavli are 

reading their changed practice of each oleh reciting a blessing before and after (at least 

for certain sections) back into the Mishnah in order to provide a justification for these 

rules. Huna's response in the Yerushalmi reflects the practice in Israel where only 

certain sections required the oleh to say the blessing before and after the reading. He 

maintained that both the curses in Leviticus and Deuteronomy require a blessing before 

and after. Huna's response in the Bavli reflects the practice in Babylonia where each 

Torah reader would recite the blessing before and after the reading. Therefore, he tells 

Levi bar Buti that he may stop reading during the curses in Deuteronomy, because even 

though he will conclude what he has read thus far with a blessing and the next reader 

will continue the curses with a blessing (as the Babylonian Jews do at every Torah 

reading), the Mishnaic prohibition referred only to Leviticus. 

6. Analysis of Proem 

As far as the Talmudic material is concerned, the petihta draws most closely on 

the material from the Yerushalmi. In several ways, it presents material from the 

Y erushalmi in a more stylized and complete way. First of all, it explains the issue of 

mafsiqim by framing the question as to whether the reproofs may be read in many 

readings. The use of the word tokhahot as opposed to the Mishnah and Gemara's use of 

qlalot is noteworthy as well. Tokhahah implies a concern with learning from them that 

72 Elbogen 141. 
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the use of the word qlalot does not. Beyond that, in framing the question with the words 

beqeriyot harbeh, the midrash makes clearer what is being addressed in the Talmudic 

material. As with the other petihtaot, the answer follows immediately by quoting the 

appropriate Mishnah. Our midrash asks specifically for the basis of the halal<hic 

question, and draws selectively from the material in the Y erushalmi. The statement by 

Hiya bar Gamda is taken verbatim, while the statement by Rabbi Levi's position is 

introduced by the words davar aher, thus compensating for the little degree of final 

editing in the Yerushalmi. In Deuteronomy Rabbah, Rabbi Levi's position is stated by 

Rabbi Y ehoshua of Sikhnin in his name. His response is expanded from the material in 

the Y erushalmi to include a prooftext and an explanation. The phrase shurat hadin 

. appears in place of the less elegant be din found in the Y erushalmi. The explanation 

mal<es clear that brealdng up the reading would result in the recitation of multiple 

blessings, since each reader recites two blessings. This explanation is necessary at a time 

when the practice of each oleh is relatively recent. Moreover, the midrash is not 

interested in the discussion of whether this section in particular requires a blessing, as 

opposed to other sections of the Torah. Through its explanation, the midrash specifically 

informs the reader that each break in the reading would require an additional blessing. 

The bulk of this midrash is occupied with presenting the halakhic material in a 

straightforward way. Far from using the halalrnic question as a stylistic opening for the 

midrash, this petihta is almost exclusively interested in conveying a clear sense of the 

halalrnic issues. Once the halalrnic issues are presented, almost at the end of the petihta, 

a seam appears. The rabbis recall God saying that the blessings and curses came not for 
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Israel's detriment. But there is no real development which takes place. Instead, that 

statement simply introduces our sidra verse. 

The connection between the sidra verse and the halakhic question relies on a play 

on words. The verse is "See, I have set before you this day the blessing and the curse ... " 

The entire petihta has dealt with issues related to saying a blessing before reading the 

curses. It is midrash on blessing and curses. It has already been established that from 

the Amoraic period onwards, the understanding of what the Mishnah meant by poseq 

was to break up the reading with blessings recited. The reason this is explained so 

definitely here in Deuteronomy Rabbah is that the midrash depends upon this established 

correlation in order for the petihta to work effectively. Having stated clearly the 

connection between breaking up a parasha and the recitation of a blessing, the midrash 

can rely upon the sidra verse to address itself to the issue of blessing before the curses 

(by having only one reader), and not several times in the midst of the curses (by having 

many readers). Perhaps, in light of this halakhic petihta, we are meant to read the sidra 

verse as: "See, I give to you this day, blessings before you, and then curses." At the very 

\ 

least, one must concede that the verse itself is about blessings and curses as is the subject 

of our halakhic inquiry, thus providing a loose thematic link. 
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Chapter Four: Fourth Halakhic Petihta (Devarim Rab bah 6) 

inil:) ~n.,rv ii17:) ?ii17:) ~inrv:i 1?i:irv pi:i.,n n:i?n ,T:ii::i? iiE:l~ IP ~ip., .,:i ,~~n .,:i 
in.,i:i .,:JE:ll:) n.,i:i 01 i:J7:)7:) ~.,~n? Ti~ ?inl:) 1?i:irv pi:i.,n tJ.,l:):in i:J!V l:l im~ ?ii:)? 

mprJi ln.,:i .,.,?.,?ii:)., ?i7:)i1 (T., n.,rv~i:i) il:)~:Jrv i1iinn 17:) ii:)? nn~ l.,:Jl:)i oni:i~ ?rv 
?i7:)i1 ii:)~ .,i? .,:i., ,m.7.,i!:li n?.,7:) m?.,7:) .,nrv ~?~ i:J ~iip .,nn ?~?ii:)., ?i7:)i1 ~ .. ., ,1::io:i 

:i.,n:i i17:) .,r::i 1:i Iii., 'iii:)~ ?ii:)., ?i7:)i1 :i.,n:i1 ?ii17:) ~n.,rv l.,i~ ?ml:)? 1~:i7:) ?ii:)., 
~?~ 1~:i :i.,n:i ,.,~ n?.,7:)? 'i:li tJ.,7:)., 1nn i1i7:)~ r~ +'i nil:)!V+ i1!V7:) nrv~ n1i::i~:i 

1mrv tJ.,7:)., n:iiorv? ?il:).,:J pi:i.,nn nl:)?i ,nl?.,ii::i? l~:ll:)i n?.,7:)? 1~:i7:) ni?.,7:) .,nrv m?il:)? 
l:i 01~n ?l? n":ipn ?rv i.,l:)nirv orv:ii ,in:i i:J ~n.,rv il? i? ,.,nl:)n? i.,?l? o.,oni n":ipn 
il:)~!V ~?~ 1il7 ~?i 'i:li n~?m .,:J.,7:)!Vi1 tJi.,l:)i c:i:i ~ip.,i) il:)~:irv ,.,:JI:) i17:)i1:Ji1 ?l? i.,l:)ni 

tJ.,l:)ni n":ipn 1mrv orv:ii 1n~ tJi.,:i i~nrvn ~? i:i:i n~i im~ (/:J":l ~.,p.,i! orv) n":ipn 
.1.,:i::i? ii::i~ IP ~ip., .,:i il:)~:irv r:il:) ni::iil?n ?l? o.,l:)ni ~?l:)m l:i nl:)n:in ?l? 

1. Translation 

According to Jewish law, is it permitted to circumcise a child who is born 

circumcised? Such taught the Sages: "Concerning a child who is born 

circumcised, one needs to draw from him a drop of blood for the 

covenant, because [that is] the covenant of Abraham." Where do you 

derive this from the Torah? As it is written, "Circumcising, he shall be 

circumcised,73 homeborn and purchased alike. [Thus shall My covenant 

be marked. in your flesh as an ever lasting pact.]" (Gen. 1 7: 13) Another 

interpretation on "Circumcising, he shall be circumcised.": Do not read 

into this anything other than two circumcisions -- cutting of the foreskin 

[milah] and the splitting of the membrane and pulling it down [priah]. 

73The Hebrew here uses the infinitive absolute. While it is common throughout the 
Torah, it was especially significant to certain interpreters who derive from it the hermeneutical 
principle that the repetition of the words teaches two matters (See below). A standard 
interpretation would read, "he shall surely be circumcised." 
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Rabbi Levi [interpreted the words] " ... they must be circumcised": 

· "From here we derive that a mohel needs to be circumcised [himself], as 

it is written, 'The circumcised one shall circumcise. "'74 Rabbi Yudan ben 

Pazi said: "What is written about Zipporah, the wife of Moses? ' [And 

when He let him alone,] she added, 'A bridegroom of blood because of 

the circumcision75
."' (Exodus 4:26) 'Circumcision' is not written here, 

· but rather 'circumcisions' -- that is two circumcisions. It is from here that 

we derive [the requirement for both] cutting the foreskin [milah] and the 

splitting of the membrane and pulling it down [priah]." Why is a child 

circumcised at eight days [of age]? The Holy One, blessed be He, has 

granted compassion to him, waiting until he has his strength. And just as 

the compassion of the Holy One, blessed be He extends to humanity, so 

too does His compassion extend to cattle. As it is said, " . . . from the 

eighth day on [it shall be acceptable as an offering by fire to the Lord ... ]" 

(Lev. 22:27) Not only that, but the Holy One, blessed be He, also said, 

"However, no animal from the herd or from the flock shall be slaughtered 

on the same day with its young." (Lev. 22:28) Just as the Holy One, 

blessed be He, extends his compassion on cattle, so too is He filled with 

compassion over birds. From where [does this derive support]? As it is 

said, "If, along the road, you chance upon a bird's nest, [in any tree or on 

74 He reads the same verse differently, translating it as indicated above. 

75The plural form, mulot, is used here. 

''i 
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the ground, with fledglings or eggs and the mother sitting over the 

·fledglings or on the eggs, do not take the mother together with her young. 

Let the mother go, and take only the young, in order that you may fare 

well and have a long life.]" (Deut. 22: 6-7) 

2. Analysis 

There are several features of this halakhic petihta which differ considerably from 

the others we have examined. First, there is a shortened introduction to the halakhic 

question. In the other petihtaot, the question was introduced by the words halakhah 

adam miyisrael." Here, we simply have the word "halakhah." The most significant 

difference, however, is that the halakhic issue does not disappear into the foreground. In 

the previous petihot, the halakhic question was asked, and an answer was given. 

Immediately after an answer was given, the petihta developed in a new direction, with 

only a subtle connection to the halakhic issue at hand. This new direction led the 

midrash toward the opening verse of that week's sidra. In contrast, this petihta's 

discussion of circumcision is significantly longer, continuing well beyond the prescribed 

· answer. It reads as though the redactor could not stop quoting the halakhic material in 

regard to this issue. The answer given, that a child born circumcised does require hatafat 

dam berit, is supported by an interpretation of Gen. 17: 13. That our midrash then brings 

in alternative interpretations of Gen. 17: 13, interpretations which do not support our 

question, is highly uncharacteristic of these midrashim. 

This halakhic petihta is also unusual in that the sidra verse it leads up to is one 
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which deals with a halakhic issue. The question of the halakhah concerning a child who : II 

is born circumcised leads to the Torah verse which explicates the law prohibiting the 

capture of a mother bird along with her young. This halakhic petihta connects one 

halakhic issue to another halakhic issue, rather than the more common linking between a 

halakhic issue and a non-halakhic text. Still, it could be argued that the treatment of the 

Biblical text is in the aggadic realm of God's mercy. 

It is noteworthy that the seam in this halakhic petihta is signified by another 

question: "Why is the child circumcised when he is eight days old?" Again, this shift 11:,, 

'11·:::l : 11111,,!i.11: 
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lacks the subtlety of the previous petihot. Beginning this second section as a question, 

rather than a statement, diminishes the distinctive form of beginning the petihta with a 

·question. It is as if another halakhic petihta begins here. In fact, this petihta, could be a 

conflation of several earlier individual petihot. 
,, 

This midrash is unambiguous in its concern with God's compassion. The 
,II' 

·11,1 

midrash begins with a question that may, on the surface, appear to indicate the legal and 

non-compassionate nature of Judaism. Judaism requires the shedding of blood even for 

a child who is born circumcised. The midrash emphasizes that any circumcision is 

performed on the eighth day, for then a child is strong enough to withstand it. An 

apparently legalistic notion is actually a testimony to God's compassion. Unlike other 

mitzvot which are to be observed with zeal at the earliest possible moment, circumcision 

is delayed by the decree of God Himself. The midrash goes on to argue that God is not 

only compassionate to human beings, but also to cattle and birds. 

By choosing the issue of circumcision, the midrash appears to be engaging in a 
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polemic against early Christians. Christianity claimed to be the religion of love, while 

Judaism was the religion of law. The midrash is arguing that our God is also a God of 

love and compassion. The Rabbis purposefully chose circumcision as an example, for it 

was an act which Christians felt emphasized the legal and non- compassionate side of 

Judaism. The midrash turns that accusation around in its assertion that circumcision on 

the eighth day is a testimony to God's compassion. Love is expressed through law. 

The midrash may also be an extended polemic against some other sectarians. In 

Mishnah Berakhot 5:3, we read, :rn.:i ?:s;:r1T1:lni117.,~., i1::J~ li' ?:s;:r i1:l1~11 

1!11~ n"nrzm CJii11:l CJ"li11:l 17.:ltv i::lT.,. "The one who says, 'Your compassion is 

extended over the nest and bird,' should be silenced," since he implies that God's 

compassion extends over that, but not over the rest of his creatures. Therefore, the 

compassion God has for human beings is explicated first, prior to raising the issue of 

God's compassion for the birds.76 

3. Talmud Yerushalmi (Shabhat, Chapter 19, Page 17a, Halakhah 2) 

i.,?17.:l 11?.,7.:l .,::li1~ ?::l 1.,rv1:s;:r 

1.,J.,tv:J O:s.71? l1:Jtv :Ji:s.77.:l pntv ~?CJ~ l11:l::l1!1\:J?::JO~11.,?l7 l.,Jl11J1 r~~11:l1 rl7i1::J1 

?:i~ 11?.,nn::l? p1?n 11? l"ltlJ1l7 l.,~ 1r.l~l7? J1T117.:l~:s.7? i1T im:i l1:ltv1 r., ~it)~? CJ~ ll11:J1 

l1in~ i~.m1:l 1?.,::J~ ~"l:J1:)11l7:J~~ ?l71i1::l l1:Jtv :Ji:s.77.:l rpn11 ~? t:l~ tl1tli1:)0 i1"?l71i1::l 

nn~111?.,7.:l? nn~ m?.,7.:l "Jtv? l::l.,7.:l ?17.:l" ?17.:ln /:J"11/ 

.,:Ji::l 111 l""1:J"i m:i1rv? i1:l~ 1i n:i.,p:s;:r ":Ji::l l1i::l ili' t:l"~"~? nn~1 n?.,7.:l? nn~ i1l7"i::J? 

~o::l:i n::l?n 11?n i1::lii::l i1l1:J"i 11i:Ji ni1n11111 m?1::J::l !11J1rv? i1:l~ 1i ?~:s.77.:ltv" 
"Jtv? P"1:l m?11:l? t:l"1:li inn i1i1:l~ T~ "T::J p i1i1" ":Ji i1:l~ n"? l:J1:l n:i:i~ :i:i~ n::Jo::l:i 
l::l"1:l ?17.:l" ?17.:ln ir.l~ :ii t:l"~"~? nn~1 n?.,7.:l? nn~ 1117.,i::J? nn~1 n?.,7.:l? nn~ m?.,7.:l 

76 Midrash Rabbah Hamevoar. 
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~'?rv '?il'I '?~itv.,'? p.,r.i '?ir.i., '?r.in n.,i:J tJi i:ir.ir.i =-i.,un'? l.,i~ro '?inr.i ~inrv::i i'?i:i'? 
l:i ~~i.,::itv '?::i ir.itvn .,n.,i:i n~ nn~i :i.,n::i .,,t, .,:ii ir.i~ '?il7 .,,) ir.ii'? Ti~ l.,~, '?ir.i" 
.,i:ii o.,r.,i) in orv'? l.,i::inr.irv .,:i::ir.i '?~itv" n~ '?r.i i:i.,~ .,m::ii .,m::in n~ Sr.i '?~itv" .,:in 

ii1 orv~ l'?ii1i '?r.i ~i1., mii:J i1:J.,i~ n'?.,r.irv i:J.,~7.:l p.,n .,:Ji .,o,., .,:Ji ·r.i~ lii., .,:ii 
.,:iii'? ir.i~ i1ii., .,:ii .,i:Ji m::io .,i.,'? ~i:J., ~'?rv '?ir.i., ~'? litv7.:li1 itv::i:i ~~nrv il7 tJ.,r.,i' 

litl77.:li1i i"li:J:Ji tJ.,:i:i ii.,'?ii1i ,.,ni i'?r.i 1'?i:Ji ~:i.,ri:J p .,7.:l.,:J ,.,i1 r::iitv?.:l i1:Jii1 .,0,., 

lil77.:ltv .,:ii ir.i~ .,:in n.,i:i tJi i:ir.ir.i =-i.,un'? l.,i~ '?ii17.:l ~intv::i i.,.,,ri:irv i)i '?ii17.:l i'?i:itvi 

n.,i:i tJi i:ir.ir.i =-i.,un'? Ti~tv '?inr.i i'?i:in '?l7 '?'?n n.,:ii .,~r.irv n.,:i ip'?n:i ~'? irn'?~ i:i 
=-i.,un'? Ti~tv '7.:li~ .,~r.irv n.,:irv '?ii17.:l i.,.,,ri:irv '?l7 ip'?n:i nr.i '?l7 i1tvi:i::i n'?il7 ~.,nrv 

lr.in:i i:J pn~., .,:ii n.,i:i tJi i:ir.ir.i =-i.,un'? Ti~ i:J.,~ tJ.,i?.:li~ '?'?n n.,:ii n.,i:J tJi i:ir.ir.i 

~.,nrv .,:i::ir.i 1:i.,:ini 17.:l i?.:li :Ji .,r.iip ~i:Jil7 ~n~ i.,r.i'?nn .,i:Ji:J n::i'?n i1.,l7tvii1 .,:Ji orv:i 

l.,nii l.,~ i?.:l~ ii1:J~ .,:Ji n:irvn n~ ,.,'?l7 l.,niii ~ii1 iii:J '?il7 i1i7.:l~ ~ii1 i1tvi:J:J i1'?il7 
i:J i:J inn.,'? i.,'?.,n.,~ n:in~ i:J ~i~ .,:ii n.,i:i tJi i:ir.ir.i =-i.,un'? l.,i~i n:irvn n~ ,.,'?l7 

l.,i7.:l l.,i0.,pi l:J:Ji n?.:li i.,'?l7 i1:Jl7i"l:Ji ~:Ji l7i~IO i1tvl7:J i?.:l~ l.,:J~ .,:Ji n.,7.:l i1.,:J 0.,7.:lO?.:l.,7.:l 

iirn'? inr.i 1ur.i'?r.i i:Jil7ri:i .,l7:i n.,.,ir.i i:J l:Jni., .,:ii nr.ii ml7ri:ii i1tvl7:i n::i::irv i"lii:J 

l'?l7r.i'?r.i 1n.,'?l7 i"liil7'?i 

a. Translation 

Mishnah: One does all those things which are necessary for circumcision 

[on the Sabbath]: cutting the foreskin, splitting of the membrane and 

pulling it down, sucking the blood, putting a compress on it, and cumin. 

If it [cumin] was not ground before Shabbat, one should chew it in his 

teeth and give it [to the child]. If the oil and wine were not mixed 

[together before Shabbat], give each one separately. Do not place a 

bandage on [the wound] right away, but wrap a rag around [the wound]. 

If it was not prepared prior to Shabbat, wrap [the rag] around your finger 

and carry it even from a different courtyard. 

Gemara: "Circumcising, he shall be circumcised ... "( Gen. 17: 13) -- It is 

from here that we derive that there are two [parts of ]circumcision: cutting 

the foreskin and splitting the membrane and pulling it down. [Or, 

alternatively, the two parts are] circumcision and [trimming] the shreds. 
'I; 

I' i 
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Until now, [these interpretations are all reliant upon the] judgement of 

Rabbi Akiba who said that such language [as infinitive absolutes] come to 

include [something additional]. Rabbi Ishmael said that the doubling of 

language is due to the fact that the Torah has doubling of language 

because it spealrn according to its way [in the manner of human beings]. 

[For example:] "Very well, you had to leave [halokh halkhta], because 

you were longing [nikhsof nikhsafta] for your father's house ... "(Gen. 

31 :30) and "For in truth, I was kidnaped [gunov gunavti] from the land of 

' l the Hebrews ... " (Gen. 40: 15) How does he [Ishmael or his followers, 

1 
those who say that you cannot interpret an infinitive absolute to include 

two things] derive [that the circumcision includes two parts]? Rabbi 

Yuda ben Pazi said: "She added, 'A bridegroom of blood because of the 

circumcision."' From this we derive that there are two [steps to] 

circumcision, one for cutting the foreskin and one for splitting the 

membrane and pulling it down.[Or, alternatively] one for cutting the 

foreskin and one for [trimming] the shreds. Rav said: "Circumcising, he 

shall be circumcised," from here [we derive that] when he the child is 

[born] circumcised, he requires the drawing of a drop of blood for the 

covenant. [Alternatively,] "circumcising, he shall be circumcised," from 

here [we derive that] an uncircumcised Israelite may not circumcise 

[others]. It goes with out saying that an uncircumcised non-Jew [may not 

perform a circumcision]. Rabbi Levi said: it is written, "[God said further 



109 

to Abraham] 'As for you, [ you and your offspring to come throughout the 

ages] shall keep my covenant" (Gen. 17:9) meaning everyone similar to 

you. It is taught in a Baraita: An Israelite may circumcise a Samaritan, 

but a Samaritan may not circumcise an Israelite because his intention will 

be for the purpose of Mount Gerizim. These are the words of Rabbi 

Yudan. Rabbi Yosi said: Where do we find that circumcision requires 

intention? Let him [the Samaritan] circumcise and proceed to do it for the 

purpose of Mount Gerizim until he dies. 

The one whose circumcision has been covered, do not circumcise him in 

order that he not enter into danger. These are the words of Rabbi Yuda. 

Rabbi Y osi said to him: There were many whose circumcisions were 

covered in the days of Kosiba, and all of them were circumcised, they 

lived and they fathered sons and daughters. The one who has his 

circumcision covered, the one born circumcised, and the convert who was 

already circumcised before his conversion need to have drawn a drop of 

blood for the covenant. It is taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Shimon ben Elezar 

said: The House of Hillel and the House of Shainmai did not disagree 

concerning whether a child who is born circumcised requires the drawing 

of a drop of blood for the covenant, because it is a pressed foreskin. Over 

what did they disagree? Over the one who was already circumcised at the 

time of his conversion. The House of Shammai said that one needs to 

draw a drop of blood for the covenant. The House of Hillel said it is not 
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necessary to draw a drop of blood for the covenant. Rabbi Yitzhaq bar 

Nachman said in the name of Rabbi Hoshiah that the halakhah is like the 

disciple [Shimon ben Elezar]. 

A case came before Rav. He ruled: from that which was taught 

' ... because it is a pressed foreskin," that is to say that is certainly 
.,11'" 

[considered to be like] a foreskin, and for this [case as well] it supersedes 

the Sabbath. Rabbi Abahu said: It does not supersede the Sabbath, but the 

drawing of a drop of blood for the covenant is required. Rabbi Ada bar 

Ahavah fathered a son like this with his penis smashed and he died. 

Rabbi A vin said: he had his testicles crushed and he [Ada bar Ahava] 

prayed on his behalf and [the child] died. The Rabbis in Caeseria taught 

that he had his penis cut off and he [Ada bar Ahava] prayed and [the 

child] died. Rabbi Yohanan bar Mareh asked: If they were mixed at the 

bottom may one go back [on the Sabbath] and mix them froni the top? 

b. Analysis 

The most pertinent comments on these statements from the Y erushalmi will 

come through a comparison with material in the Bavli and in our midrash, Deuteronomy 

Rab bah. The Y erushalmi seems to be primarily concerned with the procedure of 

circumcision; that is, what must be done, as well as what to do in strange or questionable 

cases. 

It should be noted that interpretation upon which the midrash relies is not stated 
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explicitly. The midrash asks, " Where do you derive this from the Torah?" The verse of 

Gen. 17:13 is quoted, but the interpretation is missing. The midrash does not explicitly 

state that the doubling of himol yimol is to teach concerning the one who is born 

uncircumcised as well as the one who is born circumcised. The alternative 

interpretations of the verse, which have no real bearing on our halakhic question, are 

explicitly interpreted. 

4. Babylonian Talmud, Masekhet Shabbat 135a 

,n:Jrlm n~ nmi .,~ii in'?il' 
~inrv::;, i'?ij ~'?i ,n:Jrvn n~ nM1i .,~ii in'?il' .n:Jrvn n~ nmi nirv~rvn r:J i'?ij ~'?i 

'?'?n n.,:Ji ,n.,i:J tli ij~~ =-J.,t>n'? Ti~ :tl.,i~i~ .,~~rv n.,:Jrv .n:Jrvn n~ nnii '?in~ 
i'?ij '?:s7 '?'?n n.,:Ji .,~~rv n.,:J ip'?nj ~i, :iTl''?~ p iil'~rv .,:Ji i~~ ·1.,i~ ij.,~ :tl.,i~i~ 

'?:s7 - ip'?nj n~ '?:s7 .~.,n nrvi:J::;, n'?il'tV 'lj:::J~ ,n.,i:J tli ij~~ =,.,t>n'? Ti~rv '?in~ ~inrv::;, 
'?'?n n.,:Ji ,n.,i:J tli ij~~ =,.,t>n'? Ti~ :tl.,i~i~ .,~~rv n.,:Jrv ,'?in~ ~inrv::;, i.,.,,_mrv i'

.n.,i:J tli ij~~ =,.,t>n'? T'i~ l.,~ :tl.,i~i~ 

n::;,'?n :i~~ '?~i~rvi ,~~p ~jn::;, n:;:,'?n :i~~ :Ji ,i~n.,~ 
,'?in~ ~inrv::;, ~pij., ~inn n.,'? .,,.,i,.,n~ n:Jn~ i:J ~i~ :Ji .iTl''?~ l:J iil'~rv .,:Ji:;) 

n.,i, i~~ .:Jii~ .,i:Jl'i .,i, .,n.,n :i~~ .n::;,:::irv nii::;, n.,.,irvi il' .,~'?in~ io.,'?n~ n.,iin~ 
:i:Jo ~in -?i~~ .,~ n:Jrv:J ,'?in:J '?~i~rv i~~i i~.,~ ?i:Jl' ~i, '?~i~rvi~i :1~nj :Ji 

=,oi., :Ji ,~.,n nrvi:J::;, n'?il' ~~rv p.,rv.,.,n :i~~ n:Ji ,i~n.,~i .~.,n nrvi:J::;, n'?il' .,~ii 
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a. Translation 

One who has a clear foreskin supersedes the Sabbath [with regard to 

performing his circumcision], but not an infant who has been born 

circumcised, on account of the fact that the House of Shamai said: "A 
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drop of blood for the covenant must be drawn." The House of Hillel said: 

· "One does not need [to draw a drop of blood for the covenant]." Rabbi 

Shimon ben Elezar said: "The House of Shamai and the House of Hillel 

did not disagree in maintaining that an infant who is born circumcised is 

required to have a drop of blood of the covenant drawn, because his 

foreskin is pressed. About what did they disagree? Regarding a convert 

. who was already circumcised at the time of his conversion. The House of 

Shamai maintained that he does require blood of the covenant to be 

drawn. The House of Hillel maintained that he does not require blood of 

the covenant to be drawn .... " 

It was stated, Rav said: "The Halakhah is according to the Tana Qama." 

Shmuel said: "The Halakhah is according to Shimon ben Elezar." Rav 

Ada ben Ahava had a son who was born circumcised. He went to thirteen 

mohalim [who refused]· until [he did it himself] and severely cut [his 

son's penis]. He said: "I received what I deserved since I transgressed 

[the opinion ofJ Rav." Rav Nachman said to him: "Shmuel's opinion 

was not transgressed?!" Say that Shmuel was spealdng with regard to 

weekdays, but who addressed himself to the case of Shabbat? He [Rav 

Ada bar Ahava] reasoned: This is certainly [a case ofJ a pressed foreskin. 

It was stated: Raba said: we fear that perhaps it is a pressed foreskin. Rav 

Yosef said: "It is most certainly a pressed foreskin." Rav Yosef said: "I 

say this on the basis of the baraita by Rabbi Eliezar haQafar: 'The House 
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of Shamai and the House of Hillel did not disagree regarding an infant 

born circumcised requiring him to have a drop of blood of the covenant 

drawn. About what did they disagree? About whether one violates the 

Shabbat [for such a case]. House of Shamai held that one does violate 

Shabbat [in such a case]. The House of Hillel held that one does not 

violate Shabbat [in such a case].'" Can we not derive from what the Tana 

Qama said that he reasoned that we violate Shabbat in such a case? But 

perhaps [according to] the Tana Qama everyone held that we do not 

violate Shabbat. If that is the case, then the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer 

haQafar comes to teach us Shamai' s [opinion, which could not be the case 

since we are not interested in this minority opinion when determining the 

halakhah]. Perhaps this is what was said: The House of Hillel and the 

House of Shamai did not disagree about this matter [of circumcision on 

Shabbat, but rather only about the need for drawing a drop of blood for 

the covenant on a weekday]. 

b. Analysis 

The Bavli is most specifically concerned with the issue of berit milah regarding 

which cases supersede the Sabbath. The entire discussion of the case of a no lad mahul 

takes place in the context of listing those questionable cases for berit milah which do not 

supersede the Sabbath. 
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Everything in the Bavli which pertains directly to the issue of a nolad mahul is 

Tannaitic. This material is comprised of three statements. 

Nii11V::l i'?ij N'?i ,n:irvn i'1N i1nii "'Nii i.t1'?il7 
??n i'1"':li ,i'1"'i:i t:Ji ij~~ ~.,~n? l"'i~ :t:J"'i~iN "'N~rv i'1"':irv .n:itlm .t'1N i1nii ?in~ 

l"'i~ ij"'N :t:l"'i~iN 

One who has a clear foreskin supersedes the Sabbath [with regard to 

performing his circumcision], but not an infant who has been born 

circumcised, on account of the fact that the House of Shamai said: "A 

drop of blood for the covenant must be drawn." The House of Hillel said: 

"One does not need [to draw a drop of blood for the covenant]." 

i'?ij '?l7 ??n i'1"':li "'N~to i'1"':1 ip?nj N'? :iTl7'?N l:l lil7~to "':li i~N. 
?:s.;r - ip?m n~ '?l7 .N"'i1 i1toi:i:i n?il7to "'jE:l~ ,i'1"'i:i t:Ji ij~~ ~.,~n? l"'i~rv ?in~ Niiito::J 

??n n.,:ii ,i'1"'i:l t:Ji ij~~ ~.,~n? l"'i~ :t:i"'i~iN "'N~to i'1"':lto ,?in~ Nii1to::J i"'"':imro i:i 

.i'1"'i:l t:li ij~~ ~.,~i1'? l"'i~ l"'N :t:l"'i~iN 

Rabbi Shimon ben Elezar said: "The House of Shamai and the House of 

Hillel did not disagree in maintaining that an infant who is born 

circumcised is required to have a drop of blood of the covenant drawn, 

because his foreskin is pressed. About what did they disagree? 

Regarding a convert who was already circumcised at the time of his 

conversion. The House of Shamai maintained that he does require blood 

of the covenant to be drawn. The House of Hillel maintained that he does 

not require blood of the covenant to be drawn .... " 

iE:!pi1 iTl7"''?N "':li ,N"'ji'1i 
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Rabbi Eliezar haQafar: 'The House of Shamai and the House of Hillel did 

not disagree regarding an infant born circumcised requiring him to have a 

drop of blood of the covenant drawn. About what did they disagree? 

About whether one violates the Shabbat [for such a case]. House of 

Shamai held that one does violate Shabbat [in such a case]. The House of 

Hillel held that one does not violate Shabbat [in such a case]."' 

The earliest Amoraic stratum comes to show that Amoraic authorities found halakhic 

grounding in two of these tannaitic statements which appear to be in opposition. 

n:i',n :ir.i~ ',~1r.irv1 ,~r.ip ~jn':l n:i',n :ir.i~ :ii ,ir.in.,~ 
.irn',~ l:i lirir.irv .,:ii:i 

The primary agenda of the later Amoraic authorities appears to be in interpreting 

the case of R.Ada bar Ahava as it relates to this earlier controversy between Rav and 

Shmuel. The agenda of the Stam is to reconcile various Tannaitic statements and their 

earlier Amoraic supporters. The material presented resolves the contradiction by 

explaining the original Tannaitic statements as complementary. 

c. Comparison 

In both the Y erushalmi and the Bavli, the issues of circumcision arise through a 

discussion of Sabbath laws. In taking up issues of circumcision, the Yerushalmi's 

concern is mainly with issues of circumcision in general, and issues specific to the 

Sabbath are left aside. By contrast, the Bavli remains more specifically concerned with 

the issues of circumcisions on the Sabbath. The entire sugya in the Bavli can be read as 



116 

an attempt to understand the basis for the majority halakhic opinion (that of Hillel's) that 

maintains.that hatafat dam berit should not be performed on the Sabbath. 

It is the Y erushalmi which connects the halakhah of hatafat dam berit to the 

midrash of himol yimol. This appears in the Yerushalmi as one of a series of 

interpretations based on hermeneutics of the infinitive absolute. This is the source of 

Deuteronomy Rabbah's use of this midrash in support of hatafat dam berit for a child 

who is born circumcised. 

In comparing the Bavli and the Y erushalmi, it becomes obvious that there is an 

essential piece missing from the Y erushalmi prior to Shimon bar Elezar' s statement. In 

the Bavli, Shimon ben Elezar's statement comes as a clarification of the Tana Qama's 

statement. But in the Yerushalmi, the phrase lo nekhlaku is empty without providing an 

initial basis for thinking that they did disagree. 

In contrast to Deuteronomy Rabbah, both the Y erushalmi and the Bavli share the 

idea that the need to perform hatafat dam berit for a nolad mahul is based on the child 

having a "pressed foreskin" (orla kevushah). The issue of orla kevushah, is mentioned 

in the Yerushalmi, but not dealt with in depth. In the Bavli, however, it is on this basis 

that the Amoraim attempt to understand the case of Rav Ada bar Ahavah' s son. 

Devarim Rabbah does not see the case of the child who is born circumcised as one of an 

or la kevushah because the midrash on himol yimol does not work if the child is 

considered to have any kind of foreskin. The midrash of himol yimol explains that even 

the one who is already circumcised must have blood drawn. If in fact the child born 

circumcised undergoes hatafat dam berit in the event that he does have a foreskin (albeit 
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one that is crushed), the midrash does not work. In the Y erushalmi, Rav specifically ties 

the midrash on himol yimol to the idea of a child who was born already circumcised. 

The view that the hatafat dam berit is required because of a pressed foreskin is ascribed 

to Shimon ben Elezar. In the Yerushalmi, these two views can exist alongside of the 

midrash on himol yimol, as one of many opinions. Deuteronomy Rab bah, however, 

seeking to present a more unified piece, does not tolerate both views . 

.It is not surprising that Deuteronomy Rabbah eliminates the phrase mipnei she 'hi 

or la kevushah in what is otherwise lifted verbatim from the Y erushalmi. Deleting this 

phrase creates greater clarity and less complexity. In its place, our midrash substitutes 

the phrase mipnei berito shel Avraham. Beyond simplifying the complex halakhic 

matters at play in the Talmud, this phrase reveals a part of a larger agenda of our 

midrash. 

When reading Devarim Rabbah, the use of the word mutar seems strange. It is 

clear that the question is not one of whether it is permitted to circumcise a child who is 

born circumcised, but rather whether it is required. This is the concern of the halakhah, 

and is reflected in the answer which uses the words tzarikh to indicate that it is 

necessary. The use of the word mutar may indicate that the midrash is based on 

Talmudic material which is concerned with the question of whether one might violate the 

Sabbath in order to circumcise a child who is born circumcised. 

However, the use of the word mutar must be examined in light of the midrash' s apparent 

agenda and in the context of the entire phrase. 
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The entire phrase mutar lamul considered together with the substituted phrase of 

mipnei berito she! Avraham indicates the degree to which the midrash has presented this 

material in a radically different way from the Talmud. The midrash's agenda, as 

indicated above, is that the God oflsrael is not just a God oflaw, but also a God of 

compassion and love. To this end, the halakhic question of our petihta is not whether 

hatafat dam berit is required or whether it supersedes the Sabbath. These are most 

certainly the questions of the Talmud. Our halakhic petihta is asking whether it is 

permissible to circumcise a child who is already born circumcised: mutar lamul oto. 

Framed in this way, the Talmud's statement that such a child requires hatafat dam berit 

turns their words into evidence of Judaism's compassionate nature. Thus, the 

requirement of the rabbis for hatafat dam berit is here presented as a prohibition against 

complete milah in such a case. The midrash on the verse himol yimol grounds such 

compassion in the Torah itself, lest it be said that such compassionate stands are those of 

the rabbis and not the Torah. Now, the phrase mipnei berito she! Avraham reads 

differently. It is an apologetic explanation of hatafat dam berit. A child who is born 

circumcised does not have to be circumcised again. Furthermore, we only insist upon 

· drawing a drop of blood from him only because it is in this way that he enters the 

covenant of Abraham. 

As part of its overall less-edited nature, the Y erushalmi presents the story of Rav 

Ada bar Ahava in an entirely undeveloped manner. It records disputed versions of what 

happened to him. In addition, there is no "moral" attached to it. In contrast, the Bavli 

uses this story as way of clarifying the authority of Rav's position and attempting to 
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understand how Ada bar Ahava reasoned that such a circumcision should be performed 

on the Sabbath. While its complexity would not make it suitable for Deuteronomy 

Rabbah, there is an element of the story as developed in the Bavli which would have 

been a good complement to Deuteronomy Rabbah and the message it was promoting. 

The aggadic piece in the Bavli suggests that Rav Ada bar Ahava attempted to perform a 

circumcision and not just hatafat dam berit. After all, how would it be possible to cut 

off his son's penis in an attempt to merely draw a drop of blood. If he was "stringent" 

about actually doing it on the Sabbath, then perhaps he was also stringent about cutting 

more than he was obligated to. When our midrash begins with the question of mutar 

lamul -- Ada bar Ahava may have been a good example to use as a way of stating that 

one is not permitted to circumcise children who are born circumcised. To do so could 

result in a tragic outcome. That Deuteronomy Rabbah does not include this is largely 

explained by the fact that all of the material in the Bavli was ignored by it. The petihta . ,1,; 

in Devarim Rabbah is based on the Y erushalmi. Perhaps, its authors did not know about 

the development of this case in the Bavli. Had it known, it could have drawn from it. 

Neither the Y erushalmi nor the Bavli are interested in linking the idea of hatafat 

dam berit to issues of compassion. For the Talmudim, hatafat dam berit is required 

either because that case too is considered to be a kind of foreskin (olra kevusha) which 

needs to be removed or because actual blood is required to enter the covenant. However, 

for our midrash in Deuteronomy Rab bah, hatafat dam berit for a child born circumcised 

is presented alongside three other cases which testify to Judaism's compassion: waiting 

to perform circumcision until the eighth day; not sacrificing a cow and its calf on the 
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same day; and not taking the mother bird along with its young. 
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Conclusions 

In having analyzed four halakhic petihtaot in Deuteronomy Rab bah, comparisons 

of our findings will provide answers to some important questions posed by this thesis. A 

comparative summary of our findings will enable us to make some observations about 

the form of these midrashim, the manner in which they use halakhic material and a 

variety of other issues raised in the introduction of this paper. 

An initial comparison of the four proems analyzed in this paper reveals some 

form-based observations. Certainly, there are standard consistent identifying features 

which are shared by all the halakhic petihtaot in Devarim Rab bah. These include the 

I 
I 

opening question posed in the form of halakhah: adam miYisrael ... " This question is 

I followed immediately by an answer, supplied by the Mishnah when possible, and 

I 

I 

alternatively by the Gemara. This answer is preceded by the words kakh shanu 

hakhamim ... " The petihta concludes with the opening verse of the week's sidra, often 

preceded by the words "mimah she qarinu be-inyan ... " 

Though the Bavli may have influenced elements of the petihtaot, it is the 

Y erushalmi that provides the closest parallels in language to our proems. Petihtaot 2, 3 

and 4 all reveal clearly that the material was drawn and adapted from the Y erushalmi. 

This is not surprising, since both Deuteronomy Rabbah and the Talmud Y erushalmi are 

products of Bretz Yisrael. As demonstrated above, the agenda of these proems is often 

different from the parallels it adapted from the Y erushalmi. The Bavli continues to play 

a role in the shaping of these petihtaot, since the travel and communication between 

rabbis in Babylonia and Bretz Yisrael is constant throughout this period . 

.. ----------------------~--
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However, the development of each proem from the opening halakhic question to 

the concluding sidra verse is not identical. There are some petihtaot that make the link 

between the halakhic question and the sidra verse only after several highly creative 

thematic or linguistic moves which slowly build up to the opening verse of that week's 

sidra. These proems are characterized by a lengthy harizah, an establishment, step by 

step, of a connection between the halakhic question and the sidra verse. Borrowing the 

term applied mainly to the standard proem, we shall call these composite petihtaot. On 

the other hand, there are also examples of petihtaot which make a more direct and 

straightforward link between the halakhic question and the sidra verse. We shall call 

these simple petihtaot. 77 

In outlining our four petihtaot, these differences in form can be easily noted: 

Petihta 1 - Sefer Torah in Greek 

Question (Halakhah: Adam miYisrael .. .): Can a sefer Torah be written in Greek? 

Answer (Kakh shanu hakhamim ... ): From Mishah 

Question #2: Regarding one of the opinions in the Mishah. 

Answer: (Kakh Limdu rabboteinu ... ) From the Gemara. 

Statement: Torah heals the tongue (Proverbs prooftext) 

Statement: Torah loosens the tongue (Ezekiel for support) 

Transition to sidra verse: That Torah heals/loosens the tongue can be learned from our 
verse. 

Sidra verse 

77 Strack and Sternberger 266-67. 
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Petihta 2 - Waiting between the Sberna and the Tefillah 

Question: (Halakhah: Adam miYisrael ... ): May one wait between the Shema and 
Tefillah? 

Answer (Kakh shanu hakhamim ... ): From Gemara. 
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Statement: (Borrowed from Gemara)Idol worship and God are both far and near. (Isaiah 
and Psalms prooftext) 

Transition to sidra verse: God and David speaking (Psalms prooftext) 

Sidra verse 

Petihta 3 - Reading the Curses with Many Readers 

Question: (Halakhah: Adam miYisrael .. .): May the curses be broken up? 

Answer (kakh shanu Hakhamim): From the Mishah 

Question #2: Why can one not break up readings? 

Answer (limdunu rabboteinu ... ) From Gemara 

Transition to sidra verse: God only stated punishments to point Israel on the right path. 

Sidra verse 

Petihta 4 - Circumcising a "born circumcised" infant 

Question (Halakhah: Adam miYisrael ... ):Is it permitted to circumcise a "born 

circumcised" infant? 

Answer (Kakh shanu Hakhamim): From Gemara 

Question #2: Why is the child circumcised on the eighth day? 

Answer: God's compassion. 

Sidra verse 
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The basic features which define the halakhic petihta as described above can be 

noted here, There are several variations which are significant to our analysis. Three of 

these proems (numbers 1, 3 and 4) contain a secondary question. This question is vital in 

creating a stronger link with the sidra verse, and re-frames the discussion so that it will 

more easily lead up to the sidra verse. For example, in Petihta l, the secondary question 

regarding Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel's statement in the Mishah that a sefer Torah can 

only be written in Greek ensures that the midrash will continue along the theme of the 

privileged status of Greek. This allows for a greater connection with the later word 

terapyon and helps the midrash to conclude with the idea that Torah heals the tongue. In 

Petihta 3, the secondary question of why the curses cannot be divided up allows the 

·midrash to bring in two opinions from the Gemara, one of which explains that breaking 

up the readings is synonymous with adding blessings. This answer provides a link with 

the sidra verse by shifting the midrash' s concern to the recitation of a blessing over the 

reading of curses. This parallels the Scriptural blessings and curses in the stdra. In 

Petihta 4, the shift in theme triggered by the secondary question is most obvious. The 

secondary question of why an infant is circumcised on the eighth day allows the theme of 

the midrash to shift to God's compassion, which provides the perfect link to the sidra 

verse. 

For some of the proems, the secondary question flows quite naturally from the 

initial question. This is the case for Petihta l, where the secondary question is taken 

directly from the Gemara in a highly typical inquiry about the underlying reason behind a 

Tana's opinion in the Mishah. In other proems, the secondary question is less directly 
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connected to the primary question and appears to be an intentional way of leading more 

easily to the sidra verse. This is the case in Petihta 4. The question of why a child is 

circumcised on the eighth day is not directly related to the specific case of a child born 

circumcised with which the proem began. 

Another method of increasing the complexity of the proem and establishing a 

stronger link with the sidra verse is through statements inserted into the midrash. 

Sometimes, these statements are unique to the midrash, while others are drawn from the 

Gemara. Much like the secondary question, these statements can either be a subtle shift 

from the topic at hand, or an abrupt change which puts forward an idea that is more 

easily linked to the sidra verse. For example, in the Petihta 1, the statement that Torah 

heals the tongue and that Torah loosens the tongue leads directly to the sidra verse in 

which Moses speaks the book of Deuteronomy. Yet, these statements are linked to the 

previous material in the proem through the word terapyon which is Greek. In Petihta 2, 

the statement that God and idolatry are both near and far is linked with the previous 

material on the proximity needed between shema and tefillah in a subtle conceptual way 

in which the subject of both is closeness or proximity. Petihta 3 concludes with a 

statement that lacks the most subtlety. The statement that God warns of curses only in 

order for Israel to be pointed on the right path is connected to the previous material in 

that it is also about curses. Its connection to the sidra verse is similar in that it also deals 

with the broad subject of curses. 

These statements which further the link between the halakhic question and the 

sidra verse are often stated in God's voice or in the voice of a major biblical figure . 

.!.. ...... ____________________________ ~~~-
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Without Scriptural basis, they are imagined conversations between God and Israel or 

between a biblical personality and God. In the first petihta, we read, "The Holy One, 

blessed be He, said, "See how beloved is the language of Torah in that it heals the 

tongue." This statement then becomes the basis for the conclusion of the petihta with 

the sidra verse. In Petihta 2, God's imagined language is interspersed and supported by 

actual Scriptural references. "The Holy One, blessed be He, said, 'Why did you say 

'When I call he will answer me?' By your life, even when you do not call to Me I will 

answer you, as it says 'Before they call, I will answer ... ' because I have no other nation 

but you. This imagined conversation with God also occurs just prior to the sidra verse. 

This petihta also includes an imagined conversation between David and God in which 

we have David's remarks recorded in the proem. "David said before the Holy One, 

blessed be He, 'Master of the Universe, when the nations of the world come to pray 

before You, do not answer them ... "' This also strengthens the link with the sidra verse 

which specifies that Israel is set apart from the other nations. In Petihta 3, we read: 

"Our rabbis said: The Holy One, blessed be He, said, 'Not for your detriment did I give 

you blessings and curses ... "' As with the previous examples, this statement leads 

· directly into the sidra verse. Petihta 4, has no such imagined statement in God's voice. 

However, a statement in which God is referred to as "the Holy One, blessed be He" (the 

predominant referent to God in all of these statements) does provide the shift in the 

proem which leads more easily to the sidra verse. "That the Holy One, blessed be He, 

extended compassion upon him to wait until he had his strength and so too does the 

compassion of the Holy One, blessed be He, extend to creatures ... " 
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It is the degree to which these secondary questions and statements are integrated 

meaningfully into the proem that it can be evaluated in terms of complexity. Fewer 

secondary questions lead to fewer statements and a more direct path between the 

halakhic question and the sidra verse. On the other hand, if the harizah is long, 

complex, and filled with statements and secondary questions, then this reveals greater 

complexity. Rather than definitively classifying them as "simple" or "composite," the 

four petihtaot analyzed in this study represent a spectrum of complexity. On the one end 

is the first petihta, which is by far the most complex proem of the four. It includes 

secondary questions, statements and links between the opening question and the sidra 

verse which are both thematic and linguistic. On the other end of the spectrum is Petihta 

4. After bringing in a great deal ofhalakhic material from the Gemara, it poses a new 

question which leads easily and directly to the sidra verse. Not sufficiently linked to the 

original halakhic question, it makes the original material superfluous to the proem. 

The range and origin of sources brought in the proem is significant. In our 

discussion of the standardpetihta (see Introduction), we noted that one of its functions 

may have been to present a homily based upon a verse from Writings so that the Torah 

service would include verses from Torah, Prophets (via the Haftarah) and the Writings. 

Since the halakhic petihtaot do not begin with a verse from Writings, it is noteworthy 

whether the halakhic proems include passages from the Writings within the body of the 

proem. Of the four halakhic proems in this study, three of the four include sources from 

the Writings. Petihta 4, which is underdeveloped does not include it, but this may be an 

aberration of a general rule. Whether these particular prophetic verses alluded to 
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triennial haftarot remains unknown. The frequency with which prophetic verses are used 

in these petihtaot may suggest such a use, though further investigation is required. 78 

Alternatively, it may only be that when possible, the darshan tried to include verses from 

Writings; but this goal was secondary and was not the primary concern of the halakhic 

proem. 

As discussed above, the link between the opening halaldiic question and the sidra 

verse may be made through secondary questions and midrashic statements. Whether 

made directly, or through a complex harizah, the nature of this link demands our 

attention. In the introduction, several scholarly views were presented discussing whether 

the link is an inner-link, meaning conceptual or thematic, or an external link, meaning 

linguistic. Let us examine each petihta. 

Petihta 1 begins with the question of whether a sefer Torah can be written in 

Greek. The concluding sidra verse is Deuteronomy 1 : 1, "These are the words which 

Moses spoke ... " The link here is both thematic and linguistic. On a thematic or 

conceptual level, the halakhic question is tied to the sidra verse with regard to issues of 

translation. Just as Deuteronomy is Moses' "translation," or "re-telling," of the Torah, 

so too we are permitted to translate the Torah. On a linguistic level, the use of the words 

terufah and terapyon link the halal<l1ic question with the sidra verse. Terufah shows that 

Hebrew words have already entered other languages, just as that word has entered Greek. 

This addresses the halakhic question. Terufah also serves the purpose of showing how 

78 Marc Bregman, The Triennial Haftarot and the Perorations of the Midrashic Homily. 
Journal of Jewish Studies, 32 (1981) 80. The idea that the triennial haftarah may be used was 
applied to the perorations of the midrashic homilies, and not the petihta. 
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Moses' speech impediment was healed following maamad har Sinai. This leads to our 

sidra verse which proves that Moses spoke all of the words in Deuteronomy. This one 

word serves as the glue which binds the halakhic issue with the sidra verse. 

Petihta 2 also includes both a conceptual and linguistic link. It begins with the 

question of the juxtaposition of the qeriyat she ma with the tefillah. The sidra verse is 

Deuteronomy 4:7: "For what great nation is there that has a god so close at hand as is the 

Lord our God whenever we call upon Him?" Conceptually, the link is that the closeness 

with which we recite the shema and the Amidah parallels the closeness of God. The 

words shema and tefillah provide a linguistic connection with the concern that God is 

Shomeah tefillah, one who hears our prayers. Both the conceptual and linguistic 

elements link the halakhic requirements of juxtaposing the she ma to the tefillah and the 

idea that God is so close that He hears our prayers. 

Petihta 3 also contains both conceptual and linguistic links between the halakhic 

question and the sidra verse. What makes this petihta different is that these links are so 

obvious. Lacking in subtlety, they take away from the halakhic petihta as art form. The 

petihta begins with the question of whether the section of curses may be broken up and 

read by several readers. The proem concludes with the verse from Deuteronomy 11 :26: 

"See,.this day I set before you blessing and curse ... " The linguistic link is a double 

meaning in this context of the term berakhot, blessings. With regard to the halakhic 

issue, we consider the opinion that explains that breaking up the verses creates a 

situation in which the oleh will bless God in the midst of a description about Israel's 

punishment. In the context of our verse, blessings refer to those rewards we will receive 

~-· ................................................................. t 
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if we listen to God's commandments. On a conceptual level, both the halakhic question 

and the halakhic answer deal with curses. This is the only petihtaofthe four which 

begins with a halakhic question directly related to the sidra verse. To pose this sort of 

halakhic question is to take away from the stylistic device which made such a form 

attractive to the ancient synagogue. 

The link between the halakhic question and the sidra verse in Petihta 4 is solely 

conceptual. The proem begins with the question concerning an infant who is born 

circumcised. It concludes with the verse from Deuteronomy 22:6: "If, along the road, 

you chance upon a bird's nest, in any tree or on the ground, with fledglings or eggs and 

the mother sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs, do not take the mother with her 

young." The conceptual or thematic link is that just as God is compassionate enough to 

not permit a full circumcision for an infant born circumcised, but rather only requires 

hatafat dam berit, so too is God's compassion extended to animals. 

One of the dominant questions in this analysis is what the halakhic proem's affect 

upon the halakhah. This can be addressed on a number of levels. First, there is a the 

question of why these two distinct realms of Jewish thought are combined at all. One of 

the theories put forth concerning the standard petihtaot was that it enabled Torah, 

Prophets and Writings to be heard in the Torah service. With the halakhic proems, 

perhaps the idea was to present a totality in the context of the Torah reading which 

included both the Oral and the Written law.79 This Oral law, to be represented by the 

halakhic proem, includes both halakhah and aggadah. Together, these two realms are 

79 Michael Chernick, meeting with author, February 1997. 
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presented to compliment the traditional scriptural reading. That the proem preceded the 

reading of the Torah may be making an additional statement consonant with the Rabbis' 

view that the Oral Law even supersedes the Written Law. 

The bringing together of halakhah and aggadah must also be considered in light 

of several previous descriptions of these two distinct areas of Oral Law. While the 

halakhah is often viewed as elitist, requiring the best minds to reconcile contradictions, 

the aggadah is popular, allowing contradictions to abound. With this in mind, the 

halakhic proem would seem to represent a kind of popularization of the halakhah. 

Moreover, it suggests that the halakhah is more than law; it is a ritual manifestation of 

the values presented and affirmed in the aggadic sections of the proem. 

Each halakhic proem provides an answer to the halakhic question early on in the 

proem. The answers are straight-forward and given in a clear, concise and unified 

presentation. The aggadah which follows seems to create a kind of aggadic basis for the 

halakhic position which has already been stated. To be sure, the halakhah is grounded in 

the authority of the Rabbis' presented positions. And yet, the proem in attempting to 

link that halakhic issue with the sidra verse, provides an additional basis for the 

halakhah, one that is aggadic in that it is of a linguistic or thematic nature. For example, 

the first petihta cites the Mi shah in addressing the question of whether a sefer Torah can 

be written in Greek. The rest of the proem provides an additional aggadic basis by 

arguing that the Torah itself (namely, Deuteronomy) is a human translation, and that 

some words from the Hebrew Bible have already been translated into Greek. Another 

example can be seen in Petihta 4, where the law concerning a child born circumcised is 
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cited. Such a child, according to the Gemara, requires hatafat dam berit. At the 

conclusion of the proem, we are left with an additional aggadic basis for this law. God is 

compassionate and therefore only demands a drop of blood from a child who is born 

without a foreskin. This proem, more than the others, actually reframes the halakhic 

issue as presented in Gemara. The Gemara views this requirement as a stringency, 

evidenced by the fact that one halakhic position represented holds that such a child need 

not undergo hatafat dam berit. By beginning the petihta with the question of whether 

one is permitted to [fully] circumcise a child who is born circumcised, it presents hatafat 

dam berit as a compassionate compromise of the rule. These examples illustrate 

something that occurs when halakhic material is placed within the context of an aggadic 

midrash. Namely, the halakhah is provided with a basis of aggadic support. In other 

words, the entire halakhic proem is a kind of midrashic asmakhta for the halakhah which 

is presented in full in the Mishah or Gemara. 

The proem also affects the way in which the relevant Talmudic or Mishnaic 

material is presented. It recasts the halakhah in a clearer way, either by abridging 

rabbinic positions, or by expanding them. Often, the proem deletes or curtails the 

attributions of the Talmud in its presentation of an opinion. For example, in Petihta 2, 

the Yerushalmi reads, "Of that which Rabbi Ze'ira said in the name of Abba bar 

Yermiyah: There are three juxtapositions ... " The halakhic proem deletes the attribution 

and says instead, "Such taught our Sages: There are three juxtapositions ... " In Petihta 3, 

the proem does not abridge the Talmudic text, but rather expands it in order to ensure 

that the play on words is fully understood. The Y erushalmi states, "Rabbi Hiya bar 
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Gamda said, 'Do not rebel. .. ' Do not make pieces and pieces." Whereas, our halakhic 

proem states , "Rabbi Hi ya bar Gamda said that according to the verse, 'Do not abhor the 

Lord ... ' it means do not make your reprovals into pieces, but rather have one person read 

them all." Similarly, later on the Yerushalmi states, "Rabbi Levi said: The Holy One, 

blessed be He, said it is not fair that my children are being cursed while I am being 

blessed." The proem however, greatly expands this, adding Psalm 91 as a prooftext and 

explaining that what is being referred to here are the blessings before and after the 

reading. 

In addition to these expansions, the midrash creates ways to introduce the 

Talmudic material without greatly adapting the text itself. In the material which parallels 

Petihta 4, the Yerushalmi states: "Rav said 'Circumcising, you shall circumcise .. .' From 

here one derives that an infant who is born circumcised requires hatafat dam berit." The 

midrash reorganizes it, states the requirement first and then asks "Where can this be 

derived from the Torah? As it says, 'Circumcising, you shall circumdse ... "' 

We have explored the proem's affect upon the halakhah. It is also necessary to 

consider how the sidra verse is affected by its presentation at the conclusion of the 

proem. Although the halakhic question is usually far removed from the sidra verse and 

requires the fully developed proem to make the link which is initially absent, the overall 

theme of the entire pro em is closely related to the peshat of the opening verse. In other 

words, the verse is not interpreted in a radically different manner because of the petihta 

leading up to it. The theme or agenda of each proem corresponds to the message of the 

sidra verse. 



Theme of Proem 

Pl Torah heals speech/tongue 

P2 God is close 

P3 Curses are really a blessing 

P4 God's compassion 
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Theme of Sidra verse 

Moses spoke 

What people has a 
God who is as 
responsive as the 
Lord 

Blessings - if you 
listen 
Curses - only if you 
do not listen 

Don't take a mother 
bird with her young 

While this might have been somewhat obvious in our exploration of these lialakhic 

proems, it is necessary to state outright that the entire proem is shaped in order to reflect 

the straightforward meaning of the sidra verse. At no time are we ever asked to change 

the way we understand the sidra verse. It is that verse for which everything else must be 

linked. 
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Summary 

This thesis has shown that the halakhic proems of Deuteronomy Rabbah have a 

spectrum with regard to their complexity and form. The halakhic question is linked to 

the sidra verse through a thematic and/or linguistic connection. These links are 

strengthened by secondary questions and statements which are stylistic devices that 

increase the complexity of a proem. The proems borrow material selectively from the 

Talmud (mostly the Y erushalmi) and present the material in a clearer manner. The sidra 

verse which is the culmination of the proem remains straightforward, seemingly 

unaffected and unaltered in its interpretation by the proem which precedes it. The 

halakhic proem provides an additional aggadic basis for the particular halakhah in 

question. 
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