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Midrash

	Hebrew term for "Interpretation" or "Exposition." The word generally used for any written or oral commentary on a biblical text. The original purpose of midrash was to resolve problems in the Hebrew text of the Bible. As early as the 1st c. CE rabbinic principles of hermeneutics & philology were used to bring the interpretation of difficult passages in the literal text of scripture into line with the religious & ethical values of the teachers. This method of interpretation was eventually expanded to provide scriptural pretexts to justify oral tradition. Thus, midrash exposes the values & worldview of the rabbinic interpreter & audience rather than the original intention of the author of the biblical text.
There are two types of midrashim:
· halakhic midrash [focusing on the legal implications of a biblical passage] &
· haggadic midrash [non-legal expositions designed for general edification].
Haggadic midrashim may, like later commentaries, follow the narrative of a biblical text or they may be composed as homilies, following the lectionary cycle of the synagogue.
The literary production of rabbinic midrashim began during the period of the formation of the Mishna (2nd c. CE). The school of Rabbi Aqiba ben Joseph focused on the production of halakhic midrashim, while the school of his rival Ishmael ben Elisha tended towards a more haggadic form of exposition. Most of the midrashim underwent more than one revision. The homiletic midrashim were composed later, but drew heavily on earlier sources some of which are no longer extant.
Pericopes in this sourcebook were excerpted from the following 8 midrashim.


	Title
	Exposition of
	Type
	Source
	Composed

	Siphra ["The Book"]
	Leviticus
	halakhic
	school of Aqiba
begun by Judah ben El'ai
completed by cHiyya bar Abba
	2nd c. CE

	Mekilta ["The Measure"]
	Exodus 12-23
	haggadic
	school of Ishmael
	2nd c. CE

	Siphre 'al Debarim
	Deuteronomy
	haggadic
	school of Ishmael
	2nd-3rd c. CE

	Bereshith Rabba
	Genesis
	haggadic
	Galilee
	3rd-5th c. CE

	Shemoth Rabba
	Exodus
	homiletic
	 
	6th-11th c. CE

	Wayyiqra Rabba
	Leviticus
	homiletic
	Palestine
	4th-6th c. CE

	Bemidbar Rabba
	Numbers
	mixed
	 
	7th-12th c. CE

	Tehillim
	Psalms
	haggadic
	Palestine
	6th-9th c. CE


	Other resources on line:
· Midrash Bibliography - searchable cyber-catalog of print texts (posted by Hebrew U.)
· Tales and Maxims from the Midrash - S.  Rapaport's 1907 English translation of excerpts from midrashim, reprinted in 1917 as Sacred Books of the East vol 4 [posted by Sacred Texts].
· Midrash Halakah - article by J. Jacobs & J. Lauterbach in Jewish Encyclopedia.
· Midrash Haggadah - article by I. Singer & J. Theodor in same source.
· Midrash - article in Wikipedia's web.
· What is Midrash? - FAQ in RFC Archives.
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Halakha/Aggadata/Midrash



The Talmud is the most comprehensive compilation of the Oral Law. Throughout its many volumes, one finds the rabbis engaged in two types of discussions, halakha (purely legal matters), and aggadata (ethical and folkloristic speculations).

The opening Mishna in the tractate Bava Mezia is a classic halakhic discussion:

"Two men are holding a cloak [and come before a judge]. This one says: 'I found it,' and the other one says, 'I found it.' If this one says, 'It is all mine,' and the other one says, 'It is all mine,' then this one must swear that he does not own less than a half, and the other must swear that he does not own less than a half and they divide it [dividing means that each gets half of the value of the cloak].

"If this one says: 'It is all mine,' and the other one says, 'It is half mine' [because he believes that they discovered it simultaneously then the one who says, 'It is all mine' must swear that he does not own less than three quarters, and the one who says, 'Half of it is mine' must swear that he does not own less than a quarter, and this one takes three quarters and this one takes one quarter."

The Talmud's discussion of this Mishna is very extensive, and directly and indirectly raises numerous legal nuances. For one thing, since each party concedes that he only found the cloak but never purchased it, what about the man to whom the cloak originally belonged-shouldn't it be returned to him? We must assume, therefore, that the cloak either had been abandoned or that efforts to find the owner had proven futile. (There are extensive laws in the Talmud dealing with restoring lost objects to their owners, based on the biblical laws recorded in Deuteronomy 22:1​3.)

Secondly, it is no coincidence that the Mishna portrays both parties coming into court holding the cloak. As a rule, Jewish law accepts the principle that "possession is nine tenths of the law." In noting that both litigants are holding the garment, the text underscores that each has a tangible claim. If, in fact, only one party held the cloak, the cloak would be presumed to belong to him unless the second litigant could produce evidence that the first person had taken it from him.

Third, why the need for an oath at all? Why not just divide the cloak? The purpose of the oath is to induce fear in the liar, to discourage him from persevering in his dishonesty. Without an oath, a person might be more prone to lie, feeling that no harm is involved, since he is not depriving the real finder of something that had cost him money, but only of something he had found. Rabbi Louis Jacobs summarizes the principle behind the oath: "While a man may be willing to tell an untruth in order to obtain something that is not his, he will be reluctant to swear in court that he is telling the truth when he is not really doing so." In Jewish law, perjury is a particularly serious sin, and outlawed by the ninth of the Ten Commandments.

Fourth, why do the rabbis impose so strange an oath? Since each litigant claims "it is all mine," why not have each one swear that the entire cloak belongs to him? What is the sense in saying "I swear that I own not less than a half." There is a moral consideration behind the strange wording. Were each party to swear to owning the entire garment, the court knowingly would be administering a false oath: Two people would be swearing to full ownership of one garment. Yet were each party to swear that he owns only half of the garment, he would be discrediting his earlier claim that he owns it all. That is why each party swears, "I own not less than a half." This is the only oath that might possibly be truthful, for the two litigants might have picked up the garment simultaneously.

As for the Mishna's second part — in which one party claims ownership of the whole garment, and the other ownership of half — why the strange wording of the oath, and why give one litigant three quarters of the garment's value and the other only one quarter? The Talmud reasons: Since the person who claims that he owns only a half admits that the other half of the garment belongs to the first litigant, the dispute facing the court is restricted to the remaining half. That half, the court in turn divides in half, so that one party gets three quarters and the other a quarter.

This lengthy discussion about halves reminds me of an old Jewish joke about a man who complains to his friend, "A horrible thing. My daughter is getting married tomorrow and I promised a five-thousand ruble dowry. Now, half the dowry is missing."

"Don't worry," his friend consoles him. "Everybody knows that people usually pay only half the promised dowry."

"That's the half that's missing."

Aggadata refers to all of the Talmud's nonlegal discussions, including such varied matters as medical advice, historical anecdotes, moral exhortations, and folklore. One particularly well-known bit of aggadata is found in the talmudic tractate Bava Mezia 59b. The aggadata follows a halakhic discussion in which the rabbis debated whether an oven that had become impure could be purified. While almost all the sages felt it couldn't be, Rabbi Eliezer, a lone voice but a great scholar, disagreed:

"On that day, Rabbi Eliezer put forward all the arguments in the world, but the Sages did not accept them.

"Finally, he said to them, 'If the halakha is according to me, let that carob​tree prove it.'

"He pointed to a nearby carob-tree, which then moved from its place a hundred cubits, and some say, four hundred cubits. They said to him 'One cannot bring a proof from the moving of a carob-tree.'

"Said Rabbi Eliezer, 'If the halakha is according to me, may that stream of water prove it.'

"The stream of water then turned and flowed in the opposite direction.

"They said to him, 'One cannot bring a proof from the behavior of a stream of water.'

"Said Rabbi Eliezer, 'If the halakha is according to me, may the walls of the House of Study prove it.'

"The walls of the House of Study began to bend inward. Rabbi Joshua then rose up and rebuked the walls of the House of Study, 'If the students of the Wise argue with one another in halakha," he said, "what right have you to interfere?'

"In honor of Rabbi Joshua, the walls ceased to bend inward; but in honor of Rabbi Eliezer, they did not straighten up, and they remain bent to this day.

"Then, said Rabbi Eliezer to the Sages, 'If the halakha is according to me, may a proof come from Heaven.'

"Then a heavenly voice went forth and said, 'What have you to do with Rabbi Eliezer? The halakha is according to him in every place.'

"Then Rabbi Joshua rose up on his feet, and said, 'It is not in the heavens' (Deuteronomy 30:12).

"What did he mean by quoting this? Said Rabbi Jeremiah, 'He meant that since the Torah has been given already on Mount Sinai, we do not pay attention to a heavenly voice, for You have written in Your Torah, 'Decide according to the majority' (Exodus 23:2).

"Rabbi Nathan met the prophet Elijah. He asked him, 'What was the Holy One, Blessed be He, doing in that hour?'

"Said Elijah, 'He was laughing and saying, "My children have defeated me, my children have defeated me.""'

The British-Jewish scholar and writer Hyam Maccoby has commented: "This extraordinary story strikes the keynote of the Talmud. God is a good father who wants His children to grow up and achieve independence. He has given them His Torah, but now wants them to develop it...."

A third category of rabbinic literature is midrash, of which there are two types. Midrash aggada derive the sermonic implications from the biblical text; Midrash halakha derive laws from it. When people use the word midrash, they usually mean those of the sermonic kind. Because the rabbis believed that every word in the Torah is from God, no words were regarded as superfluous. When they came upon a word or expression that seemed superfluous, they sought to understand what new idea or nuance the Bible wished to convey by using it. Thus, we find the following discussion on a verse from Genesis concerning Noah.

"This is the story of Noah. Noah was a righteous and blameless man in his generation" (Genesis 6:9).

What words seem superfluous? "In his generation." So why, the rabbis ask, did the Torah include them?

Characteristically, more than one view is offered. Rabbi Yochanan said: "In his [particularly awful] generation [Noah was a righteous and blameless man] but not in other generations." Resh Lakish maintained: "[If even] in his generation' how much more so in other generations" (Sanhedrin 1 08a).

Aside from the ingenuity of these explanations, this midrash also demonstrates that a reader understands a text in light of his own experiences. Take Resh Lakish's point: If even in his generation Noah was righteous, how much more so would he have been had he lived in another society? Elsewhere, the Talmud informs us that Resh Lakish became religious only as an adult. Earlier on, he had been a thief, a gladiator, or a circus attendant. Resh Lakish knew firsthand how much harder it is to be a good person when you come out of a seedy or immoral environment. In his eyes, if Noah could emerge from so immoral a society as a righteous man, how much greater would he have been had he been raised among moral people.

Midrash continues to be created. For example, Genesis 19:26 records that when Lot and his family were fleeing the destruction that God wrought on Sodom and Gomorrah, they were told not to look back. "But Lot's wife looked back, and she thereupon turned into a pillar of salt."

What possible relevance could this verse have to our lives? A friend of mine was teaching this chapter at a home for the aged, and the residents were debating the verse's meaning. An eighty-five-year-old woman broke into the discussion: "Don't you understand what it means? When you are always looking backwards, you become inorganic."

Finally, in modern Jewish life, the word halakha refers to any issue of Jewish law. If a person wants to know the Jewish law on a specific issue, he will ask a rabbi, "What is the halakha in this case?" The word also is used for the Talmud's legal sections, the codes of Jewish law (for example, the Shulkhan Arukh) or any of Judaism's legal writings (e.g., Responsa).

Aggadata, as noted, describes the non-halakhic sections of the Talmud, and the word aggada in modern Hebrew refers to any legendary or folkloristic writing.

Midrash most commonly refers to the famous compilation of Midrash Rabbah, a compilation of the rabbis' comments on each of the five volumes of the Torah. But to this day, you can hear a Jew who has some novel interpretation of a Torah passage say, "I want to give you a drash [from midrash] on this week's Torah portion."



Source: Joseph Telushkin. Jewish Literacy: The Most Important Things to Know About the Jewish Religion, Its People and Its History. NY: William Morrow and Co., 1991. Reprinted by permission of the author.

From Sacred Texts, Rapaport 1907. Tales and Maxims from the Midrash.

THE MIDRASH

INTRODUCTION

JUST as the Written Law given by Moses emanates from God, whilst He Himself only proclaimed the first two commandments of the Decalogue, owing to the Israelites being too terrified to hear God's voice (Deut. 20. 19), and the whole of the Torah was then conveyed to Israel by Moses, so he likewise received the Oral law, which he was not allowed to commit to writing. This Oral law had to be taught by word of mouth side by side with the Written law, and thus the former became an unfolding and sequel to the latter.

This, says the Midrash, 1 is meant by the words: 'Only take heed to thyself and keep thy soul diligently lest thou forget the words--דברים meaning "words" as well as "things"--which thine eyes have seen, and lest they depart from thy heart all the days of thy life' (Deut. 4. 9). 'The words which thine eyes have seen' means the Written words which can be seen, and 'lest they depart from thy heart' refers to the Oral law, words committed to memory, laid up in the heart.

From time immemorial, during the time of the prophets and even earlier, the Israelites had established schools or assemblies for the teaching of the Torah. To the places of worship schools were invariably attached in which religion was taught, the Torah was read and exegetically expounded. Whenever a portion of Holy Writ was read a דרש (Drash)--a searching 

p. 2
inquiry--into the meaning of every sentence was made, with explanations drawn therefrom, based on the Oral law. Not only was this the case on Sabbaths and Festivals, but on week-days too, especially so on Mondays and Thursdays, when a small portion of the Torah was read, an institution ascribed to Ezra. 1 Later on--probably in the time of the Maccabees--the reading of the prophets was also introduced.

The dissertations and expositions which were held were known as מדרש (Midrash), and this term was originally applied to both the הלכה (Halacha) and the אגדה (Agada).

The sermons, dissertations and expositions of whatever nature--whether exegetical, homiletical or ethical--were always given by word of mouth, but were after delivery reduced to writing. A knowledge of the Scriptures on the part of the audience was assumed, as the study of the Law was looked upon as one of the highest religious duties. There was great anxiety on the part of these teachers that nothing should be added to the Written law, which is known to us as the עשרים וארבע--the Canon of the twenty-four books.

There is this line of demarcation betweenהלכה (Halacha) and אגדה (Agada), which in course of time were separated from one another, though the former contains now and then a little of the latter, and vice versâ. 2 Halacha, derived from הלך (to go, walk), is a term denoting laws regulating man's walk in life--the performance of his religious duties. The Aramaic translation of Onkeles (Exod. 21. 9) gives הלכה as an equivalent of משפט. Halacha, when decided by a majority of the school, became incontrovertible, law that could not be gainsaid; and any one, no matter how great his reputation for piety and learning, who might attempt
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to impugn it, would be excommunicated. Thus we find such lights amongst the Rabbis as Eleazer B. Hanoch, who, having questioned the Halacha on 'Purity,' was put under the ban, in which he remained all his life, and a stone was thrown on his coffin, since he had died under sentence. Akabyah b. Mahalalel was similarly excommunicated for refusing to accept the decision of the majority on four questions, and Rabbi Eliazar b. Horkynas, too, was put under the ban for declining to recognize the decision of the majority on some points. The names of the respective authorities in the Halacha were always retained.

The Agada, on the other hand, is a free interpretation of the Scriptures. As its name implies: 'It was said.' Its assertions were not incontrovertible or not to be gainsaid. There was, on the one hand, strong opposition to the Agada; but, on the other hand, it was very highly esteemed by most, and not every one was considered qualified to handle it. Even Rabbi Akiba received a mild rebuke when he tried to dive into the depths of this method of teaching. 1 There grew up in the course of time a saying: 'If you desire to find the greatness of the Creator, study the Agada.' The names of the Agadic teachers were not always mentioned, yet certain rabbis were known to have possessed an enviable capacity for this branch of religious instruction, such as Rabbis Abahu, Ishmael, Eliazar b. Azaryah, Eliazar b. R. José the Galilean, and others, and they were known as the Rabbis of the Agada.

The Agada, of which the various Midrashim contain collections, and which some of the Apocrypha have for their source, was written in the time of the Tanaim, and consequently before the Halacha, which was only taken in hand by the school of Rav Ashé.

Whilst the Agada seeks but free scope in its own
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teachings and in its own interpretation of Scripture, and does not intend to invade the domain of Halacha, it yet occasionally touches some legal points. It is the oldest exegesis of the Scriptures, and contains in its elevating teachings, sermons, prayers, homilies, historical records, exhortations, admonitions and consolations, conveyed frequently in allegories, legends, parables and similes.

From the time of Ezra there were many institutions for the diffusion of this kind of teaching by the Scribes and priests. It formed the vital element in the nation's morality. When the Scribes took the place of the prophets, their interpretation and exposition of the Scriptures also took the place of prophetic utterances. In prosperity the people's favourite was the Halacha, 1 but in adversity they preferred attending Agadic expositions, containing as they did--among much else--words of comfort and consolation, instilling faith in God and hope in His help and protection.

Rabbi Abahu and Rabbi Chanina b. Abbé were holding discourses at the same time; the former preaching on Agada and the latter on Halacha. Rabbi Chanina's audience, hearing of Rabbi Abahu's Agadic discourse, rudely left him, and went to hear the latter. This gentle sage, distinguished for his meekness and piety, felt aggrieved at the slight shown to his colleague, of which he was the innocent and unwilling cause. He went to see Rabbi Chanina and tried to assuage the grief caused him. 'It is hardly to be wondered at,' he said, 'that the people come to hear me instead of craving for your words. For do we not find this folly in almost every walk of life? Let a man offer cheap and flimsy finery for sale, and he will find far more buyers than he who offers choice pearls and precious stones.' 2 The Rabbis knew well how to make their
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Agadic discourses as attractive as possible, and to awaken their audience from their lethargic condition when occasion arose. One device was to use words of foreign languages, Latin, Greek, Persian, etc., in order to provoke questions and further interest, and so well was the Agada known for its foreign words, that if one found in the Mishna a word of doubtful meaning, recourse was had to the written Agada for its elucidation. 1
Rabbi Akiba, once finding his audience drowsy and inattentive, used the following device: 'What,' he asked, 'induced Esther to reign over 127 provinces?' The question at once roused the attention of the whole assembly, who expected some subtle arithmetical solution, with which the Rabbi had no intention of edifying them. But finding his device successful and attention awakened, he answered the question by saying that 'it was proper for the descendant of Sarah, who lived 127 years, to reign over 127 provinces.' 2
Rabbi Judah Hanasi, too, had recourse to enigmatical sayings: 'I know of a woman,' he said, 'who bore 600,000 children at one time.' This was enough to excite the curiosity of his congregation, who were depressed and in a dejected spirit owing to the havoc wrought by the ruthless Hadrian. Seeing that the assembly was quite puzzled at such a wonderful event, Rabbi Ishmael b. José explained that that woman was no other than Jochabad, the mother of Moses, who was not only a host in himself, but also delivered 600,000 men from slavery. 3
Some of the Rabbis wrote down their notes on Holy Writ as they occurred to them. Rabbi Meir, who was a skilful Scribe and wrote a scroll of the Pentateuch for his own use, is said to have written on the margin thereof short notes for his discourses. A great many Agadic and other teachings were developed in the
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school of Yabné, or Jamnia, granted by Vespasian to Rabbi Jochanon b. Zakkai, the last pupil of Hillel, and to his friends as well as to Gamliel's descendants. This truly great load-star of the Jewish religion established his school there, and the place became a new Jerusalem and the new seat of a highly learned assembly. 1 Of the Midrashic writings of the period between the Hashmoneans and Hadrian, a period of some three hundred years, we possess but fragments, although that period may be said to have levelled the path from the Canon of the Bible to that of tradition.

What is known as the New Agada had its rise for the most part from the first to the fifteenth century. The reopening of the schools in Palestine in the year 520 c.e., and in Babylon in the year 589, gave rise to Midrash Rabba on Genesis, followed by that on Leviticus, then Exodus and Deuteronomy, the last of the five books being Numbers. Of the Midrashim on the five Megilloth, that on Lamentations was the first, and that on Ecclesiastes was the last.

Midrash Tanchuma, or Yelamdenu, was most probably written in the last century of the Gaonim in Italy, about the ninth century c.e. These Gaonim were in constant communication with Palestine. Tanchuma was followed by Midrash שוחר טוב on Psalms, Midrash on Proverbs and on Samuel.

I do not pretend to have explored for this little work (which I commenced in my sixty-ninth year, and hope to see published on or before my seventieth birthday) the Midrash in the whole of its scope. I have not even as much as touched the Pesikta (the oldest of all Midrashim) Mechilta, Yalkut, Sifra or Sifré; but have restricted myself to about nine hundred quotations from the following Midrashim, viz. Rabba on the five books of Moses and the five Megilloth, Tanchuma on
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the Pentateuch, and the Midrash on Psalms, Proverbs and Samuel.

Moreover, whilst I have here and there ventured to 'dress up' the mere 'dry bones' of simple quotations with a word or two of my own, according to the (dim) light that is within me, I have chiefly confined myself to the mere quotations only. I hope that the Eldorado which the intelligent reader will at once detect to exist in the somewhat untraversed highway of this wonderland of Rabbinical literature, may encourage an exploring thereof, and one is sure to find an inexhaustible deposit peppered with gold, to use the miner's phrase. The acquisition of a claim in this may not secure a residence in Park Lane, but it will ensure a habitation in the spheres which do not pass away. The whole realm of the moral code is represented in the Midrash; and there is not a point, whether on prudence, life's experience, or worldly wisdom, which the Midrash has left untouched.



Footnotes

1:1 Exod. Rabba, 46. 1-6 and 12.

2:1 Baba Kamma, 82.

2:2 In the Mechilta, Sifra and Sifré, Halacha and Agada go together.

3:1 Sanhedrin 16/11.

4:1 Midrash Song of Songs 2/14.

4:2 Sota 40.

5:1 Gen. Rabba 58. 3.

5:2 Midr. Cantls. 1. 27.

5:3 Midrash Eccles. 4, and Lamentations 1.

6:1 See Dr. Yost's Geschichte des Judenthums und seine Sekten vol. ii. pp. 13, etc.

From Koschitzky Virtual Beit Midrash
Reading Midrash Aggada

Shiur #1: What is Midrash?
 

By Dr.  Moshe Simon-Shoshan

Introduction

Welcome to “<<Reading>> Midrash Aggada”! 

In this class you will gain the tools necessary to study classical midrashic texts on your own.  You will learn to understand the logic behind Chazal’s
[1] interpretations of individual verses and passages in the Bible and to recognize the important literary forms through which Chazal formulated their ideas.  We will do all this through a careful study of Midrash Vayikra Rabba, one of most poetic yet accessible of the classical midrashim.  Before jumping into the text, we will devote this first lesson to some preliminary comments about midrash in general and Vayikra Rabba in particular.

 

Midrash as method of thought and style of writing 

The term “Midrash” is oft used, but seldom defined.  The term indeed has several different meanings, which need to be distinguished.  First and foremost, Midrash is a way of thinking and a mode of self-expression.   Midrash is Chazal’s way of talking about, around, and through the text of Tanakh.
[2]   Ultimately, a midrashic text is any passage in the literature of Chazal in which a Biblical text is cited.  This broad definition suggests that there are in fact a wide range of possible texts that might be classified as midrashic.  However, the category of midrash, in the traditional sense, is limited by fact that midrashim share a set of common methods and concerns.  These can be defined as follows.

I.  Textual concerns: 

 

Central to Chazal’s spiritual and intellectual endeavor were their efforts to understand the biblical text and explicate its difficulties.  Studying and understanding God’s Word was for Chazal, one of the primary ways of establishing a relationship with Him.  However, there is no one right way of reading and understanding the Tanakh or any text for that matter.   The methods, rules, and assumptions that Chazal use when approaching the biblical texts are quite different from those of the great pashtanim (advocates of a grammatically oriented literal method of interpretation) of the Middle Ages, such as Rashi or Ibn Ezra and are also distinct from the modern literary approach to stories and poetry that many of us learned in our high school and college literature classes.  In these classes we will learn to understand the distinctive aspects and inner logic of Chazal’s interpretive methods.  Three of most important elements of Chazal’s method are:

a.  Omnisignificance: This term, coined by the biblical scholar James Kugel, refers to the notion that every detail of the Biblical text contains meaning.  Any word or even letter that might seem superfluous must be assigned a meaning.  Unusual usages or word forms must be explained.  This leads to an exceedingly meticulous scrutiny of every verse that comes Chazal’s way.  Any perceived redundancy or potentially non-essential element of the text will be assigned special meaning.  Though medieval and modern critics also read the text with great care, they are more likely to explain apparent superfluities or anomalies as being required by grammatical conventions or literary style.  Chazal prefer to find specific meanings in the details of the text that have broader moral or spiritual ramifications.  


b.  Gap filling: Closely connected to the principle of omnisignifcance is the practice of filling gaps.  All narrative texts have “gaps,” or, details of the story that are missing.  A narrator must always choose which details to put into the story and which to leave out.  This is especially true of Biblical narrative, whose sparse style often leaves out information of interest to the reader, such as a character’s motivation.  Filling in these gaps is indeed essential to any successful reading of a story.  However, the rabbis are particularly aggressive in their efforts to fill in the gaps in the biblical texts.  The rabbis seek to provide us with as rich and detailed an image of the Biblical events and characters as they can.


c.  Dialogue between distant verses: Modern reading strategies tend to emphasize understanding a word or a sentenced in terms of its immediate context.  They direct us to read an entire passage or poem as a whole and to read the individual elements of the text with in this context.  While Chazal were also aware of the value of such readings, they generally preferred to read individual verses not in light of their immediate neighbors but in light of a distant verse elsewhere in the Bible.  This practice can be further broken down into two different reading strategies.


i) Resolving contradictory verses: The Bible not infrequently contradicts itself, or at least appears to.  It will present two different accounts of the same event or two conflicting laws regarding the same situation.  For Chazal, the Bible is a unified book which can not contain any contradictions.  Hence these conflicting verses must be reconciled.  Chazal will produce a reading of the verses that harmonizes the two accounts or rulings.  Sometimes they will re-interpret one verse in light of the other.  In other cases they will re-interpret both verses, creating an entirely new meaning, which synthesizes the two texts.  


ii) Creating thematic or linguistic connections: The rabbis will also juxtapose two or more verses not because the conflict but because they see a deeper connection between the two.  Often the rabbis will see a common theme between them.  In other cases, it is a common word of phrase.  By placing these texts next to each other, the rabbis call attention to and emphasize aspects of both verses that are not apparent when each verse is examined individually.

Underlying all of these rabbinic reading strategies is a common underlying assumption about the biblical texts, and perhaps texts in general, that is quite different from modern conventional wisdom.  We tend to think of texts as containing specific meanings.  The act of reading a text is then the process of decoding this meaning and revealing it to ourselves and others.  The rabbis do not understand the process of reading the Bible in this way.  For them the text contains only the potential for meaning.  In their view, in reading the biblical text we actually generate meaning from out of the raw material that is the Bible.  In principle any given verse can produce infinite meaning.  Indeed, Chazal tend to seek as much meaning as possible from each and every verse.  This does not of course mean that the biblical text may mean anything we want it to.  Quite the contrary, only rabbis who are trained in the traditions and ways of Midrash know the proper way to “grow” the meaning of the text.  

II.  Ideological concerns: 

We have already noted that Chazal tend to favor readings that direct the reader toward issues of broader significance.  When a rabbi delivered a midrashic discourse in a beit midrash (study house) or a synagogue, he was not interested merely in explicating the text at hand.  The derasha (midrashic sermon) was the rabbi’s primary method of communicating rabbinic ideas about a wide range of issues to his followers.  These include theological ideas about the nature of God and our relationship to Him, ethical and social positions regard the conduct of the individual and the community and even political positions regarding the ruling powers of the day.  Often these positions emerged from their study of the biblical texts.  However, the rabbis also relied on received oral traditions as well as their own powers of reason in formulating their positions.  In their midrashim, however, the rabbis did not systematically distinguish between the various sources of their teachings.  Rather they wove them all together into a single fabric.  In our studies we will seek to pull apart these strands, to the extent possible, so that we can better understand the midrash and its workings.

III.  Aesthetic-Artistic concerns: 

Midrashim are carefully constructed works of art that are designed to be beautiful and pleasing to read.  They often present dramatic stories and poetically constructed passages.  Chazal did this, in part, to make their teachings more accessible and interesting.  I also believe that Chazal valued literary beauty as an end in and of itself.  These literary and aesthetic concerns often shape the words and the structure of the Midrash.  At times they choose a given formulation or direction, at least in part, out of desire to create a more perfect and harmonious composition.  An understanding of the various literary forms and conventions that we find in midrashic texts will often help us to understand the logic and meaning of Chazal’s words.

In most midrashim, these three concerns, the textual, the ideological and the aesthetic are woven together into a single text.  In some cases, however, only two or even one of them comes into play.  In our readings of midrashic texts our goal will be to identify these different concerns and objectives and to understand how they operate individually as well as how they interact with one another.

 
Works of Midrash
The term “Midrash” can also be used to refer to specific books.  Generally speaking, the works of Chazal as they have come down to us can be divided into three categories: Mishna (including the Tosefta), Talmud (Bavli and Yerushalmi) and Midrash.  In truth, the first two of these texts also contain sections which might be classified as “midrash” according to the way we defined it above.  However, when referring to a complete work, the term “Midrash” is reserved for only those texts that present a set of Midrashim on a particular biblical book.

Rabbinic literature can also be classified as either “halakhic” or “aggadic.” Halakhic texts deal with Jewish law and practice.  Aggadic, on the other hand, is a catch-all phrase that defines rabbinic texts that are non-legal in nature.  This leads to a division of Midrashic texts into two categories: “midrash halakha” and “midrash aggada.” Midrash halakha interprets and expounds upon the legal texts of the Torah, in order to clarify and establish the principles and applications of God’s law.  Midrash aggada, which will be the focus of this class, relates to the narrative, poetic and theological parts of the Tanakh.  

The first collections of Midrashim to be compiled were the “tannaitic” midrashim.  As this name implies, these texts present the work of the tannaim, the rabbis who are featured in the Mishna.  Like the Mishna, these midrashim were probably edited around the year 200 CE.  The midrashim in this group are the Mekhilta (on Shemot), Sifra (on Vayikra), and Sifrei (on Bamidbar and Devarim).  These books are often referred to as the halakhic midrashim.  These are the only midrashim which contain a significant amount of halakhic material.  However, with the exception of the Sifra, all of these texts have significant amounts aggadic material as well.  

With the period of the Amoraim, the rabbis associated with the Talmud, a new type of Midrash emerged: Midrash aggada.  These are works which have minimal or no halakhic content.  Not surprisingly, one of the first such Midrashim to be compiled was Bereishit Rabba.
[3] The book of Bereishit, of course, has almost no halakhic material and, apparently for this reason, it did not merit a tannaitic midrash of its own.  Bereishit Rabba can thus be seen in some ways as completing the work of the Tannaim.  When Bereishit Rabba was produced, it meant that there were Midrashim on all five books of the Torah.

Both the Tannaitic Midrashim and Bereishit Rabba are what we call midrashim parshaniyim or interpretive Midrash.  In the terms we laid out above, these works give primacy to textual concerns.  They go through the biblical text line by line, offering insights and discussion.

Around the same time as the Talmud Yerushalmi was completed (about 400 CE), a Midrash aggada on Vayikra was completed in the <<land> of <Israel>>, entitled Vayikra Rabba.  The choice of Vayikra over the other books of the Torah might at first seem surprising.  Vayikra is a book that is made up almost exclusively of laws.  It is largely lacking in stories.  This why the Sifra, the earlier Midrash on Vayikra, has very little aggadic material.  

Why would there be a demand for an aggadic midrash on Vayikra, specifically in the Amoraic period? According to most contemporary historians, the rabbis of <<Land> of <Israel>> had a relatively small number of followers through much of the Tannaitic period.  Most Jews, though they may have respected the rabbis, did not view them as the authoritative religious leaders of the Jewish people.  It was only in the Amoriac period that the rabbis began to enter the mainstream.  One way in which they asserted their influence and spread their teachings was through the giving of sermons on the weekly Torah readings in the synagogues.  Rabbis were thus faced with a problem: how were they to present the technical laws of Vayikra to a wider audience? 

It was apparently in response to this challenge that a new form of midrash emerged.  Vayikra Rabba presents an alternative to the midrash parshani (interpretative Midrash), known as midrash darashni or homiletical Midrash.  Midrashim darshani’im place less emphasis on textual concerns.  They focus more on ideological and artistic concerns.  In this genre, the darshan (i.e., the rabbi who engages in Midrash) focused on only one, or at most several, verses selected from weekly Torah reading.  Out of this small piece of text, he constructed an extended derasha that followed a carefully crafted form and developed a particular theme or idea.  This new method allowed the rabbis to expound the book of Vayikra without getting bogged down in its technical laws.  They would carefully select individual verses which could serve as springboards for larger themes and for relating to other Biblical texts.  

Editions of Vayikra Rabba

 
Though the VBM will supply you with a copy of the texts to be studied in both Hebrew and in English, I encourage you also to explore these sources using an actual book.  To this end, I present a brief summary of the major editions of Vayikra Rabba.  As we have previously noted, the “Rabba” in “Vayikra Rabba” signifies the fact that since the Middle Ages, the book has circulated as part of a larger work known as “Midrash Rabba.” Midrash Rabba is an anthology of Midrashim, one for each of the five books of the Torah and the five Megillot.  The individual Midrashim were edited at different times and in different places and reflect a variety of midrashic styles.  As such, most of the editions we will survey here are of the entire Midrash Rabba.  

The Vilna Midrash Rabba (Romm, 1878):

From the people who brought you the Vilna Shas, the Vilna Midrash Rabba is the classic, most widely available and inexpensive edition of Midrash Rabba.  It contains the “Rabbot” on all five books of the Torah, and on the five megilot in two compact volumes.  Along with the text of the Midrash, it also presents the work of some of the most important traditional commentators on the Midrash from the Middle Ages through the Nineteenth Century.  Though invaluable, these commentaries are generally quite terse.  They are not always helpful to the beginning student of midrash and they often do not address the sort of broader issues that we will deal with in the course.  

Recently, the text and commentaries found in the Vilna Midrash Rabba has been reset in an edition called “Midrash Rabba Zekher Chanokh Ha-mefoar.” It is much easier to read than the original edition and includes a pointed and punctuated text of the Midrash.

Margoliot’s edition of Vayikra Rabba (JTS, 1993, First published in the 1950’s)

The great scholar of rabbinic literature, Mordechai Margoliot, put out his own edition of Vayikra Rabba, currently published in two volumes.  This is a “critical” edition.  Margoliot presents what he thinks is the most accurate text of Vayikra Rabba on the basis of his study of the surviving manuscripts.  He also presents a comprehensive survey of the differences between the various manuscripts as well as a separate commentary on the text.  This is the standard edition of Vayikra Rabba among academic scholars.  We will refer to this edition and manuscripts it cites where relevant.

Merkin’s commentary on Midrash Rabba (Yavne, 1957):

Moshe Areyeh Merkin wrote a comprehensive commentary on Midrash Rabba on the Torah in 11 volumes.  His commentary is aimed at the non-specialist and is quite helpful.  He translates all of the Aramaic passages into Hebrew.  His knowledge of ancient languages and history often gives him insights not found in the traditional commentators.  Finally, he presents a pointed and punctuated text of the Midrash.

Midrash Rabba Ha-mevo’ar (Machon Ha-midrash Ha-mevo’ar, 1983-1999) 

This series is meant to present Midrash Rabba in a manner that is both traditional and accessible to a broad audience.  It covers all of Midrash Rabba on the Torah and the Megillot in a 17 volume set.  Like Merkin, it presents a pointed text and a commentary that translates all Aramaic.  The commentary is drawn from traditional commentators.

The Soncino Translation (Soncino, 1939; also available in CD-ROM format from Davka Software)

Like its big sister, the Soncino Talmud, the Soncino Midrash is the standard translation of the Midrash Rabba.  It contains helpful notes and indexes as well.  The English texts used in this course will be based on the Soncino translation.


[1] “Chazal” is an acronym for “chakhameinu zikhronam li-vrakha”- our Sages of blessed memory.  It is generally used to refer to the rabbis who authored the classical works of rabbinic literature such as the Mishna and Talmud.  They lived in the <land> of <Israel> and <Babylonia> during the first 5 centuries C.E.  I will use this term interchangeably with “the rabbis,” which is also meant to refer specifically to the rabbis of this era.


[2] Tanakh is an acronym for “Torah,” the five books of Moses, “Neviim,” the works of the prophets, and “Ketuvim,” the “Writings,” the collection of miscellaneous, poetic and historical texts that are considered sacred in the Jewish tradition.  Collectively the term “Tanakh” thus refers to the entire body of Hebrew Scriptures, the collection known to the Christian world as the “Old Testament.”

[3] The various midrashim that comprise “Midrash Rabba” are actually independent works composed at different times and places.  Only later were they brought together into the collection we know today.
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