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Introduction

This study pack contains a series of texts for adults to study either during the Omer period from

Pesach to Shavuot or on the evening of Shavuot itself. Texts 1 and 2 introduce midrashim which

describe aspects of the revelation at Mount Sinai and have strong connections (either in motif or in

the use of verses) to Text 3. Text 3 contains the famous Talmudic account of Mount Sinai being held

over the Israelites head accompanied by God’'s threat of ‘ac
which utilises the same verse from the Book of Esther as found in Text 3 but to a slightly different

effect. Finally, Texts 5 and 6 contain later commentaries on Text 3 by Ramban and Maharal

respectively.

There i s ywu ‘clTexltd 7i'ncorporate Levinas'’ reading
Temptations’ as a particularly modern interpret
other directions in which the conversation can be taken: how we understand revelation and the role

Torah has in our lives; the variety of texts that describe the voluntary acceptance of the covenant at

Sinai; how the texts relate to us in the 21* Century with multiple identities and seemingly endless

choice in defining who we are; how we seek and discover our own adult theology; the nature of

individual autonomy; in fact the list could go on and on...

Some of the texts are quite dense and complex and may take some unpacking. To help, each text is
first presented, along with some of the quoted biblical verses and some background to the text and
the sages mentioned. There then follows a step by step commentary on the flow of the text. Finally,
some discussion notes, questions and concluding ideas are offered, in case there is not enough
material already.

Neil Janes (lyyar 57¢IMay 2011)
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Text 1: Pesikta de Rav Kahana 12:6 ¢ Witness to Revelation

4,0 UéUaUé,L%(U,aelégé Ade V¥ 02ad)éDHE & P3BYé aedi V&Y Nia YoULBUAR D

Ua Yy AY &8 n Yasavajo é i VE00 Y ela o 8B @& o UleraeU4 & 6 1||eeU

aeP¥CRaAEOWO UMD, B a¢A AV & &4 QL& ceh B ced eeddeole efa Y
'Va &c@ady A543 gAY, @ ¢ B8 0@ héd B @ RYW eBa eDD

| alone have declared, | have saved, | have announced and there is not amongst ypu any
strange [god] and you are my witnessys the Eternal One, and | am Gfshiah 43:12). |
alone have declared, in Egypt, And Moses told to Aaron all the words of the Eternal (Jne
(Exodus 4:28). | have saved, by the sea, And on the day the Eternal One saJ&dodus
14:30). | have announced, at Sinai, You caused the law to be heard from heayksalm
76:9). And there is not amongst you any stranger, this is Jethro. And you will be my witness
says the Eternal one and | am God. Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai taught: If you are my witness,
says the Eternal One, | am God, and if you are not my witness, it is, as it were, | am not the
Eternal One.

Biblical Verses

It is always important to look at the whole verse referenced in a rabbinic text. They are provided below for
you to save some work, but keeping a Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) to hand whilst you study is helpful. Sometimes
the preceding or following verses have an impact too. We should assume that the creators of the midrashim
and rabbinic literature had memorised the Bible and could quote verses by heart.

A EoUAdIRB CERVWAE APBY o1 b &4aE&aiI§ caekE
| alone have declared, | have saved, | have announced and there is not amongst you any
strange [god] and you are my witness, says the Eternal One, and | am God.
Isaiah 43:12

gUIT g El & Ee Co diilokiao hUERAMBEEGO B ke ol
Moses told to Aaron all the words of the Eternal One with which he had sent him and all the
signs with which he had instructed him.
Exodus 4:28

AT HIU o011 AE al1é O0OEx 4EaloA GHAXKE® |12 EW
On that day, the Eternal One saved Israel from the hand of the Egyptians and Israel saw the
Egyptians die on the shores of the sea.
Exodus 14:30

UlaiiieAY Ud Adi a i Ed
You caused the law to be heard from heaven; the earth feared and was still.
Psalm 76:9
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Vocabulary

Hebrew English

‘s An abbreviation for Adonai —often translated as Lord or Eternal One. The

name of God spelt 'yud’, 'hey’, 'vav', hey'

'strange’'. I n the biblical verse the

(i.e. possibly in the context —a god). However in the midrash the meaning

has shifted to someone who is a stranger or perhaps more specifically

who worships strange gods (i.e. Jethro, Moses' father-in-law).

= { In this specific midrash the word ~ 1which means law is understood to
mean the Torah. It is not uncommon for midrashim to interpret words in
this way. For example, when the Book of Proverbs refers to wisdom it is
frequently considered to be some sort of primordial Torah in midrashim.

1 7 Taught — an Aramaic word whose root corresponds to the Hebrew s ”
from which the word Mishnah is derived. 1 ”indicates that the teaching
is attributed to the Tannaitic period (approximately the first two
centuries of the common era). In this case, taught by the tanna (sage
from the tannaitic period) Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai.

s

Personalities

Knowing who is referred to in the texts is sometimes useful. There is a rich academic debate about whether
FGGNRodziAz2ya (2 al3sSa Oly oS O2yaARSNBR G2 oS
sages and how to use stories about them. However, leaving the debate slightly to one side, sometimes a
picture of a sage and his opinions is painted by the various texts. Whether this is a true reflection of the sage
or a true reflection of the late editorial activity that influenced rabbinic literature is perhaps less important
than noticing the phenomenon itself.

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai — a fourth generation tanna and was a student of Rabbi Akiva.
Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai is described in the Babylonian Talmud as being critical of the
Roman Empire and, as a result, had to flee to live in a cave with his son for 13 years.
According to mystical tradition, he was the author of the Zohar — a kabbalistic work
probably written in 13 Century Spain. His yarzheit(day of his death) is considered by some
to be Lag B'Omer (18th lyyar) and his burial place Mount Meron in Israel.

About Pesikta de Rav Kahana

This is a homiletic midrash which probably dates from around the 5th Century — a similar
period to Genesis Rabbah and the Yerushalmi Talmud. The order of the midrash is based on
the Torah readings for the Jewish Holidays and special Sabbaths. Though no copy of the
midrash was known about, Leopold Zunz (in 1832) demonstrated the likely existence of the
text based on references and readings in Rabbinic literature. He proposed that there were
29 chapters beginning with Chapter One, on Rosh Hashanah, and followed by chapters on
the holidays and special Sabbaths of the year. In 1868 Solomon Buber discovered four
manuscripts of the text and produced a version of the collection that was slightly different
in structure and content to that which was proposed by Zunz. Zunz had performed a
marvellous feat of scholarly work in hypothesising the existence of a text that was ultimately
found, but now it had been discovered it did not exactly match the manuscripts. However,
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what has been shown si

nce Buber ' s

reconstruction of the text was actually correct.

Mechanics of the Midrash
What follows is an attempt to guide you through the midrash step by step, taking in the way in which the
midrash plays on words and creates meaning. Not only will we focus on the content but also on its form and
structure:

di scovery based on

This chapter of Pesikta de Rav Kahana contains a series of midrashim for the festival reading
on the first day of Shavuot — the reading is the Ten Commandments in Exodus, beginning
with Exodus 19:1. The style of this particular midrash is to move from an opening verse
unconnected to the Torah reading and to move back to the reading itself — it is sometimes
known as a homiletic midrash. The opening verse, taken from Prophets or Writings (i.e. not
from the Five Books of Moses), is known as the Peticha

Text Translation Notes
aoeé ﬁo ):U Y | alone have declared, | ha\ This is the opening versed the peticha &
5, b aa U ¢ saved, | have announced ar of the midrash. Note the various clauses
a&)J¥8 D€  d there is not amongst you an o the verse which will be elaborated
Udde Uask upon below.

Cigy o
o T e
QS

Ce

&

S
Qo Yaig

D

_QJE
Lol &m\

g,
& o

(e}

[ON

strange [god] and you are m
witness, says the Eternal On
and | an God (Isaiah 43:12).

c | alone have declared, in Egypt,

And Mosegold to Aaron all the
words of the Eternal One
(Exodus 4:28).

| have saved, by the sea, And on
the day the Eternal Onsaved
(Exodus 14:30).

| have announced, at Sinai, You
caused the law to beheard
from heavenPsalm 76:9).

And there is not amongst you
any stranger, this is Jethro.

And you will be my witness says
the Eternal one and | am God.
Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai
taught: If you are my witness,
says the Eternal One, then | am
God, and if you are not my
witness, it is, as it were, that |
am not the Eternal One.

Clause 1: Declaration. The verb in the
peticha verse and the verse from Exodus
is from the same root 8! ¥d'o tell. Thus
making the connection between the two
and suggesting the declaration in Isaiah is
a reference to Godi
Moses whilst the still enslaved in Egypt.
Clause 2: Saved. The verb in the peticha
verse and the verse from Exodus have the
same rootd | _ dito save. The connection
between the salvation in Isaiah is made to
the redemption at the Sea of Reeds.
Clause 3: Hearing. The verb in the
peticha verse and the verse from Psm
76 have the same rootd , _ @ hear/listen.
The connection is made from lIsaiah to
Psalms to the revelation at Sinai.

Clause 4: This clause implies that a
stranger is someone who is not part of
the covenant and explains why Jethro
departs in Exodus 18:27.

Clause 5 and 6: Rabbi Shimon ben Yachai
plays with the meaning of the | et t er
t hat beggi ad8d@606 | nst
usual meaning he changes the meaning tc
a paradosis and apodosig if/then clause.
Note, in particular, the change from the

|l saiah verse i n wto
's. This brings the midrash back to the
festival reading 6 6 | am the |
your God?®o . e. t he
Commandments).

(i
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Brief Discussion of Text 1

As pointed out, the midrash ends with the opening words of the Ten Commandments (the
reading of which this midrash is composed) -t hough t he {w(eni),dvhefeas in
the Ten Commandments it is 1 "1 {anochi). The opening word of the verse from Isaiah may
have already provided a hint towards the direction that is taken in the end — since it begins
with 1 "1 +Thus there is a circularity to the midrash which begins with the 'I' of God and ends
with the 'l' of God.

Note the way in which the midrash moves from the first encounter with God as a people in
slavery in Egypt (God address to Moses) and follows chronologically through to revelation,
passing the crossing of the Sea oThisisRe
exquisite example of how midrashim are also works of literature.

Questions

Something about the mechanics of the midrash:

1. We noted above that the midrash follows the journey of the Children of Israel from
slavery in Egypt, to crossing the Sea of Reeds and Revelation at Sinai. For each
moment an extra verse from Exodus is used to illustrate the point, except the
Revelation at Sinai. Why is the verse for clause 3 (1 - _ ) notSrom the book of
Exodus (or even from the Book of Deuteronomy where the Shema could have
worked)? In Exodus 24:7 a famous verse | _ _ " *(weswill do"and we will obey —
Exodus 24:7) occurs using the verb | _. So why does the midrash 'only' use a
reference in Psalms? If we assume it would have been possible then what rationale
can you give to this verse over others?

Thinking about the themes in the midrash:
2. What is being witnessed that causes God to be Adonai?

3. Is there suggestion that, as it were, God is not? Or is it that God is not Adonai whom
Moses encounters at the burning bush in Exodus 3? Or something else altogether?

4. What is the difference between God telling or declaring to Moses and God causing
the divine voice to be heard?

Thinking about our lives as Jews:
5. When we reach Shavuot how do we ex
and what do we testify to as Jews?

A Final Idea

The final verb is the one based on the root | _ which reminds us of the Shema itself. The
last words of the Shema are+ 1 1 s L + . THese fast words’ are strongly indicated in the
last words of the midrash 's .1 These words are always tied to the next prayer about
redemption which begins with the word - _ (truth). Perhaps the midrash is pointing to a
time of future redemption, thus re-visioning Isaiah's words that we started with.
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Text 2: Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael (Bachodesh 3) ¢ The Encounter with God

aail ALkl kel aee Yol adt)dedoaadid & Uieh *I.
@aa a9 edMUUR ¥ UayYeUOY, XY idddda 0 8 @a &da o |
UUoBaael aYun@WwaaoanbaUn AYaUah d80URO YU
Uod féa oviuama 0@ e a Dy Ba g &afa ¥a 4 ¥ 12 & &4 &3 il
GYO BB MaoRa¥EO YO U0 vea Ma Wi ¢ 6 AacMAMAaBm & 4
) o ) ‘U4 eY Gaeaa& @ U oWado v 8
Do é Yo o8 V1 @E Bl Y jedia co@ee & OYUeO 8 Va &, 29
Yi é&ovy edoxa ¥ald @ g &YU 60 @®e s@JaaYy @ a4 ¥
ajoad@liededeWe adavie®wmuwalo Yy @@ &
gém&wéaué&a&maéa@wdmgawmw&uuwaa@?a
al e VaYd

They stoodExodus 19:17) They huddled together, to teach that Israel was afraid on because
of the onset of sparks, shaking, thunder, and lightening. Beneath the mountaif{Exodus
19:17) to teach that the mountain was wrenched from its place and they drew near and
stood beneath the mountain, as it says (Deuteronomy 4:11) They drew near and stoq(
beneath the mountainConcerning them it is explained in the received tradition (Song of
Songs 2:14) O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the covert of the cliff, let me|see

thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countendce is
comely* Let me s ee t-tthese areotherl2 wllarsafor che twelve tribes of

| srael . ‘Let -meebeaareéehtyheoieer’ commandment s;
after the wutterances, * and dhe whole congiegation dreyn a n ¢ e
near and stood before thadtnal Ong(Leviticus 9:5).

Rabbi Eliezer said *This matter was sgid cc

C O uUnNt ethey stood &nd saw the salvation of the Eternal QnEx odus 141|13) ;
hear y o-theywemigreatly afraid and th€hildren of Israel cried out to the Eternpl
One(Exodus 14:10); * f or y our amditheyecried and thewrecry tame;up * o ur

countenance is comel y’ and he made sig|phs in
(Exodus 4:30-31). Anotherexplan at i on: “Your voice lwlsingwg¢et'’ C
the Eternal One for He is highly exaleE x odus 15: 1) ; “Youfromggount e

out of the mouth of babes and sucklings you have found strenggicause of youf
adversaries that yogtaythe enemy and the avengdPsalm 8:3)

Biblical Verses

Uli 11 4EHR &y & A AeaETrelaYE edAiad doH gd d gzedald ¢ERI 2B Y &Hal KO [ UE/
gYCRIiI Ae ERIY gUA alvYU&R&aa
Aaron spoke all the words which the Eternal One spoke to Moses and did the signs in sight
of the people. The people believed and when they heard that the Eternal One took note of
the Children of Israel and that He had seen their suffering, they bowed and bent low.
Exodus 4:331
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4EQ@ 4 Eode® AREEM]T MERTAWA i g @ ABAEHIT Y &4 EUA ESCRD 1 ¢€
01 YT UAS
When Pharaoh drew near the Children of Israel lifted their eyes and behold the Egyptians
were moving towards them and they were greatly afraid and the Children of Israel cried out
to the Eternal One.
Exodus 14:10

0 E@ &4Eoa EDQAS 0o KelQd Udhgaie AdaT WHEDOU 0D ga g U BE C & A
calalvye 0Olée Ulvye aiol o/
Moses said to the people, do not fear, gather together and behold the salvation of the
Eternal One which he will do for you today, for as you saw the Egyptians today, you will no
longer see them again forever.
Exodus 14:13

TYuAal o AV 8da e URiddoreediiid Boe@di B3l B (b1 AEAERE 14JE 0 A4
Al HTU Ul e
Then sang Moses and the Children of Israel this song to the Eternal One, and spoke, saying: |
will sing to the Eternal One, for He is highly exalted; the horse and his rider hath He thrown
into the sea.
Exodus 15:1
d NiUTU oacEl ABRToAg gUAT T & Ao NEHIT Y

Moses brought the people from the camp to meet God and they stood at the base of the

mountain.
Exodus 19:17

U MTXBEe Ai Ea gUA=I él HIY UIUEe E® @i & B
And they brought that which Moses commanded to the opening of the tent of meeting and
all the congregation drew near and stood before the Eternal One.
Leviticus 9:5

AaEi locéely cieiée ¢cEelR &aEaleielU |
And you came near and stood under the mountain; and the mountain burned with fire to
the heart of heaven, with darkness, cloud, and thick darkness.
Deuteronomy 4:11

A ET 1 e Ad Eeg UEATVY® o04cEg Ae 1 UAA
Out of the mouth of babes and sucklings you have found strength, because of your
adversaries that you stay the enemy and the avenger.

Psalm 8:3

UEYQ@ige UckoBE@ A IEaa 1l Yi 4 EH cEalyYi o0EQ@ a4aEeéaEeéa
O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the covert of the cliff, let me see thy
countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely
Song of Songs 2:14
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Vocabulary

Hebrew English
"4/ 7 JI< 7 7 Under, beneath, at the foot of.
~x ., *X..s  Ten Utterances — the rabbinic way to refer to the Ten Commandments
(which aren't, after all, just ten commandments).

Personalities

Rabbi Eliezer — Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, known sometimes just as Rabbi Eliezer, was a
tanna (of the Tannaitic period — the first two centuries of the Common Era) and student of
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai. He is sometimes characterised as interpreting the biblical text
in @ more strict and literal way, though there is some debate over that characterisation
amongst scholars today. He is the sage about whom the famous story of the 'Oven of
Akhnai' focuses and as a result of the debate featured in that text he is excommunicated.

About Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael

Mekhilta is a word that means 'rule' or 'norm' and this Midrashic collection derives the
halakha from the Bible through certain rules and norms. The Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael (of
Rabbi Ishmael) is an halakhic midrash (and exegetical) on the book of Exodus, beginning
with Exodus 12:1 — when the first command is issued to the Children of Israel. It is divided
into nine tractates, one of which is called 'Bahodesh' — from which our midrash above is
taken.

In the halakhic midrashim there is a division between what is known as the School of Rabbi
Ishmael and the School of Rabbi Akiva. The modern identification of this division dates from
the end of the 19™ Century. There do seem to be technical differences in terminology.
However, these differences may be more due to the redaction of the text later than the
Schools of Rabbi Akiva and Ishmael themselves and are therefore not historically accurate
attributes. Haggadic material is common to both schools, the differences lie in the
interpretation of halakha. The Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael is attributed to the School of Rabbi
Ishmael.

Mechanics of the Midrash

This midrash f r om Mekhi |l ta de Rabbi | shmael deal s,
moment immediately preceding the revelation at Sinai. The midrash provides a
commentary on the verse from Exodus 19:17. In particular, note the use of the Song of

Songs anst exhe Versenfrore the Song of Songs help to interpret the verse from

Exodus. However, in the continuation of the midrash, the focus moves from the revelation

to the Sea of Reeds and I srael’s redemption
festival of Pesach, so this shift is understandable) — this associative leap is made in the

context of understanding exactly what the Song of Songs verse is referring to. The Song of

Songs and its use in midrashic literature as an 'intertext' has been discussed by modern

academics and it has been noted that sages either understand the Song of Songs to be

referring to the crossing of the Sea of Reeds or the revelation at Mount Sinai.

10
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Text Translation Notes
Y 1 1YJUel @ They stoodExodus 19:17) They First the midrash seeks to explain theform of
huddled together the verb x * . f{the first word of the verse
being interpreted). In some cases, this verb
form is like a reflexive verb. Therefore, the
meaning seems to be that they got
themselves standingtogether 6 the midrash
explains that they huddled together.
adoYiaU@ed to teach that Israel was afraid Now the midrash explains why they were
a el ®¢ a D0 pecause of the onset of sparks, COwering in a group & because of fear at the
0YE g@yagelL shaking, thunder, and time of revelation.
a e-é'aé‘aeg?}%.r a lightening.

0 YU 0 40 R Beneath the mountainExodus The next words in the verse from Exodus
oUUdao®ead 19.17) to teach that the 19:17866at otohte off the Mo
Yéu[?tlj ng(;eAYI mountain was wrenched from Play on words is taking place & in the

& . Hebrew the word for base/foot of the
Uaaoguwled |tsdplace ar:jd thbey drehw ne;r mountain is * 1 : Which might be more
cYUBdT o0Ygéa stoo eneath  the  oasily translated as under. Therefore, the

.8 UQMR ¢ Y Ug mountain, as It says iqrash interprets this, using the verse from

(Deuteronomy 4:11) They drew peyteronomy as support, asif the Children
near and stood beneath th of Israel literally stood under the mountain
mountain for protection (next week, we will revisit this
motif in a famous text from the Babylonian
Talmud).
fidYi @ Ua concerning them it is explained Now the midrash turns to the Song of Songs
08N UaU i the received tradition (Song to deepen the interpretation of what it
aoeldka aod i ¢ Songs 2:14) O my dove, thal meant for Israel to stand beneath Mount
0 0 édJa eduy L .~ "o Ciafis of the rock. i SiNal- The midrash will proceed to divide the
0 @,eAa,lQélajﬁJ"L the covert of the cliff. let me se Verse into its different parts, offering an
deceacéaaa® ' interpretation for each part. The scene is set
a &4 Yaiz a Ypig thy countenance, let me he¢ iy the peginning of the verse, which
UY @a @9 & thy voice; for sweet is thyoice, corresponds to Israel standing beneath the
and thy countenance is comely mountain & the dove [Israel] hidden in the
cleft of the rock [Sinai]. Then the verse can
be viewed as shifting perspectives between
God and Israel.
aagé@mea ‘ Let me see t-} Partl Godwants to see the countenance of
Uua n é, & O M @ these are the 12 pillars for the the Children of Israel. He calls them from
o f @ ae ELQ,I‘ twelve tribes of Israel. their hiding place under the mountain. The
& doaaal children of Israel are seen in the 12 pillars
which correspond to the 12 tribes.
davidaeéa: Let me he-atheset Part 22 The Ten Commandments might
0Yd OO & e the ten commandments; better be translated as the 'Ten Utterances'.
The children of Israel want to hear God's
voice. This was the moment at which Israel
heard the voice of God. Note, in the account
of revelation in the Torah, the Children of
Israel end up asking Moses to be an
intermediary between themselves and Godd
7 7 because they are afraid.
ORAho&EA ¥EE  f or your v aefterc Part3: God's voice is heard and is considered
;0 Y 8 U the utterances, to be sweet.

uygde 490 - and your c 0 Part 4: Shifting back to God's vision of the
YUBUAFSTN) comelagnd the whole chidren of Israel 8 God sees the comely
Y UadJd)e bé countenance in the whole congregation of
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'Ua e congregation drew near an Israel drawing near to stand before God.
stood before the Eternal Or Note the repeated use of the root ™ ~'.0 it
(Leviticus 9:5). was also found in the discussion of

Deuteronomy 4:11 (where it occurs). Note,
this is no longer at the moment of revelation
of the Ten Commandments but slightly in
the future at the completion of the

Tabernacle.
0,eYoP € @ad Rabbi EI i ezer RabbiElezer offers a different point of view
0 U UAJY @ 44 € a5 said concerning the Sea of 0 arguing that the verse from the Song of
0Ye Reeds’ : Songs relates to the crossing of the Sea ¢

Reeds. Again the children of Israel are in the
cleft of the rock [beneath the waves] and the
remainder of the verse is based on shifting
perspectives of Israel and God.
1} €4 ‘“Let me see vy Partl Whereas beforethis part of the verse
ua oy ae they stood and saw the was God's sight of Israel, here Israel is 'seein
i salvation of the Eternal On the salvation of God. The Children of Israel

U0 éy (Exodus 14:13); want to see God and they do.
aavidheéa Let me heatheyyPart 22 The switch from the former
Y @0 alddY Y % were greatly afraid and the interpretation continues. God wants to hear
aeuyi U Children of Israel cried out t the voice of the Children of Israel and does

I én
;Ja @aagdo the Eternal OnéExodus 14:10);  5° in the cry against their slavery

“for your v and Part 3: The sound of the lIsraelites' cry in

:
¥t they cried and their cry cam slavery is sweet. There is a definite question
here about how we feel about the cry of the

A0 eHd( up;
’ enslavedbeing sweet.
UY@é a@dd ‘ your count enc:¢Part 4 The miracles wrought before the
Aal & Uo Y & and he made signs in sight of Israelites, which affirm their faith, are the
ae DD NABL o heople and the people had representation of God. Though note we are
Aédae@& ; no longer at the Sea of Reeds but in the
aith (Exodus 4:30-31). .
earlier encounter between God and the
Israelites.

Ud&a\ia'U Anot her e x p | a The midrash now introduces an alternative

YO Y¥®RBA8Ey0ice is swe e interpretation for the final part of the verse
aauvaud a i ... wil sing to the Eternal On from the Song of Songs. The sweetvoice
;U gWd refers to the moment at the Sea of Reeds

for He is highly exaltetExodus

15:1) with the song of the sea sung by the

Israelites. This possibly offers a resolution to
our former concern that the cry of the
oppressed is sweet.

Uuygeée 4906 « Your count en ¢ The '‘appearance' of the Children of Israel is
a1 @B & & 8! from out of the mouth of babe Sseen in what comes out of the mouths of
aai & Yaa&a g sucklings you have four children & thus mixing our senses of sight and
cexbY®Uc strength because of you S°und:
oaunuUa oad

27 e d)a @ adversaries that you stay th

enemy and the avenge(Psalm
8:3)
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Brief Discussion of Text 2

It is interesting to contrast the two different approaches as described by the midrash above.
On the one hand, the text from the Song of Songs is read as describing the moment of
revelation at Mount Sinai. On the other, the Song of Songs verse describes the moment at
the crossing of the Sea of Reeds. At Sinai, the midrash moves between two aspects — God's
vision of Israel and Israel's hearing of God's voice. At the sea the two aspects switch in terms
of their senses: God now hears the voice of the Children of Israel and the Children of Israel
see representations of God's power. The final anonymous '~ 1 + ' (da%at acher - other
interpretation) describes God hearing the song of the Children of Israel at the sea and the
‘comely appearance' could actually be interpreted also as speech (i.e. 'Out of the mouths of
babes...").

Questions
Something about the mechanics of the midrash:

1. The midrash moves from the mountain protecting the Israelites, to a description of
the moment of revelation, to the crossing of the sea. How do you think these phases
of the midrash function together?

2. In the first interpretation of the verse from the Song of Songs the 'countenance’ is
described as comely using a verse describing the Israelites from the book of
Leviticus, which is a jump 'forward' in time from the revelation of the Ten
Commandments. In the second interpretation, the 'countenance' is described as
comely using a verse describing the miracles of God from the beginning of the book
of Exodus, which is a jump 'back' in time from the moment of the parting of the Sea
of Reeds. In what way do you think this might be a significant move by the midrash?

Thinking about the themes in the midrash:
3. How does the raised mountain change the moment of revelation, which was already
an event imbued with enormous significance and great fear?

4. What is the difference between the auditory and visual senses as the means of
encounter between God and Israel?

Thinking about our lives as Jews:
5. How do we talk about theology and the relationship between God and Israel? What
senses are involved?

6. When we think of and discuss revelation, what do we describe being revealed (God,
Torah, etc.)? How do we imagine the experience of revelation?

A Final Idea

There is an interesting psychological process of anxiety and assurance. The Children of Israel
are fearful at Mount Sinai because of God's revelation. As the source of that fear, God lifts
up the mountain to protect them and they are reassured. How do you see this anxiety,
reassurance playing out in the midrash between God and Israel (possibly both ways)?
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Text 3: Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 88a ¢ Feeling Coerced
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And they stood under the mouriExodus 19:17): R. Abdimi b. Hama b. Hasa said: This
teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, overturned the mountain upon them like an
[inverted] cask, and said to them, 'If ye accept the Torah, 'tis well; if not, there shall be your
burial.' R. Aha b. Jacob observed: This furnishes a strong protest against the Torah. Said
Rava, Yet even so, they re-accepted it in the days of Ahasuerus, for it is written, [the Jews]
confirmed, and took upon therfetc.] (Esther 9:2%)[i.e.,] they confirmed what they had
accepted long before. Hezekiah said: What is meant by, Thou didst cause sentence to |
heard from Heaven; The earth feared, and was tran@«dim 76:9): if it feared, why was it
tranquil, and if it was tranquil, why did it fear? But at first it feared, yet subsequently it was
tranquil, And why did it fear? — Even in accordance with Resh Lakish. For Resh Lakish said:
Why is it written, And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth (Gayesis
1:31); What is the purpose of the additional 'the'? This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be
He, stipulated with the Works of Creation and said thereto. 'If Israel accepts the Torah, ye

ggvo .0

O @
C)g):'@ Y
— § & —<\
0y

0

Aiadd ¢
T & ad

shall exist; but if not, | will turn you back into emptiness and formlessness.'

Biblical Verses

4 EE EE1U alvya 8EITU aEUAaAlIY UESES

God saw all that he had done and behold it was very good. It was even and it was morning
the sixth day.
Genesis 1:31

31010 oaEl ARToAg gUATIT & Ee Eel WEU |

Moses brought the people out from the camp to greet God, and they stood beneath the
mountain.
Exodus 19:17

UEh E@I U &4 Eei HIU aEeé Aeca IoOHE@ 186AANE 1481 éo AdYlapAlkHE e |

Ul eleAYy Ui el
The Jews upheld and took upon themselves and their descendents and upon all joined to
them, so as it should not fail, that they would keep these two days according to the writing

thereof, and according to the appointed time thereof, every year.
Esther 9:27
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UlalileAY Ud Adl a i Eo
From the heavens the law was heard, the earth feared and was silent.
Psalm 76:9
Vocabulary
Hebrew English
s | A moda'ah is a warning which in halakhic terms (Jewish law) is issued by

a person who feels they have been coerced to sign a contract.
~ + 1 1 Oraita is the Aramaic word which means Torah.

Personalities

Rav Abdimi — probably 3" or 4™ Century Babylonian Amora.

Rav Aha —around 300 CE, Babylonian Amora and contemporary of Abbaye and Rava.

Rava — died mid 4™ century. Babylonian Amora lived in Mahoza. His name is short for R.
Abba b. Joseph b. Hama. Often paired in the texts with Abbaye.

Hezekiah — it is slightly unclear who this sage is, possibly a Palestinian Amora of the 4
Century (who moved to Babylonia) and was a student of Abbaye. More likely that he is a
Babylonian Amora who was Abbaye's student.

Resh Lakish —3™ Century Palestinian Amora —Shimon ben Lakish.

th

About Tractate Shabbat

Tractate Shabbat is the first tractate of the order 'Mo'ed' (seasons). As its name implies, the
tractate deals with the laws and regulations of the Sabbath. It contains both legal
discussions and considerable 'aggadah’ (lore).

Give and Take of the Talmud

Text Translation Notes
YUT B@ @ Y9 And theystood under the This verse opens this part of the Talmudic
"0 UU 0 mount(Exodus 19:17): discussion which is really a midrash within the

text of the Talmud. We already met, in the last
text, how the meaning of - 41 - it ‘ambiguous
(meaning under/beneath, at the foot of..).

d U & aa U!R Abdimib. Hamab. Hasa In a radical move, R. Abdimi interprets the
Uge@élR 8 L said: This teaches that the ambiguity of the verse by suggesting that the
ayoeu nay Holy One, blessed be He, Mountain was lifted and held over Israel, not to
ouu o009 .” protect them, but in order to threaten them with
o e < overturned the mountain . .
aOU a 0 G Z th lik destruction. Acceptance is good, nonracceptance
aaaUil & upon em K€ AN s death.
AdNa YelUs [inverted] cask, and said
guo -4 fiY tothem, 'If ye accept the

3.4 08 Torah, 'tis well; if not,

there shall be your burial.'

ou DB D R. Ahab. Jacob observed: In protest against R. Abdimi's suggestion, R. Ahe
gé

Y & UIC ¢ This furnishes a strong brings a legal argument against the covenant. The
04 'strong protest' is akin to signing a contract under
duress 0 it cannot have legal validity. Equally,
based on R. Abdimi's inerpretation, the covenant
at Sinai now appears to be coerced.

ai &28J 0 é ! said Rava, Yet even so, Raba now offers a partial resolution to R. Ra.

protest against the Torah.
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a &a U Uz they re-accepted it in the
Ua o amY d Y gays of Ahasuerus, for it
oY é@[@ , 0P is written, [the Jews]
%3 B\; lIJ % U confirmed, and took upot

5.0 them [etc.] (Esther 9:27)
[i.e.,] they confirmed
what they had accepted
long before.
agd@ai PR Hezekiah said: What is
aye aal éJ, meant by, Thou didst
cal 0€e& cause sentence to b
[lj,Jg'l'l r“? YU ae%'g heard from Heaven; Th
U i ()3 earth feared, and was
U4 a®a @pg ¢ tranquil (Psalm 76:9): if it
- BaVYé Uﬁ &-4 feared, why was it
UaT tranquil, and if it was
tranquil, why did it fear?
But at first it feared, yet
subsequently it was
tranquil,
ilddUBDdS & And why did it fear? —
A a 6 " 6j,aa(2 Even in accordance with
Ua 0 a U fadl posy akish. For Resh
g %@ O.I. L)Jn Lakish said: Why is it
U 5 é,"(f):] é."é AR writte.:n, And there was
0 4 374 evening and there wa
a YO U i \’(| morning, the sixth day
Un é & & « (Genesis 1:31); What is
ala 9 @AY ¢ the purpose of the
g 2 %_U i &b 3 " additional  'the'?  This
; N o . teaches that the Holy
) ég%a@g,m?a‘g One, blessed be He,
vOUYUY stipulated with the Works

of Creation and said
thereto. 'lIf Israel accepts
the Torah, ye shall exist;
but if not, | will turn you
back into emptiness and
formlessness.'

Abdimi's interpretation. The covenant was
accepted willingly in the time of Esther. There is a
play on the words of the verse from Esther at this
point. Instead of reading the verse from Esther as
we might 0 i.e. the Jews confirmed and accepted
the celebration of Purim & the meaning of the
(letter vav) is reinterpreted from meaning 'and' to
‘that which'. In other words, the Jews were
upholding voluntarily 'that which' they accepted
[at Mount Sinai] by force. Purim has a sort of
synecdochal quality (the part represents the
whole). The institution of Purim was established
by the people, not by the command of God, and
therefore was ‘voluntary'. Purim, in this case
therefore, represents the whole of the Torah and
the covenant.

We now come to the second part of the text &
the interpretation of the verse from Psalms (76:9).
We met this verse in the text 1 of the coursed
where it already referred to the giving of Torah at
Mount Sinai. Hezekiah asks why there appears to
be an internal problem with the verse & which
seems to imply that the earth, in response to the
giving of the Torah, was both fearful and quiet.
Surely it could not be both? In answer, the
interpretation effectively follows a similar pattern
to Raba's interpretation of the Esther verse above.
Instead of reading the ¥ (letter vav) as a simple
conjunctive 'and'’, it is now understood to imply
the lapse of time. The earth feared 'and aftewards'
it was tranquil.

The third part of our text. Whereas Raba's
interpretation of the verse from Esther thrust us
into the future o Israel was forced to accept the
covenant, they later accepted voluntarily. In Resh
Lakish's interpretation of the verse fran Psalms
we are taken us back to Genesis. Unlike other
days of creation, the sixth day is definite. That is
to say, for the other days we read 'second day'
but on day six the Torah reads: 'THE sixth day'.
Resh Lakish argues that the definite article refer:
to the sixth day of Sivan (Shavuot). From the
moment the earth was created and human beings
first put on earth, the earth had been fearful
because God had told them that their existence
was dependent on the acceptance of the Torah
by Israel on THE sixth day. The earth feared 'and
after the acceptance of the covenant at Mount
Sinai' it was tranquil. Note also the threat by God
echoes the threat to the people of Israel at the
beginning of the midrash, thus taking us full circle.
Not only Israel was threatened with burial, but all
of the world.
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Brief Discussion of Text 3
The very radical idea of this text from the Talmud is well known. In effect we hear that Israel was
forced to accept the covenant. This stands in contradiction to everything we learn about the willing
acceptance of the people of Israel to accept the Torah (compare for example Exodus 24:7 — 'we will
do and we will obey'). Let's look at two other aspects, because we will return to this well known
theme in later material.

The text of the Babylonian Talmud does not occur anywhere other than in the Babylonian Talmud.
The idea of the mountain being lifted up over the Israelites is attested to in other material (like the
midrash from the Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael which we read in text 2), however there it is a
protective mountain, which God has lifted over the Israelites who are fearful of the revelation and
voluntarily huddle beneath the mountain. Now the sequence is extended. God's revelation frightens
the people, the mountain is lifted over them and instead of protecting them the mountain doubles
the threatening nature of the revelation. Not only is Israel threatened with extinction but so is the
whole world. The coercion of identity and covenant is of global significance.

There are various interpretations of this idea of identity. On the one hand, there are those who read
the text in a plain sense — the covenant and formation of the Jewish people was coerced according
to this text and that is problematic. This realisation should stand alongside the numerous texts which
describe the voluntary entry into the covenant. Others argue that the coercion is essential because
the Talmud is describing the inescapable Jewish identity that we are born with and according to
which we should live our lives. Yet others argue that the coercion described reflects the importance
of the Jewish people in the world — without their acceptance Jews would not exist (and potentially
neither would the world). Finally, others suggest that the coercion reflects a rejection of modern
temptations of knowledge and being — by being coerced there was no possibility of a little
experimentation in being Jewish to decide if we liked it, rather the covenant was coerced and from
within this status we use our free will in the world.

Questions
Something about the give and take of the Talmud:

1. Notice how the Talmud first takes the people forward to their exile and redemption from
Haman's decree and then returns to the very beginning of the world. Do you have any
thoughts or comments about the use of the ¥ (letter vav) to denote such long passages of
time?

Thinking about the themes in the Talmud:
2. What do you think is the significance of the voluntary acceptance occurring in the Esther
story set in Persia?
3. How do you understand the continued existence of the world being contingent on the
acceptance of the Torah by Israel at Mount Sinai?

Thinking about our lives as Jews:
4. We must remember that the coercion expressed in this text is only a part of the puzzle —
many other texts reflect the voluntary acceptance of the covenant. However, how do you
feel your own sense of Jewish identity relates to this text?

A Final Idea

There is a distinct contrast between Sinai and Purim. The moment of revelation at Sinai, when the
covenant is made, is one in which God's presence is so strongly felt the Israelites are terrified. The
story of Purim dramatically unfolds without a mention of God at all, yet this is the model for the
reacceptance of the covenant. Perhaps that tells us something about Jewish belonging and identity
in a time without revelation.
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Another interpretation of, "AND JACOB CALLED UNTO HIS SONS" (Genesis 49:1). Scripture
says, "l will cry to God Most High; to God who completes it for me" (Psalm 57:3).

R. Joshua b. Levi said: Three things did the earthly court decree, and the Holy One, who is
blessed, approved their decrees from above. And these are they: One in the days of Ezra.
When they returned from Babylon the Holy One, who is blessed, wished to free them [the
Israelites] of tithes. What did they [the Israelites] do? They went and decreed that they
should tithe, for so it says, "And that we should bring the first of our dough, and our heave-
offerings, and the fruit of all manner of trees, the wine and the oil, etc." (Nehemiah 10:38).
What did they do? They recorded it in a document, sealed it, and deposited it in the Temple,
and on the morrow they entered and found it sealed. And how do we know that God
approved their action? "And yet for all this we make a sure covenant and subscribe what is
[already] sealed" (Nehemiah 10:1).

Another was in the days of Mordecai and Esther, as it says, "The Jews ordained, and took
upon them, etc." (Esther 9:27). And how do we know that God approved their action?
Because "The Jews... took upon them" is written not in the plural but in the singular.

The third was in the days of Joshua. When Israel entered the Land Joshua said to them, "And
the city shall be devoted" (Joshua 6:17). And you do not find that God had bidden him this,
but he acted of his own accord. And how do we know that God agreed with him? Because it
says, "Israel has sinned; they have transgressed My covenant... they have even taken of the
devoted thing" (Joshua 7:11), from which we learn that God agreed with them. This
corroborates the text, "l will cry unto God Most High." (Psalm 57:3).

Anot her interpretation: o wi || C rhig sons
entered for their blessings, he began to confer distinctions upon them. And how do we
know that God approved his action? Because you find that Moses blessed them with the
same blessing which Jacob conferred upon the tribal ancestors. This proof follows from the
fact that God approved each single blessing. When was this? When he was departing from

a v é
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the world. Hence "AND JACOB CALLED UNTO HIS SONS" (Genesis 49:1).
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Biblical Verses

84 Eel HIU 04 Ed CR® AGERIESR Ab IHza BG I0GAMYE g 16 A
Jacob called to his sons and said, "Gather round and | will tell you what is to befall you in
days to come."
Genesigl9:1

OE® UiobAg AREU &4aEH O0EaUdNG Giig EA ED ERCA A4idd £
ge ARl aile & EeCOQ
The city and everything in it are to be proscribed for the Eternal One; only Rahab the harlot
is to be spared, and all who are with her in the house, because she hid the messengers we
sent.
Joshua 6:17

geide GREMYAT UAY gUAei G &1 UAY &ESERIU ¢ Ee g
4 EUaAEa Aa E
Israel has sinned! They have broken the covenant by which | bound them. They have taken
of the proscribed and put it in their vessels; they have stolen; they have broken faith!
Joshua 7:11
calalée o0ExI G aEQIa

| will call to God most high, to God who completes it for me.
Psalm 57:3

&4 & Eeel FAIAUEEA Fee Ael YOAEAMM Ea 8T YUCél a @¢ Ay & EUA
Ui eieAY Uieie ai
The Jews upheld and accepted upon themselves and their descendents, and all who might
join them, to observe these two days in the manner prescribed and at the proper time each

year.
Esther 9:27

an I'I'I>
(e} vO

A

geme CUTH geEHEYAa geaEdOITE agoinR
In view of all this, we make this pledge and put it in writing; and on the sealed copy [are
subscribed] our officials, our Levites, and our priests.
Nehemiah 10:1

IEAe 1y geakU: /A? I 0AEFadV Y Ay &a Eh EOE& & &G U
ge Eo 1 U AUC}e aEdie alalAg aa
We will bring to the storerooms of the House of God the first part of our dough, and our
gifts [of grain], and of the fruit of every tree, wine and oil for the priests, and the tithes of
our land for the Levites — the Levites who collect the tithe in all our towns subject to royal
service.

Nehemiah 10:38
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Personalities

Rabbi Joshua b. Levi —3"™ Century Amora, in the land of Israel.

About Genesis Rabbah

Genesis Rabbah is one of the oldest Palestinian Amoraic collections of midrashim. It may
date back to the 4"-5™ Century of the common era. Genesis Rabbah is exegetical in nature,
in that interpretations are made for words and sentences in the order they come in the

book of Genesis.

Mechanics of the Midrash

Translation
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Notes

) 1 @Y Another interpretation of, "AND
ﬁ( A JACOB CALLED UNTO HIS SONS"
& e ada _ : .

4 adeae ) (Genesis 49:1). Scripture says, "I will
(Up 1 cry to God Most High; to God who

completes it for me" (Psalm 57:3).
> R. Joshua b. Levi said: Three things
did the earthly court decree, and the
Holy One, who is blessed, approved
. their decrees from above. And these
are they: One in the days of Ezra.
When they returned from Babylon
the Holy One, who is blessed,
wished to free them [the Israelites]
of tithes. What did they [the
Israelites] do? They went and
decreed that they should tithe, for
~7 5 SO it says, "And that we should bring
the first of our dough, and our
heave-offerings, and the fruit of all
manner of trees, the wine and the
oil, etc." (Nehemiah 10:38). What
¢ did they do? They recorded it in a
Y0 document, sealed it, and deposited
UY U itin the Temple, and on the morrow
they entered and found it sealed.
And how do we know that God
approved their action? "And yet for
all this we make a sure covenant and
subscribe what is [already] sealed"
(Nehemiah 10:1).

Another was in the days of Mordecai
- and Esther, as it says, "The Jews
ordained, and took upon them, etc."
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The midrash is based on Genesi:
49:1, but before we get to the

verse, we are going to visit a
series of interpretations based
on Psalm 57:3.

If we read Psalm 57:3 asl called
to God with an ‘earthly court

decree' and God completed the
decree with approval from

‘above), then we will

understand how R. Joshua b.
Levi is going to interpret the

verse. The first novel institution,

not commanded by God,

brought by R. Joshua b. Levi is
in the days of Ezra.

The people decide that they
should continue to offer tithes

and this is accepted by Godad
the proof text implies that the

'sealed’' copy is already sealec
by God.

The second proof of God
approving of what the people
decide for themselves is basec
on how the text is written in
the book of Esther, as opposed
to how it is vocalised (what is
known as k'ri and Kk'tiv). The
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A YD YUA AJa € them" is written not in the plural but text of the verb 'accepted' is
¢ Uay in the singular. written in the singular form (he
accepted) but read in the plural
form (they accepted). The
midrash reads the verse not as
vocalised, but as written. In
other words, the Jews took
upon themselves that which He
o (God) accepted.
€,N Y daaUkld ¢ The third was in the days of Joshua. The third example is based on a
2 ??@E;ez? %2 When Israel entered the Land decree Wh?Ch Josh_ua decides
25 R3 4610 & Joshua said to them, "And the city about the city of Jericho & that
C & IYaYy é i Yy shall be proscribed” (Joshua 6:17). lths:la(lé bc? proscrlbeci_.tr;rkj]e prrloof
Y 8207 YUs® { And you do not find that God had deireeois tﬁg[egédvzlonsic?jrsuti:
QY,YQLF?%Y;’TM%# bidden him this, but he acted of his people to have transgressed
aaaéUfcacoW accord. And how do we know 'God's' own commandment
&' YAY & Y 0 that God agreed with him? Because (even though the text appears
Y 8 & BEYD 3@ &l it says, "Israel has sinned; they have to imply that it wasn't God's
§ nyv liij) 305@ transgressed My covenant... they idea) when they take the
%\a’( ‘E‘-ﬁ $Ugnm% have even taken of the devoted valuablgs from Jericho and put
@57 @ Y ¢ Oz thing" (Joshua 7:11), from which we them Im the Houss Of. the
.C Y & 4 & £ learn that God agreed with them. ihem? Ohne (seehJos ua 6'22|)'
This corroborates the text, "I will cry d of tnese three examples
o emonstrate that on these
unto God Most High." (Psalm 57:3). occasions the people (or an
individual) created a law that
God did not command and
God agreed to the law &
thereby supporting the
interpretation of the verse from
Psalms.
aa Uadda @I Anot her i nt er pr An alternative version of the
¢J,' §g UEJL?AY; unto God Mostlacehi interpretation of the verse from
0 ggmegaﬁ wan When his sons entered for their ?SSJ)ESCSEPS?Z ké)?g:s;[r?g\]iﬁoﬁi‘
G a é‘),gy?:wi \; iU blessings, he began to confer ) . )
a YB YUd a3 € distinctions upon them. And how do gg:ggn nggg's COUIgppg?/\;?
g ?% ;La];gY’ ae!ZEDY‘ we know that God approved his o yever, the fact that Moses
OF Ye ald ¢ action? Because you find that Moses pjesses the tribes (the
cada ‘giA a4 a L blessed them with the same blessing descendents of Jacob's sons) il
@Y W& U &J i ¢ which Jacob conferred upon the the same style of blessing proves
Ugedsdi )@m?ﬁ,}' tribal ancestors. This proof follows that God's approved of the first
ﬁg%& éa'{ %\'(e from the fact that God approved ot of blessings. Therefore, the
U6 fialb e dl @ d each single blessing. When was this? F;salm IS n;)w Interwoven mrt]o
¢ &l a4 0 élkd L When he was departing from the t ebverse rom ”GEf‘nefS'Sédt.e
@37 &W @ &Y world. Hence "AND JACOB CALLED ° " {to call) is found in
YV a@i oth verses.

UNTO HIS SONS" (Genesis 49:1).
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Brief Discussion of Text 4

There are a great many layers to this midrash, however we will stick to a couple of points of note. If
we cast our minds back to Text 3 (B. Shabbat 88a) we already found a similar example of the use of
the verse from Esther, in which the acceptance of the festival of Purim was evidence of the people's
acceptance of the whole of the covenant. Here, in Genesis Rabbah, the ideas are slightly different —
which sheds light on the whole midrash. It is not the whole covenant that is being accepted by the
people, but God's approval of the creation of a commandment to celebrate Purim.

In other words, the midrash has quite a limited understanding of the significance of the verse from
Esther —it is just evidence that the people autonomously create the commandment for the festival
of Purim and God approves of it. Whereas, in the Babylonian Talmud, the significance of the verse
from Esther is much bigger — no longer is it about God's approval for the creation of the festival of
Purim, it is now an indication of the people's acceptance of the whole of the covenant and mitzvot.
The midrash has a powerful suggestion at its core — the people are able to create their own
commandments about which God approves. There is a hint towards the people's autonomy and a
reversal of the usual direction of revelation. We normally expect God to decree above and the
people to accept below, in the midrash it is the reverse.

Each of the first three examples comes after the Torah and gradually moves closer to Deuteronomy:
the leadership of Ezra; the Jews in Persia; the time of Joshua during the conquest of the land of
Israel. The final turn of the midrash crosses from pre-Sinai to post-Sinai with Jacob's blessing.

Questions
Something about the mechanics of the Midrash:
1) Do you think there is any significance to the chronology and location of each of the moments
described in the midrash?

Thinking about the themes in the Midrash:
2) To what extent do you think the examples offered in the midrash are solitary events, or is it
legitimate to view them as indicators of a wider autonomous potential?

3) Thinking back to the comparison between Genesis Rabbah and B. Shabbat 88a: does the
Babylonian Talmud extend the meaning from the midrash regarding the actions of the
Israelites and their relationship to God, or does the Babylonian Talmud alter the meaning
completely?

Thinking about our lives as Jews:
4) What do you think, if any, are the implications of the midrash and the Babylonian Talmud for
our understanding of what it means to be Jew in the 21*" Century — both autonomous and
choosing to be Jewish?

A Final Idea

The further away from the Torah we move in the Tanakh, revelation of God changes — becoming
more distant and even altogether absent. In the book of Esther God is not mentioned and the
narrative around Ezra is characterised by the people's return to the revealed text as the source of
understanding God's presence in the world. Today we live in an age in which the revelation of God is
not experienced as described in the Bible and the divine origin of the text is no longer accepted. How
do these ideas tie in to the message of the midrash and of the Babylonian Talmud in text 4?

The Talmudic text contains a strong claim for some kind of powerful autonomy: the date for Shavuot
(on 6 Sivan) is a matter of dispute (see Encyclopedia Judaica download). Yet the rabbinic literature
claims not only that it is the 6™ Sivan, but also that it is the date of the giving of the Torah (itself not
mentioned in the Torah). Therefore, the development from the midrash in Genesis Rabbah to the
Babylonian Talmud (with the use of the same verse from Esther) seems to make an astonishing claim
for the autonomy for the Jewish community and its development of ritual and mitzvot. What do you
think?
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Text 5: Ramban Commentary on B. Shabbat 88a C Israel and Diaspora

To follow this text you may need to refer back to text 3 ¢ from the Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 88a. It is a
complex text which might need to be read and re-read.

Ue 43aVNYAX¥ABW aeedaU UYaUi oHSUA [ d0xeY OQodladYda
aei ® dxgde aQ0Y Yhieéeéeée Ux&0aBVW a&aWaeU adallYan W& v
0,8UY UauUi a &pageUVdchmBWedd dpU aeé

Yed UsYoU VYeaddi an 4850060 Ve | HEa) (RARWARIND D&
dYUEU Ynoa 8dadeYda" Weedd dizddodH ¥6dvi o @ =i Ua|llogyadV
¢cYT U @ag@ aYada @éeUYeaeU VYo aed"YBAYY esba a asourpur oyvu &
eefieYUUsBE 870 4aa |[Yoxd 2

'{ a@ibvBadale oUUU aeéi,d@WYege Yd@UWalaee |JUSYOU
c,UBY i é o00dofia UeUQOU oYRIAxeAY &davYUa UaUg aad:
YOUREAYRBaAY&4ae Ya N&ACEAPRAD WEAUDNDABEES W UERe 40 &
axealUo¥Y@uwady avn UYeé VYeéaa @an ¢YioU Uljvauiy
A4adi@® an UaY@Ue aUaaé UauUR |Pp Ual

We say concerning the subject of the agadah that a "strong protest against the Torah" that
it [the protest] is resolved because they already accepted it in the days of Ahasuerus. This is
difficult for me, that this acceptance was done from the end of the world to its beginning. If
prior to Ahasuerus they were not commanded why were they punished? If one says because
they transgressed the rule of their king, if so it is an annulment of the warning. Moreover,
why was acceptance and the covenant required?

It seems to me to say that from the start, even though they had the warning, in any event
God only gave the land in order to uphold the Torah as it is explained in the Torah in many
sections. It is written (Psalm 105:44-45) "He gave them the lands of the nations: and they
inherited the labour of the people; that they might observe his statutes, and keep his laws."
And they themselves from the start did not delay in this matter and they did not say any
warning, rather with complete willingness they said "All that the Eternal One has said we
will do and we will obey" (Exodus 24:7).

Therefore, when they transgressed the Torah, God expelled them from the land. Since they
were expelled they passed warning concerning the matter as it is written, "that which
comes into your mind shall never come to pass, that you should say we shall be as the
nations and families of the earth to serve wood and stone" (Ezekiel 20:32). And as it said in
the agadah (B. Sanhedrin 105a) "If a master sells his slave, does he have any hold over
him?". Therefore, when they came to the land for the second time in the days of Ezra they
stood for themselves and willingly accepted that they would not claim again this objection.
This refers to the days of Ahasuerus , God brought them from death to life and this was
more beloved to them than the redemption from Egypt.
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Who was Ramban?

(taken fromhttp://myjewishlearning.conby RabbDr Louis Jacobs)

Nahmanides was a Spanish Talmudist, Kabbalist, and biblical exegete (1194-1270), known, after the
initial letters of his name, as Ramban (Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman). Nahmanides was born in Gerona,
Spain, where he lived for most of his life. An outstanding Talmudist, his work in this field still enjoys
the highest esteem among students of the Talmud. As a halakhic authority, he exercised a great
influence on the Codes of Jewish law, especially through the Responsa of his most distinguished
disciple, Solomon lbn Adret. Nahmanides was also the leading figure in the Gerona circle of

Kabbalists. Indeed, it was through his renown as

a Talmudist that respectability was won for the

Spanish Kabbalah; though he was very circumspect in sharing his Kabbalistic insights, referring to
them, for instance, in his Commentary to the Pentateuch, only by hint.

Step by step in the commentary

Notes

Text Translation
ceaoaxe@lwe say concerning the
gy uuu subject of the agadah that a
,Q UE} - "strong protest against the
i 00 ea&Y
4 24 U U Torah" that it [the protest] is

AYSY resolved because  they
already accepted it in the
days of Ahasuerus.

Uee aay, thisis difficult for me, that
unye Y this acceptance was done
g %Y $ 5 é.af from the end of the world to
AYSYRAR:C its beginning. If prior to
S4YVYi & Ahasuerus they were not
YR & é ¢ commanded why were they
punished?
ael e O If one says because they
09 a b U _  transgressed the rule of their
% %%%’ é king, if so it is an annulment
23 a’ 57 U of the warning. Moreover,
0aouy why was acceptance and the
covenant required?

0 @&Ya "e it seems to me to say that
€D Ua fom the start, even though
?8 Uy & they had the warning, in any
2 0 g g@eg event God only gave the land
UsYoU in order to uphold the Torah
Ao Y i e as it is explained in the Torah
Used U in many sections.

0,Yai

Ramban begins by summarising the first part
of our Talmudic text which he emphasises is
aggadah (not law) 0 in which the upturned
mountain and threat of death gives a claim
that the covenant was coerced. This is
partially resolved by the following point in
the Talmud & the people willingly accepted
the covenant in the symbol of observance of
Purim.

Ramban now makes the logical point that
what happened between Sinai and Purim?
How could the later impact on the earlier?
Why were the people punished and sent into
exile from the land of Israel if the 'protest
against the Torah' held weight?

He clarifies @ if this is because of God's law
then the ‘protest has no significance
otherwise it would still m ean the people
should not have been punished. If they were
punished anyway, why was any acceptance
required in the days of Ahasuerus. That is to
say, if God's rule was in place then claim or
no claim, acceptance or not, the people were
obligated.

Ramban now offers his theory to explain

both the punishment and the need for

acceptance: the protest was legitimate (the
Israelites could claim they were coerced to
accept the covenant) however that was in
the background because the reason the
people were punished was because they were
living in the land of Israel and living in the
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It is written (Psalm 105:44-

45) "He gave them the lands
" of the nations: and they
inherited the wealth of the
people; that they might
observe his statutes, and
keep his laws."
And they themselves from
the start did not delay in this
matter and they did not say
any warning, rather with
complete willingness they
said "All that the Eternal One
has said we will do and we
will obey" (Exodus 24:7).
Therefore, when they
transgressed the Torah, God
expelled them from the land.
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they passed warning
° concerning the matter as it is
written, "that which comes
into your mind shall never
come to pass, that you
¢ should say we shall be as the
nations and families of the
earth to serve wood and
stone" (Ezekiel 20:32).
' And as it said in the agadah
(B. Sanhedrin 105a) "If a
master sells his slave, does
. he have any hold over him?".
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U to the land for the second
time in the days of Ezra they
stood for themselves and
willingly accepted that they
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R ; objection. This refers to the
c days of Ahasuerus , God
U brought them from death to
. life and this was more
beloved to them than the
redemption from Egypt.
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land was contingent upon keeping the
mitzvot.
Ramban offers the following proof for the
land and the Torah being contingent on one
another.

In response to the connection between
upholding the law of Torah and living in the

land of Israel the people say 'we will do and
we will obey' & they accept.

It follows therefore, that the punishment of

expulsion was not because the moment at
Sinai was coerced but because life in Israe
was contingent on obedience to Torah.

Now comes the need for acceptance which
Ramban mentioned earlier. As soon as the
people are not living in the land of Israel the

'‘protest’ against coercion comes back into
play. In quoting Ezekiel, Ramban suggest:
that God's rule carried through even in exile
however in exile there is no acceptance of
the law by the people, unlike when they

were in the land of Israel.

This text from the Babylonian Talmud

compares a slave who is sold by his mastel
with Israel in exile. Once a slavemaster sells
his slave he no longer has any hold over him.
However, Israel in exile is still under the rule

of God.

If God's authority was still in place, but the

people had not consented to the covenant a
fresh voluntary acceptance was required for
life outside of the land of Israel. That is the

point of the reacceptance in the time of

Ahasuerus was a demonstration of the

covenantal relationship in exile.
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Brief Discussion of Text 5

Ramban's explanation is slightly tricky to grasp. Essentially he argues that the protest
against the coerced covenant was irrelevant whilst in the land of Israel, because God gave
the land of Israel to the Israelites on the condition that they would uphold God's law. The
people consent to this agreement, according to Ramban, when they say, "All the Eternal
One has said we will do and obey." However, once they have been expelled from the land of
Israel because of transgression of the law, the protest came back into effect. The people
once again could claim that they were forced to accept the covenant and therefore did not
need to obey the covenant in exile — even though God's rule extended beyond the land of
Israel. Therefore, when they were saved in the days of Ahasuerus they reaccepted
voluntarily the covenant. Purim is a synecdoche (a part representing the whole) for the
whole covenant.

Thus, for Ramban the land of Israel holds a pivotal place in living a Jewish life in accordance
with the covenant. Life outside the land of Israel has a different quality and is even lacking a
certain spiritual essence. For further details of Ramban's view on the relationship of the
mitzvot to the land of Israel see his commentary on Leviticus 18:25.

Note therefore, that for the Ramban there are two different acceptances — one acceptance
by the people regarding their life in the land of Israel and another for their life living in the
diaspora.

Questions
1) Ramban is responding to a specific issue with the logic in the Babylonian Talmud —
what happens between the moment at Sinai and the reacceptance in the time of
Ahasuerus? His conclusion is based on looking at what is different in the situation of
the Israelites — at the time of Ahasuerus the people are in exile. Does this logic work
and what are the difficulties?

2) Is there any validity to feeling a sense of coercion to being Jewish for Jews in the 21
Century?

3) Is there any difference between the status of observing Jewish life (in whatever form
that takes) in the land of Israel and outside of the land of Israel?

4) How do we bear the burden of former acceptance of a covenant by our ancestors
and how do we revisit that decision as individuals today?

5) How does being Jewish and Jewish identity differ between the diaspora and Israel
today? Does this dichotomy mean anything to us today?

6) Does the model of acceptance of a covenant even work in our time?

A Final Idea

The State of Israel has recently become the place where the largest number of Jews live in
the world and is, according to some, undergoing some kind of a renaissance in creativity in
ideas about being Jewish today. Yet, perhaps we are also seeing a greater globalisation of
Jewish life and a change in how different Jewish populations influence one another (Limmud
is one example of this —something that began in the UK and has now spread globally).
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Text 6: Maharal in Tiferet Yisrael chapter 32 ¢ A Protest Against Heaven

To follow this text you may need to refer back to text 3 ¢ from the Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 88a. It is a
complex text which might need to be read and re-read. This is an extract of the full chapter.

oOoYx@ad Ud¥VOU aUT a agena YORU aan a&waado DY @&l
ocalauvua oUU ZBHBHEaa Vrna éﬁé}fﬂ\'{ YaUi an ulaun
daodYUT @Uo an U adaaa

aé UsYo DY¥Bi OYOUAYOVaexea aada URaA aay a Ung

gYU avyosu navYUi Uaosalh avaond van@a aazadlfisdla o U C Uaae

ai a_éeyYgWoaiah aafii h écBhse WJBEYN Yaadeeraa Jda Unda uauo

da WaYalkyre YU RdaYe YU aoolble alBaY fdefrasds 1ddde W

alda&@ndoUndaaaayéa ga aada aprmzwanoy avYaalpl aneetd

eePdel ai g dYWhiée Ycaddd UAoReoUEYB 0 da YWURY UUBY &R RWE ¥ Y a

URh g|a

UaBan oni @Vi BaUdmwU Yeawody anrsal UpU sYUYRUA U
aaa oUYBAdWUU UaU& aagd aavYéeuU Ha o0Yax

..But how could it be that the Torah, wpich i

in such a way that Israel could choose to accept the Torah. And if so the completion of the

world was dependent on a thing that was only a possibility: that it was possible they could

accept and possible that they would not accept. Therefore, He overturned the mountain

upon them like an [inverted] cask so that if they did not accept the Torah, there would be

their burial pl ace..

..Proof of this is in the midrash on thie ver

the right to divorce her” (Deuteronomy|/22: 209

to give the Torah on Sinai He overturned the mountain upon them like an [inverted] cask so
that they would accept His Torah. Since this was so, behold Israel is the one who is forced
by the Holy One who is blessed. Concerning the one who is forced (raped) it is written in
Torah “ahtd bbehsbawife..he can never have th
concerning the seducer. Since the law of rape is according to that which was done, for the
rapist has compelled the virgin into marriage and anything that is compelled is binding. That
is why he cannot divorce her, because of that which he himself did by compelled marriage;
therefore there is no release at all. Therefore, Hashem, who is blessed, overturned the
mountain upon them like an [inverted] cask so that the partnership would be compelled.
And there is no leave or release from any coupling or partnership that is compelled, just as
the man who rapes a woman..

..Therefore, He overturned the mountain|fupon
compelled partnership and it was not a thing that it was possible it will be or will not be. For
after the acceptance of the Torah the entire world was completed, how could that only be
something possible?
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Who was the Maharal?
(extractstaken fromhttp://myjewishlearning.conby RabbDr Louis Jacobs)

Maharal of Prague is an acronym for Morenu Harav Rabbi Laib, 'Our Teacher Rabbi Leow,'
who was a Talmudist, theologian, and Rabbi of Prague (d. 1609). It is unfortunate that the
Maharal is known chiefly as the creator of the golem and that his grave is one of the tourist
attractions in the city, since he was an original and influential thinker who deserves better
than a reputation as a vulgar miracle-worker.

In his thought Maharal was influenced by the Renaissance and the emerging new scientific
picture of the universe. A prominent theme in his writings is, consequently, the role of man
in the creation.

Following Rabbinic teachings on this theme, the Maharal develops the idea that God created
an incomplete universe which it is the task of humans to bring to completion. This applies
even to the Torah, which is incomplete and requires to be applied by the sages of Israel
through their deliberations.

Maharal was a staunch defender of the Jewish people, the custodians of the Torah. Against
Christian charges that Jews are all too ready to engage in controversy and are often
cantankerous, Maharal suggests that this is an indication of Jewish superiority. Men of small
intellectual and spiritual calibre all too readily give in when their opinions are challenged.
Great men fight for their strongly held opinions which they do not readily surrender. Only
abject slaves obey their masters unquestioningly. Jews are princes, aristocrats of the spirit.
There is a strong mystical tinge to Maharal's thought. He was obviously influenced by the
Kabbalah but formulates his thought in such a way that his theories are presented in his
own style without any direct reference to Kabbalistic terminology.

Step by step in the commentary
What follows is an attempt to guide you through the text step by step.

Text Translation Notes
UaUo aé¢..But how <coul d The Maharal seeks to explain that the
Ga Ui . Torah, which is the completion of solutions offered to the text in B.
aa. . Call existence, be dealt with in such Shabbat 88a are unsatisfactory. In
g %g A4 €. a way that Israel could choose to essence, he argues that hgd Gol
3 Mé Yo accept the Torah. And if so the offered Israel the opportl_mlty to
2avel o completion of the world was retract from the covenant it would
300U (J . dependent on a thing that was only have been to the detriment to Israel's
Ofl @ 4@ a possibility: that it was possible reputation and a disaster for the
@anfn O Ni_ theycouldacceptand possible that World because he believes the Torah
‘U,‘I a \@a’ih they would not accept. Therefore, {0 be essential to the existence of the
0aUlUaUa  (pe overturned the mountain upon World. The Israelites had a choice, but
g g U 0a Y@(‘)a them like an [inverted] cask so that the choice was acceptance or death

808y Qi T they did not accept the Torah, and destructon of the entire world.

there would be Thisreminds us of the Maharal's view
of the importance of Torah and the

- Jewish people to the world.

noUaeU .B.. . Proof of this The Maharal continues to offer an
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UaUo Yithe verse “and
aaya D wi fe..he c aethemghtv
Y%‘ﬁg‘%&,,uato di vorce her
a ¥ A 22:29). For when the Holy One
2 UBYO essed be H to give th
3 U4aae () blessed be He came to give the
Yyaui an Torah on Sinai He overturned the
48R YOor& mountain upon them like an
YO éYe@ad [inverted] cask so that they would
a Y3 U i accept His Torah. Since this was
YOoeYedY so, behold Israel is the one who is
_L_J a U 0 é forced by the Holy One blessed be
%g v ga{ T He. Concerning the one who is
a dioa & & forced (raped) it is written in Torah
414 éevy and she shall
U,_,ﬁ é._an U ; never have the right to divorce
vuau éeé her”, it i s no-
aé UR&®d seducer. Since the law of rape is
ouUu aa : according to that which is done, for
%) Y U ABN,B._E"‘ the rapist has compelled the virgin
?% o aU?aag into marriage and anything that is
Yl e UV compelled is binding. That is why
AR8aU0U he cannot divorce her, because of
444 3 Y é ; that which he himself did by
anu Ui 2 compelled marriage; therefore
OUU A& UA4there is no release at all.
oYaUa  Therefore, Hashem, who is blessed,
4,38 aU  UF overturned the mountain upon
6 YY U B Y , them like an [inverted] cask so that
IQYaL:J% 9'% the  partnership  would be
6o gael compelled. And there is no leave
Uf 4or release from any coupling or
partnership that is compelled, just
as the man who rapesawoma n ...
Uira ~ .a.Therefore, He
oaUalUa  mountain upon them like an
(%JBH BYY - [inverted] cask, by means of a
UaUadn ? c! compelled partnership and it was
UauUa @ g hota thing that it was possible it
oauUin will be or will not be. For after the
O0Yeaeada i @ acceptance of the Torah the entire
UauUa aa world was completed, how could
0 YO B P @ 4 thatonly be something possible?

argument that could be read as a
polemical claim against the Christian
world that God established a new
covenant that superseded that which
he made with the Jewish people. He
quotes a midrash which is unknown,
that makes an astonishing claim: In
the Torah, if a man rapes a woman
he has to marry her and cannot
divorce her 9 this is understood to be
a strategy to protect the woman from
complete societal degradation.
Having been violated and forcibly
raped she cannot be &ft as 'damaged’
but must be offered rights and status
in the rapist's household (this is unlike
the legal case of seduction, in which
force is not used). The Maharal argues
that this can be used as a metaphor
for the experience of the Israelites at
Sinai. They were coerced by God with
the upturned mountain as if they had
been raped. In doing this, God was
compelled to marry the Israelites and
could never break the covenant struck
at Sinai.

The Maharal therefore asserts that the
compulsion at Sinai is a coercion on
both sides. There is no escape from
being Jewihh and fulfilling the

metaphysical destiny of the Jewish
people 0 that is the part of the

essential way of the world. Equally,

God cannot leave the covenant, God

is forced to maintain the divine

obligations too.

Brief Discussion of Text 6

There are a lot of points for discussion in this commentary by the Maharal. At its heart there
are two major claims: the covenant struck at Sinai had to be compelled because Torah, the
Jewish people and the Jewish people's acceptance of the covenant is fundamental to the
existence of the world and, secondly, neither God nor the Jewish people can quit the

covenant.
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The Maharal is known to have a view of the world that the Jewish people are the essence of
creation (something he claims in another commentary known as Netzach Yisrael). This belief
is held to the point of arguing that the rest of the world are, in a sense, an accident of
creation. The strength of this belief is one reason why the Maharal is considered by some to
be a highly problematic thinker (and equally it is probably partly the reason why his writing
has seen a resurgence in the 20" and 21° Century — along with its mystical bent). We can
contextualise the belief to a Christian world which also held deeply problematic and anti-
Semitic views of Jews — it may therefore be understood to be a counterclaim. That however
does not lessen how wrong it may seem to us today.

This leads to the second point, which is an even stronger and more overt polemic —that the
Jewish people and, more specifically, God, cannot leave the covenant (and we might add —
to make a new one with the Christian world). In fact, this is a double claim — one against
Christianity, but the other against God. This follows in the footsteps of other midrashim
which make a profound cry against heaven and protest the treatment of the Jewish people
at God's hands. There are midrashim that liken Israel to a wife who has become an agunah
(a chained woman —in the sense that her husband, God, has deserted her but not allowed
her to divorce) and another in which she is likened to a wife who is beaten by her husband
(God). The Maharal clearly follows in line with these protest midrashim — calling upon God
to remember that there is no divorce from the Jewish people and the covenant.

Questions
1. The Maharal emphasises the words of Resh Lakish — that effectively the creation of
the world was only completed, or perhaps fulfilled, with the giving and acceptance of
Torah. What does it mean to say that the world was only completed at this
moment? How do we feel about the Maharal's understanding of the essential nature
of the Jewish people and creation?

2. If the covenant was re-accepted in the days of Ahasuerus then when was the
creation of the world completed?

3. The Torah, according to the Maharal, is one part of the natural order of things — the
way nature behaves. How does that influence our understanding of the coercion at
Sinai—canwe break off t he (an weeler nbtbedewishoouis n e c k
being Jewish part of our essential make-up even in a time of multiple identities?

4. What does it mean to compare our covenantal relationship with God as one that is
founded on act of sexual violence, such as rape?

5. What do you think about the Maharal's protest against God? Can this contribute
towards adult discussions about theology?

A Final Idea

In the 20" Century a different theological response was formed by some, arguing that in

light of the Holocaust the covenant had been broken by God. The death of God became part

of Jewish theology, however not in a I|literal
had died.
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