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xxiv Understanding Rabbinic Mldrash

A book entitled Understanding Rabbinlc Mldrash should
begin with a definition of its subject matter. To what. exactly,

does the term "rabbinic midrash" refer?
Let us focus first on the adjective, "rabbinic." Most people probably

have an idea of what a rabbt is. Many certainly would describe a
rabbt as a Jewish clergyman employed by a congregation or syna­
gogue to perform several or all of the following functions: leading the
congregation In Its ritual activities, offiCiating at Its life-cycle cere­
monies (circumcision, Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah, confirmation,
wedding, funeral), counseling its members, directing its growth,
overseeing its educational programs, and the like.' Our conven­
tional picture of a rabbi is one of an individual who delivers sermons
and conducts services on the Sabbath and holidays in front of the
congregation. However, this type of rabbi is quite modern. Rabbis
did not assume many of these functions before the nineteenth
century.' The rabbis with whom we are concerned, the sages who
flourished in Palestine and Babylonia (modern-day Iraq) during the
first seven centuries of the common era, were much different from
present-day rabbis; therefore, in this volume the adjective "rabbinic"
has a meaning different from the one that probably first comes to
mind.

The defining characteristic of the rabbi in late antiquity was his
knOWledge; what he knew distinguished him from the rest of the
Jews.' The rabbis taught that Moses had received a dual revelation
from God on Mount Sinai. Part of this revelation, the Written Torah,
was available to all and was contained in the biblical books of

mentator. He was probably born at Bagnols-sur-Ceze (Langue­
docl, France.

Rashi. Rabbi Solomon the son of Isaac. 1040-1150. is one of the
most famous talmudtc and biblical commentators, He was born
in Troyes, France, and eventually headed a yeshivah there.

Toledot Adam. The commentary of David Moses Abraham (see
above) to Sifre.

Wilna Gaon, Elijah the son of Solomon Zalman, 1720-1797, was
one of the leading spiritual and intellectual figures of his age.
Among his many works were commentaries and giosses to
Mekhilta, Sifra, Sifre, Tosefta, the Babylonian Talmud, and the
Palestinian Talmud.

Ze'av (Zev) Wolf (Einhorn). Author of a nineteenth-century com­
mentary to Midrash Rabbah.

Zeh Yenal.lamu. Eighteenth-century commentary to Mekhilta by
Moses of Frankfurt.

11 Introduction
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Genesis. Exodus. Leviticus. Numbers, and Deuteronomy. which
were written on the Torah scrolls housed in the synagogues. The
second part of this revelation, the Oral Torah. was in the possession
of the rabbis alone. Each rabbi had received the Oral Torah from his
master, who had received it from his master, who. in turn. had
received it from his master. The unbroken chain stretched all the
way back to the first rabbi. mosheh rabbenu,4 Moses our rabbi, who
had learned Torah directly from God. face to face? on Mount Sinai,
Thus. to know the whole revelation it was necessary to consult a
rabbI. The rabbis' possession of the Written and the Oral Torah gave
them special knowiedge and constituted the basis of their power and
authority.

A rabbI's knowledge began with the Written Torah. with the five
books of Moses': the publlc record of the perfect revelation from the
perfect God. This document had to be taken seriously: it had to be
read and reread, studied and restudled.- Because God's revelation to
Moses on Sinai was. by definition. complete and perfect. It con­
tained aU that one needed to know. or should know. 7 But those who
read the holy scroll encountered problems, for the Written Torah is
laden with unfamiliar technical terms. vague commandments. re­
peated phrases, sentences. and even pericopae. and multiple. differ­
ent. and often contradictory versions of the same story or accounts
of the same event. Because this scroll contained an accurate record
of what the One and Only God had revealed to Moses, these difficul­
ties had to be faced and explained. The Torah had to make sense.
and It was the rabbi's task to make It comprehensible.

The Oral Torah was the record of the rabbinic attempts to solve the
difficulties mentioned above. It filled in the detaJIs, explained un­
clear matters. and expanded upon enigmatic passages. It brought
forth material relevant to the bibllcal accounts and detaJIed all that
was expllclt and impllcit In the Written Torah. In addition. it offered
rules and methods according to which the Torah should be inter­
preted and upon which an understanding of It should be based. The
Oral Torah provided the gUidellnes that made possible the appllca­
t10n of Scripture's lessons to everyday, contemporary llfe. and It
offered countless examples of such applications. The Oral Torah was
the key to unlocking the mysteries of the Written Torah. and the
rabbis were the only ones who possessed this key.

Because the rabbis belleved that they alone possessed both parts
of revelation-the Written and the Oral Torah-they claimed that

they were the oniy people who could follow the word of God com­
pletely and exactly: They aione knew aU that God expected of human
beings. they alone could follow the commandments correctly. they
aione could practice the rituals in their minutest details. they alone
knew the correct ways in which people should interact. and so on.
As a result of the Jewish population's acceptance of the rabbis'
claims that they fulfilled the duties and responsibilities of human
beings more completely than anyone else. the rabbis were consid­
ered to be among those most favored by God. The rabbi possessed
~xtraordinary p?,wers because he could be counted among God's
closest friends. This enabled the rabbi to cure people, to curse

people, to foresee the future. to construct amulets, to bring rain, to
create food out of nothing. and the like.- He was believed to be, in
the final analysIs, a man of power.

The rabbi knew more than other people. and this led him to act
differently from the majority of Jews. The rabbis were scrupulous
about their dress. their food, their language, their prayers. and their
daily actions. They knew the fine points of God's law. and they
ardently strove to fulfill theIr potential as the type of human beings
God had intended to create. The differences in dress, language. and
dietary habIts helped to make a rabbi recognizable and to keep the
rabbinic ciass distinguishable from the rest of the Jews.' In addi­
tion, the rabbis' actions became part of the Oral Torah, for these
traits llIustrated what the rabbi knew: they were the concretization
of the Oral Torah.

A man acqUired the status of rabbi by stUdying with a rabbi. In
fact. the classical rabbI's primary task was not to lead a congrega­
tion or to deliver sermons every Friday nigh t: rather. the rabbi's
highest goal was to create other rabbis. 10 lIue. membership in the
rabbinic class was open to everyone. and in theory, the rabbis
wanted all Jews to acquire the knOWledge of the Oral Torah so that
they would be able to follow God's word correctly. But not everyone
could spend tIme studying with a rabbi. and not everyone had the
intellectual ability to succeed in his rabbInical studies. Therefore,
the rabbIs had to go out into the community and become active In
Its life In order "to spread the word." Many of the rabbis were the civil
servants of the Babylonian and Palestinian Jewish communities.
They ran the courts, supervised the marl,ets, prepared and wit­
nessed offiCial documents, and the like. " As a result of their being
the civil servants of the Jewish community, the rabbis were involved



4 Understanding Rabbinic Midrash GARY G. PORTON 5

In the everyday public affairs of that community. and they strove to
ensure that at least the community's public life conformed to the
Oral Torah. For example. a rabbi who was a market supervisor could
see to It that all of the butchers sold meat that was ritually accept­
able and properly slaughtered. However. the rabbi could not enter a
Jew's private home In order to determine whether or not that
particular Jew was eating only permitted meat. A rabbi who served
as a judge in a Jewish court could adjudicate the cases that came
before his court according to the Torah: however. he had no control
of cases that did not appear before him or were tried In non-Jewish
courts. In fact. he could not even force Jews to appear before
rabbinic courts Instead of gentile tribunals. In brief. the rabbis of
late antiqUity could not interfere In a Jew's private life unless the
latter asked them to do so. The rabbis exercised control only over the
public affairs of the Jewish community unless speCifically requested
to deal with a person's private affairs.

There was. however. one segment of the ancient JeWish commu­
nity over which the rabbis had absolute and complete control. the
rabbinic class. Because membership In the class was a privilege
conferred by other members. an Individual rabbi had to "toe the
line" If he wished to remain part of the rabbinic circle. The rabbinic
way of life. therefore. was probably a reality at least for the rabbis.
since they probably did live their lives according to the Oral Torah.
but It Is unlikely that the average Jew followed the minutiae of the
rabbinic traditions. Thus. only a small portion of the ancient Jewish
community were rabbinic Jews and followed the details of the Oral
Torah. I'

The term "rabbinic" refers to the way of life, the beliefs. the Ideas.
the Ideals. and the behaviors of the rabbis oflate antiqUity. Rabbinic
mldrash, therefore, Is the type of mldrash produced by this small
segment of the Jewish population of Palestine and Babylonia during
the first seven centuries of the common era.

The meaning of "midrash" Is much less well-known than the
meaning of"rabbinic... Even to those familiar with Hebrew terminol­
ogy. the word "midrash" has a variety of connotations. It has been
used to describe biblical interpretations or exegeSiS. sermons. and
haggadlc (nonlegal) discussions."

For the purposes of this volume. "midrash" refers to statements.
comments. or remarks that are juxtaposed to the accepted authori­
tative Jewish Scriptures. From this point of view. rabbinic mldrash

refers to a literary phenomenon-thejuxtapOSition of rabbinic state­
ments with the biblical text In a way that suggests that the latter is
intimately related to the former.

For the rabbis. the authoritative Jewish Scriptures were all con­
tained in the TaNaKh-Torah. Nevl'im (Prophets). Ketuvim (Writ­
ings, Haglographa}-the three sections of the Hebrew Bible. which
achieved final canonical status sometime during the first three
centuries of the common era." This collection of material was
considered to be the sum total of God's public revelation to humans.
As stated above. this public revelation contained obscure passages
and posed difficulties for those who wished to understand It. How­
ever. the process of Interpreting the material which eventually
achieved canonical status Within the Jewish community did not
begin with the rabbis. On the contrary. examples of the interpreta­
tion of older. accepted material Is found within each of the three
major sections of the Hebrew Bible. 15 There Is virtual agreement
among scholars that the process of Interpreting Scripture Is as old
as the Hebrew Bible itself. Thus. we should view the rabbis' mi­
drashiC activity as a continuation of a process begun at the genesis
of the Hebrew Bible.

Just as we shOuld not VIew the rabbinic interpretations of the
Bible as a process begun only after the Bible had been canonized. so
also we should not conclude that the small group of Jews we have
described as "rabbis" were the only Jews of the postbiblical period to
exegete the Hebrew Bible. That those Jews and non-Jews who
eventually became known as Christians elucidated the Hebrew Bible
is a well-known fact. 10 In addition. the small community of Jews who
lived on the bluff overlooking the north end of the Dead Sea at
gumran also explained the Bible. and some of their interpretations.
known as peshanl1< after the word pesher ("Interpretation") with
which many of the relevant passages open. have come down to US.'7
Furthermore. we have several anonymous documents from the
period between 400 S.C.E. and 200 C.E. which rewrite. summarize.
paraphrase. or expand upon the accounts contained In Scripture. IS

One could also argue that the translations of the Hebrew Bible Into
Greek (the Septuagint)19 and Into Aramaic (the targum)2o contain as
much interpretation as translation. In each of these examples the
relationship between the biblical text and the comment is clear and
unambiguous.

The central feature of a midrashlc comment is Its explicit relatlon-
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ship to the Bible. Let me explain this point with reference to the
rabbinic texts. The primary document of first- and second-century
Palestinian Judaism Is the Mishnah, the first collection of rabbinic
teachings. Much of the material found In Mishnah Is based on the
Hebrew Bible, and there Is no doubt that the framers of Mishnah
knew the Hebrew Bible and believed that they were producing a
document that somehow was based on It." However, Mishnah
seldom expliCitly refers to the biblical verse upon which Its state­
ments are based or to the scriptural text from which Its laws are
derived. For this reason alone, most of the comments found In
Mishnah are not mldrashlc. In fact. most of them are the opposite of
mldrash, for they seem to consciously avoid draWing a clear rela­
tionship between themselves and the Bible.

The difference between a midrashlc and a nonmldrashlc state­
ment may be determined by context. If a remark that does not refer
to a biblical verse appears In Mishnah with others that also make no
reference to Scripture, the remark Is nonmldrashlc. On the other
hand. If the same remark In the same form appears In a mldrashlc
collection as one of several comments Juxtaposed to a speCific bibli­
cal verse, the remark becomes mldrashlc. The defining characteris­
tic of a mldrashlc statement Is Its explicit relationship (real or
constructed) and formal Juxtaposition to the biblical text, and nei­
ther Its content nor Its particular language.

Let me Illustrate. We find the follOWing passage In Mishnah
Nega'im 1:2:

The variegation that Is In snow-white Ileprosy] Is like wine that Is
mixed with snow. "The variegation that Is In lime-like Ileprosy) Is
like blood mixed with mllk"-the words of Rabbi Ishmael. Rabbi
Aqlba says: "The reddish color that is In this and In that Is like
wine mixed with water."

This passage offers opinions about the different colors of skin that Is
Infected by disease. Notice that nothing In this passage connects It
to a biblical text; therefore, It is a nonmldrashic perlcope. However,
the same statements appear in Sifra. a collection of rabbinic Inter­
pretations of Leviticus. Because In their context In Sifra the state­
ments are presented as an exegeSiS of a verse from Numbers, the
perlcope becomes a mldrash:

And like what Is the Intermediate color lof skin disease? It ap­
pearsllike snow, for It Is said: Miriam was leprous, as white as
snow (Num. 12: 10). From here they said the Signs lof leprosy) are
two, which are four. "[Spot (bhrt) In leviticus and Numbers refers
tol a spot which Is an Intensely bright spot (whltel as snow. The
second Is la color] like the lime Ion the outside] of the Temple. The
swelled sore lis a color) like the membrane surrounding an egg.
The second Is like white wool"-the words of Rabbi Melr. But
sages say: "The swelled sore Is like wool and the second Is like the
membrane surrounding an egg." The variegation that is In snow­
white llep~osYllslike wine that Is mixed with snow. "The Variega­
tion that is In lime-like Ileprosy) Is like blood mixed with milk"­
the words of Rabbi Ishmael. Rabbi Aqlba says: "The reddish color
that Is in this and In that is like Wine mixed with water."

In the passage from Sifra, Tazri'a 2:4--5, the statements of Ishmael
and Aqlba are JOined with other comments that are placed tn the
context Ofan explanation ofNum. 12:10. The editors of this section
of Sifra had redacted the rabbis' remarks to make them appear as
Interpretations of Num. 12: 10. For that reason, they may be classi­
fied as midrashlc comments, for In this context they are clearly
related to a biblical verse.

Mishnah Ketubot 1: 1 states:

A virgin shOuld be married on a Wednesday and a Widow on a
Thursday. for In towns the court sits twice a week, on Mondays
and on Thursdays; so that If the husband would lodge a complaint
about his bride's Virginity, he may go In the morning Immediately
to the court.

The Mishnah states that a virgin should be married on a Wednesday
and a Widow on a Thursday, and It explains that this is the practice
so that It will be easy for the new groom to bring any questions about
his bride's Virginity before the court. However, In Genesis Rabbah
8:28 we read:

And God blessed them (Gen. 1:28). There lin the Mishnah! we
learn that a virgin is married on the fourth day (Wednesday), but a
Widow lis married) On the fifth day (Thursday). Why Iwere these
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years ago, the Oberrabbiner of the German city of Emden, Abraham
Loewenstamm, felt compelled to write a book entitled, Der TalmudIst,
wie er ist· oder wir sind aile Mensch"" (Emden, 1822). I have alteady
described the circumstances that could lead such a person to write such
a book-one whose content evokes a greater sense of pathos than does
its title. Today it is difficult to imagine someone feeling the need to
write such a book.

In the 1850s men like Graetz and Geiger had to marshal all their
considerable his;orical and polemical talents to create images of the
Pharisees to which Jews could relate positively. Today all the major
denominations proudly claim to be heirs of the Pharisees.

In the early decades of the nineteenth centuty in Germany, and in
the last decades of the century in Eastern Europe, there were still many
Jews raised in the rabbinic tradition who, upon discovering new cul­
rural possibilities, felt an almost adolescent need to rebel m the stron­
gest possible terms against the traditional culture in whIch theywere
raised. At these times in these places, there was yet strong centripetal
social pressure that collided with what, in some c~ses, w~re e~en ~tron­

ger centrifugal political and intellectual forc~s.; thiS volatile mix did not
readily lead to moderation. In time, the pohtlcal and mtellecrual chal­
lenges of modernity became more routine (or were neutrali~ed through
emigration from Eastern Europe to the West), and the rehglOus chOIces
of parents were largely decisive for their children. In urban areas, at
least the intense traditional centripetal forces were thoroughly weak­
ened~ As a result, Jews escaping tradition found it easier to fashion
their religious identities without the need to publicly rebel against and
seek to undermine the traditional culture that once nurtured them.'

As the various denominations emerged in the nineteenth century,
each could, for a time, maintain the ambition to be the dominant, if
not the only, form ofJudaism that would survive in the modern world.
For this reason each had a strong need to tty to negate the teachings of
the others. As i have argued in the previous three chapters, this compe­
tition was to prove to be a major stimulus of Jewish thought and histo­
riography. By the end of the century, at least in Germany, it was clear
to anyone with eyes to see that none of these groups woul~ supers7de
the others. While questions of cooperation and communal mtegratlOn
remained, each, de facto, accepted the existence of the others. The po­
lemics either ceased or shifted to other grounds. Each group had fash-

th d " d h" "ianed its own "usable past" at serve Its nee 5; as t ese pasts were
fashioned out of the polemics of the century, it is not surprising that
they were, for the most part, mutually incompatible. It is also not sur­
prising that, in time, each community gave preference to internal c~:)I~.­
solidation over externally directed polemics. The question of rabbinIC

reading and midrash halakhah largely receded into the background as
each community had fashioned a picture of rabbinic religion that cocld
support Its contemporary aspirations and goals.9

Thar the problematic nature of midrash is no longer a public i>.sue
does not mean that it has ceased to be an issue at all, or thar it h.as
ceased to be a stimulus for Jewish cultural creativity. From among the
Orthodox of Easrern European origins has come the greatest Torah
c?mmentary of this cenUIry, the Meshekh I;Iokhmah (1927) of Meir
Sun1)ah Ha-Cohen of Dvmsk (1843-1926), which continues wirh the
agenda of the Gaon of Vilna and Naftali Berlin, and is vety attuned to
the questIon of the relation of Jewish law to the biblical text. The mag­
isterial Torah Shelemah of Mena1)em Mendel Kasher (currently forty­
three volumes) represents a massively expanded cultural offshoot of
Epstein's Torah Temimah. Yet other lesser-known figures have contin­
ued the effort to explain the exegetical principles of the rabbis.lo

But it has been primarily the heirs of the historical school who
have kept the issue alive in this century. We must divide this group into
two: those who remained overtly attached to the religious dimension
of the traditional historical school, and those who, whatever their reli­
gious co~i~mentsmay be, remained devoted to the research program
of the hIStOrIcal school, without drawing any overt religious conclu­
sions from this research.

To the first group belong various ideologues of the American Con­
servative movement. In particular, the central focus ofLouis Finkelstein's
(1895-1991) work has been the development of Jewish law and the
role of midrash. Like most who have addressed the question in this
century, he has argued for the division of the rabbinic estate in the
second century into two schools headed by Rabbis Ishmael and Aqiba.
He has argued for Important exegetical and theological distinctions
between these schools. At the same time he has been the primaty advo­
cate of the antiquity of the Jewish legal process arguing for its roots in
prophetic times. 1l '

Finkelstein's work developed in tandem with that of the leading
theologian of the Conservative movement, Abraham Joshua Heschel
(1907-72). The latter's Theology of Ancient Judaism (3 vols., 1962­
90) IS a theologIcal tour de force predicared on the fundamental divide
within the rabbinic estate in the second century. Heschel builds on the
theories of the nineteenth-century historians of midrash halakhah to
constru~t tw? distinct theological systems that carry forward through­
out JeWish hIstory. As Arnold Eisen has argued, Heschel's project is,
among other thmgs, an effort at reclaiming the place of Ishmael in
Jewish tradition-an effort, that, as we have seen, has roots in nine­
teenth-century judische Wissenschaft.12
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To the second group belongs the work of Saul Horovitz (1859­
1920) of Bteslau, whose edition of the Sifre Be-Midbar was prefaced
by an inrroduction in which Horovitz conrinued with the claims of
Weiss and Hoffmann regarding the sources and authority of Jewish
law. I should note that in his notes to the Sifre, Horovitz's commitment
to the two-system hypothesis led him to sometimes suggest emenda­
tions to dispose of texts that he surmised, ex hypothesi, could not be as
uansmitred. 13

Ya'aqob Nal:lUm Epstein (d. 1950), doyen of the Talmud scholars
of the Hebrew University, also continued with the historical schema of
the Wissenschaft scholars.I'With erudition, he argued for the Ishmaelian
provenance of rhe Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael and Sifre Be-Midbar and
parts of the Sifre Devarim and Sifra; and the Aqiban origins of the Sifre
Devarim and Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shim'0I1 bar Yobai."

Tbe attachment of these scholars to paradigms pioneered by the
Wissenschaft scholars of the nineteenth cenrury is not of much interest
in and of itself. Whar is noreworthy is that these scholars were drawn
to these constructs for essentially the same reason as their predeces­
sors, namely, that these constructs help diminish the legal and histori­
cal significance of rabbinic patterns of reading. The distance between
rabbinic and modern textuality was simply too grear for these scholars
to seriously countenance the possibility that the rabbis really read Scrip­
ture as the rabbinic documents suggest they did. Whatever their own
religious agenda may have been, the rabbinic writings formed a cenrral
part of the cultural legacy they were instrumental in recovering; as. su.ch
they were driven to retrieve rabbinic culture in a manner that dlmm­
ished its apparent irtationality.

These scholars were driven by the modern assumption thar the
definitive meaning of a rext can be established; since the rabbinic reading
was quite distant from the "definitive" meaning of the Bible, modern
textual assumptions would render the practical component of rabbinic
Judaism devoid of foundation. By showing, through historical and
philological investigation, that Jewish laws rransmitted in rabbinic rext5
did not generally or ever originate in preposterous exegesis, the scholars
of the twentieth century have carved out their own place in the ongo­
ing Jewish struggle with the question, "How do we know this?"

A recent example of a scholar who has grappled with this question
is David Weiss Halivni (b. 1928). His work is much more self-aware
than is thar of his modernisr predecessors, and he has formulared the
problem in overtly religious terms." He too cannot accept that the
rabbis could change the unmistakable meaning of divine imperarives
and still command religious allegiance. He thus offers a theory of the
restorarion of the original meaning of the text to resolve the religious

problem. Whar is of note for us here is thar once again a work of
scholarship and theology is motivared by rhe distance that separates
modernist and rabbinic textuality. Halivni is, I would guess, rhe last of
the major Jewish scholars who would formulate the problem as he d~.

In the past several decades new theories of textuality have emerged
rhat have come to be called-in a triumph of meaninglessness-post­
modern. Students of postmodern or po5tStrucruralist textuality have
rebelled against the notion rhat texrs have definitive and timeless mean­
ings unrelated to the consciousness of the reader and/or the self-refer­
ential character of language. Scholars who have engaged post-modern
rextual assumptions have come to see rabbinic midrash, wherher halakhic
or (especially) aggadic, as precursors in some sense, whose rextual in­
sight bas been ignored or suppressed by the triumph of other culrural
systems. Daniel Boyarin, for example, has explicitly announced his
ongoing "intellectuaUcultural project of inserting rabbinic textuality
into critical discourse and critical discourse into the scholarship of rab­
binic literature."17 A generation ago, or a century ago, the last thing a
Jewish scbolar would have been comfortable doing is inserting rab­
binic textuality into critical discourse. The former stood at such dis­
tance from what was then the latter that Jewish scholars spent their
efforls undermining rabbinic textuality so as to provide a culturally
respectable foundarion for rabbinic religion and culture. This is clearly
no longer the case. Today, the scholarly pendulum has swung in the
opposire direction, providing scholars of rabbinics with new vocabu­
laries and theories through which they can undersrand talmudic exege­
sis. Where these theoretical shifts will take the story of this book, and
what impact, if any, they will have on living Judaism, remains to be seen.
I think it is safe to say that the apologetics of the Reform, historical
and Orthodox schools of the nineteenth century and their twentieth­
century offshoots, as well as the attacks of the Reformers and Eastern
European rebels, will be subiated by the new theoretical discourse. It is
equally safe to say that the question of the narure of rabbinic midrash
will remain alive among those who continue to take this ancient cul­
ture seriously, and that new responses remain to be offered to that
ubiquitous rabbinic question, llHow do we know this?"




