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BARRY W. HOLTZ


The most famous story in all of rabbinic literature is a story about the study of texts:

It happened that a certain heathen came before Shammai and said to him, “Convert me on condition that you teach me the entire Torah while I am standing on one foot.” Shammai drove him away with the builder’s measuring stick that was in his hand. He then came before Hillel who converted him. Hillel said to him, “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. This is the entire Torah; the rest is commentary—go and learn it.”

—BABYLONIAN TALMUD, Shabbat 31a

Generally this tale is told as a way of emphasizing Judaism’s concern with ethical behavior through the key principle of loving one’s neighbor. It has become almost an apologetic text as well, used to show that Christianity does not have a monopoly on love as a religious category. Shammai is seen as the unbending spoilsport; Hillel’s message of love is presented as the Jewish Golden Rule, and since the rabbinic master predated Jesus, Jews also get the benefit of being able to say, we got there first. Indeed, Hillel’s message of “love your neighbor” fits nicely with the events of the story. He, after all, is the one willing to answer the heathen’s question. His message is exemplified by his actual behavior. He greets the willing convert with open arms.

And yet one feels there is more to it than that. Perhaps after all Shammai is on to something. Can one really learn the entire Torah standing on one foot? Shammai’s anger does not seem so inappropriate—Torah, he tells his questioner, is a complicated, serious matter. It requires patience and more than a little dedication. In fact, Torah cannot be learned on one foot, or in one hour. Perhaps not in one lifetime.

Hillel, too, has his reservations. He may be a more generous sort—perhaps a bit of a soft touch in fact—but his answer is not so simple either. The rest is commentary, but the commentary cannot be ignored. When both feet are finally resting on the ground, then the task really begins—“go and learn it.”

In the Jewish tradition statements about study countlessly multiply. Across time and space they abound without end. One can say with little hesitation that Torah and its study is the dominant religious preoccupation throughout the history of Judaism, at least until modern times, and for many even now. From the statement in the Mishnah (200 C.E.*) concluding a list of commandments with “talmud torah k’neged kulam”—the study of Torah is equal to them all—to Franz Rosenzweig’s preoccupation in the twentieth century with the “Book” and how we must confront it, the focus remains constant. The world, according to the ancient rabbis, rests on three pillars—study, worship, and good deeds. And which of these is the greatest? Study—since from study the others can be deduced.

Torah for the Jewish tradition is a multifaceted term. On one level it refers to the first five books of the Bible, the content of the scroll found in any synagogue. In another more expanded sense, Torah is the Hebrew Bible as a whole. But Torah stands for more than one text or one book. Torah is revelation, the entire revelation and the entire activity of Jewish study throughout the generations. When the rabbinic sages speak of the Written Torah and the “Oral Torah” (the Oral Torah being the commentaries and holy texts of later generations) as both being given at Mount Sinai, they mean to suggest that all Jewish study is Torah and all Torah has the validity of revelation. Its authority rests with God, but its agents are human beings. Throughout time Jews have always seen their primary occupation as being part of this devotion to study, this ongoing revelation.

The great texts discussed in Back to the Sources are the record of the Jewish concern with Torah. We begin with the Written Torah itself, but Judaism spans far more than just the Bible. Jewish literature, as one of the authors in this volume suggests, should be seen as a kind of vast inverted pyramid. The Bible is at the base, but the edifice expands outward enormously—midrashic literature, the Talmuds, the commentaries, the legal codes, the mystical tradition, the philosophical books. All this literature is Torah.

In the individual chapters of Back to the Sources, we have tried to demonstrate how this body of literature can be of interest to the contemporary reader, even to the reader who has no prior commitment to the religious teachings embodied in those texts. It is our contention that the Jewish textual tradition is one of the great literary achievements of human culture, representing a system that is unique, important, and deeply compelling to anyone interested in literature itself. The classic Jewish texts are as much “classics” as the works of Greek and Roman culture, and although they are far less known, they are as enduring, as challenging and no less profound.

Through this literature the reader can penetrate into the minds of people who devoted themselves to the seriousness of language and the sanctity of human experience. These texts represent a record of their struggles with the meaning of law, the nature of interpretation, the conflict of faith and reason and the elusive power of the divine. In reading them we come face to face with those issues that form the universal core of all great literature, as we see those concerns refracted through the lens of the particular consciousness of the Jewish literary imagination.

To the contemporary reader the Jewish textual tradition is unusual in that virtually all of it is based on the single originating point of the inverted pyramid, the Bible. In that sense Jewish literature is strikingly unique: it is creative, original, and vibrant, and yet it presents itself as nothing more than interpretation, a vast set of glosses on the one true Book, the Torah. In ways far beyond what Hillel could have imagined, the rest is commentary.

This fundamental fact about Jewish literature and its history is expressed elegantly by Gershom Scholem, one of the giants of modern Jewish scholarship, in his essay “Revelation and Tradition as Religious Categories in Judaism.”* The rabbis of the tradition, according to Scholem, believed that:

Truth is given once and for all, and it is laid down with precision. Fundamentally, truth merely needs to be transmitted. The originality of the exploring scholar has two aspects. In his spontaneity, he develops and explains that which was transmitted at Sinai, no matter whether it was always known or whether it was forgotten and had to be rediscovered. The effort of the seeker after truth consists not in having new ideas but rather in subordinating himself to the continuity of the tradition of the divine word and in laying open what he receives from it in the context of his own time. In other words: Not system but commentary is the legitimate form through which truth is approached.

Scholem may be correct, yet the modern mind cannot help but wonder. Conditioned as we are to the importance of ideas such as “originality” and “creativity” it is hard for us to imagine a world where such terms are of little value. Commentary—and only that?

In this skepticism we are, no doubt, more than merely victims of the narcissistic inclinations of the present age. For the problem of “originality” has been with Western culture at least since the rise of romanticism a century and a half ago and our image of the “creative” person (particularly the poet seeking the new phrase or the composer the new musical turn, but also the religious soul seeking new insight), conditions the way we look back on the texts of another time. W. Jackson Bate,* writing about English poetry, studies the birth of the ideal of “originality” in the mid-eighteenth century:

… the spread of the idea of “originality” into the fringes of behavior and into stock value or stock response was only a symptom of the grip that the ideal was beginning to take on the center of the intellect itself. For the concept of “originality” meshed with so many other things in life aside from the arts … that the conscience was trapped by it. … By the 1750s some of the least original minds of the time were beginning to prate constantly of “originality,” thus setting a precedent with which the intellectual has since been condemned to live.

And so this particular concern has been with us for some time now. When we look at a tradition that saw itself as commentary—that is, “unoriginal”—it seems difficult to comprehend.

To understand the consciousness of the traditional texts in this regard, we must never forget the great sanctity with which they endowed the Torah itself. Torah, as is discussed elsewhere in this volume, is more than just another book. The traditional writers saw Torah as God’s very word and because of that, it itself is eternally “original.” The commentators do not invent something new; they discover what the Divine Author had always intended. The problem of intentionality, one of the great issues in modern theories of reading and criticism (that is, can we—or should we even try—to discover an author’s intentions in writing a particular work), becomes irrelevant to the traditional mind which sees a perfect Author behind the Torah. Of course every interpretation that ever will be was known at Sinai, was intended by God. Isn’t this within God’s power?

But things are probably more complex than that, too. It is hard to believe that originality was irrelevant to the classic commentators. They were human, too, and the tradition values the great and creative interpreter, the person capable of the new insight, the hiddush, to use the laudatory term from the traditional literature for a creative point of commentary.

The rabbinic writers, however, surely approached their task with a degree of humility uncommon to our age. In fact, part of the purpose of statements such as “Torah, Mishnah, Talmud and Aggadah—indeed even the statements some bright student will some day make to his teacher—were already given to Moses on Mount Sinai” (quoted from Midrash Tanhuma by Scholem in the essay mentioned above) may have been made to instill humility in generations of rabbis as they took up the mantle of their interpretive role. And to a great extent these warnings served their purpose.

But we know also of students vying with one another at the yeshivot, the traditional academies, and we know, too, of the natural human pride that goes with the “well-made thing,” as a good hiddush can certainly be. One episode from the Babylonian Talmud reveals that the rabbis combined the sense of humility mentioned above with an equally clear feeling for the power of their own interpretive activities. In discussing a particular legal precedent, one sage, Rabina, asks another, Ashi, does this teaching we are considering apply to Hiyya or Oshaia, the great redactors of an important early law code? Yes, Ashi replies. What about Rav and Samuel? Rabina asks, referring to two sages of a later generation. Yes, to them, too, Ashi declares. And what about us, Rabina continues, does it apply in a case stated by you and me? What are we, Ashi shoots back, mere “cane cutters in a bog?” Of course it applies to us, too!

To be sure the idea that the teachers of each generation must be seen as legitimate and significant—no cane cutters in a bog, they—is coupled with the rabbinic tradition’s great veneration for the weight of earlier precedents and the great learning of the generations past. But the rabbis carry with them as well a deep sense of personal pride and accomplishment. Even if they are merely uncovering the old, it is a task that requires talent, dedication, and the sharp tools of the imagination.

Dwelling too long on problems of rabbinic self-definition or the issue of originality in traditional literature may be missing the point, however. The question is less to determine if the rabbis thought they were doing something “new” when they wrote the classic texts, than to consider what this enterprise is all about on its own terms.

Let us consider, then, the issue of the relationship of Torah to the vast body of literature that attempts to comment upon, elucidate or explain the Torah—that is, the great traditional texts of post biblical history. Or, to use the language of the tradition, let us ask: what is the connection between the Written Torah and the Oral Torah? In place of the modern issue of originality I would suggest that the Oral Torah had a different goal: namely a special kind of interaction.

The rabbis throughout Jewish history were essentially readers. The text was the Torah; the task to read that text. We tend usually to think of reading as a passive occupation, but for the Jewish textual tradition, it was anything but that. Reading was a passionate and active grappling with God’s living word. It held the challenge of uncovering secret meanings, unheard-of explanations, matters of great weight and significance. An active, indeed interactive, reading was their method of approaching the sacred text called Torah and through that reading process of finding something at once new and very old.

For the rabbis all interpretations are essentially old—they are already known at Sinai after all. And yet this antiquity, this essential “unoriginality,” does not seem to limit or hinder the rabbinic reader. Indeed, it seems to inspire him to even greater heights of “originality.” The antiquity of Torah is its great allure. Rather than inhibit the interpreter with a sense that there is nothing new under the sun, it encourages his daring and resourcefulness.

We should not forget also that the “reading” performed by the rabbinic tradition had a level of day-to-day practical significance that rarely affects the way we read. Rabbinic interpretation was intimately connected with law; it touched people in all aspects of their lives. Hence it had a level of urgency that was of great moment.

Yet the distinctive energetic quality of the traditional texts does not come simply because of their concern for immediate issues of law. We find the same liveliness in the nonlegal texts as well. Rather it is the interactive, dynamic spirit of Torah and commentary, of exchange and response that accounts for the richness of the classic texts.

By “interactive” I mean to suggest that for the rabbis of the tradition, Torah called for a living and dynamic response. The great texts are the record of that response, and each text in turn becomes the occasion for later commentary and interaction. The Torah remains unendingly alive because the readers of each subsequent generation saw it as such, taking the holiness of Torah seriously, and adding their own contribution to the story. For the tradition, Torah demands interpretation.

Interestingly, this way of thinking about reading—that it is active, that it calls forth response and dialogue on the part of the reader—has much in common with certain trends in contemporary writing about literature. Critics such as Stanley Fish and the late Roland Barthes (who sees at the heart of interpretation “the dialogue of two histories and two subjectivities”) have brought many of these ideas to the forefront of current writing about the way we think about literature and the act of reading. Thus Wolfgang Iser, in an influential essay, “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach,” *talks about the way that reader and work are intimately interconnected:

Whatever we have read sinks into our memory and is foreshortened. It may later be evoked again and set against a different background with the result that the reader is enabled to develop hitherto unforeseeable connections. The memory evoked, however, can never reassume its original shape …. Thus, the reader, in establishing these interrelations between past, present and future, actually causes the text to reveal its potential multiplicity of connections. [my italics]

In similar fashion the later interpretive texts of the Jewish tradition show the “multiplicity of connections,” of meanings and directions inherent in Torah. Moreover, as many writers have pointed out, the importance of the text served to bring unity to the Jewish people scattered throughout many lands in exile. In the absence of nationhood the text, as George Steiner has put it, became our homeland.

The relationship of text and commentary becomes even more evident and graphic with the birth of Jewish printing in the fifteenth century. The Talmud is printed with its major commentaries arranged around the page; the Bible, too, is printed in an edition known as Mikra’ot Gedolot, with the great commentators’ words bordering the page, a kind of gathering of the minds, each with its own personality and contribution to make to the enterprise of discussion and interaction. (For more on this see Chapter Four.)

The connection between contemporary literary criticism and the traditional texts is not an exercise in apologetics. Rather it may let us see that although the rabbinic tradition is very old, its way of understanding reading and interpretation may be less foreign to us today than we might have thought. Surely, there are many differences and we should not minimize them: the faith statement of the classic texts in the divinity of Torah is not the least of them. But we today need not relegate these texts to the dustbin of antiquarian history.

I have been speaking about “reading” the classic Jewish texts (and also, of course, about the way that in the Jewish tradition texts tend to be “readings” of other, earlier texts), but we must also consider ways in which our idea of reading might differ markedly from other such notions in the past. In fact, traditional Jews rarely speak about reading texts at all; rather, one talks about studying or learning these sacred books. Thus we must ask: is the difference between reading and learning something more than merely a matter of terminology?

Although I have argued above that reading may be a good deal more active an occupation than we usually think, it is nonetheless a solitary activity. We sit alone with a book as we read. Learning or studying can imply something very different. It is important to remember that most traditional Jewish “reading” occurs in a social context—the class, or the study session. In the chapter in this book on the Talmud, we see a detailed picture of the traditional study environment: often in the world of the yeshiva, Jewish learning is carried on in a loud, hectic hall called the bet midrash (study house) where students sit in pairs or threesomes, reading and discussing out loud, back and forth. The atmosphere is nothing like the silent library we are accustomed to. Reading in the yeshiva is conducted in a room with a constant, incessant din; it is as much talk as it is reading; in fact, the two activities of reading and discussion are virtually indistinguishable.

Reading thus becomes less an act of self-reflection than a way of communal identification and communication. One studies to become part of the Jewish people itself. As much as prayer, study is a ritual act of the community. The sociologist Samuel Heilman, in The People of the Book (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1983), talks about these learning environments as providing a “sentimental education” in which Jews gain access to the values of their tradition and live out those values by the very act of study. Through the study discussions, Jews actually replicate the world of the Talmud. It is as if distinctions of time and place are erased, and the participant is catapulted back to Rabbi Akiba’s academy 1,800 years in the past. The learner joins in the discussions, voices his opinion, is defended or refuted by the legendary teachers and students of other ages and takes his place in the continuum of the tradition.

There is much to be said for such an understanding, since it gives a taste of the rich emotional world connected in a very close way to the classic Jewish texts. These are not only books that one reads or rereads and sets on the shelf. They live, too, in the context of hours of human repartee, of struggle and illumination in community. Part of the great allure of study for Jews over the centuries must have some connection to this interpersonal domain. Thus the texts are “interactive” in two senses: in the way reading is lively and dialogic; and in the way we get to speak to our companions when we study, debate, and ponder the texts aloud.

Moreover, the texts are bound to the lives of individual Jews in ways beyond reading and studying. The entire liturgical structure of the Jewish year resounds with echoes of the great sources. First and foremost is the role of the prayerbook (see Chapter Eight), the daily instrument of worship, which contains within it quotations and allusions to the Bible, to Talmudic sources, to poems of the Middle Ages, rituals of Kabbalah and even to the philosophy of Maimonides (in the popular hymn known as Yigdal)!

But the texts have connections beyond the prayerbook. Each Sabbath, as is discussed elsewhere in this book, a portion from the Torah and from the Prophets is chanted in the synagogue. On certain holidays one of the Five Megillot (scrolls) is read: Song of Songs on Passover, the Book of Ruth on Shavuot (the festival that is celebrated seven weeks after Passover in the early summer), Ecclesiastes on Sukkot (the festival of booths, the fall harvest holiday), Esther on Purim, and Lamentations on the Ninth of Av, the summer fast day commemorating the destruction of the Temples. The holiday of Passover uses the Haggadah, a work of rabbinic literature, as the central text for the Seder meal and on Hanukkah we sing medieval liturgical poems and recite a passage from a rabbinic law code. The texts are always there—throughout the year and throughout the life cycle, in the rituals for birth, bar mitzvah, marriage, and death. The marriage document, for example, read out at the wedding ceremony, reminds us of our ties to the textual tradition of the past—it is written even today in Aramaic, the language of the Talmud.

Thus the texts are connected to study and to prayer. They formed the basis of meditation for the mystical tradition (it is not surprising from all this that letter-mysticism is central to the Jewish method of contemplation!), and they live in the daily, weekly, and ongoing rituals of the Jewish people.

Jewish study and learning, we have suggested, are not merely the activities of the library or the reader in isolation, but rather live in social and religious contexts. A particularly significant feature of the religious context is the fact that traditional learning is invariably done with a master, someone who can guide one’s encounter with the text and help make sense of what may be arcane, confusing, or beyond one’s grasp. The teacher in such an environment has a special kind of authority—different, I believe, from the role of a teacher in a normal American school or university—because the traditional texts themselves are based to a great degree on a sense of the authority of wisdom. Such an attitude may go back to ancient days when the Oral Torah really was oral and learning was a kind of discipleship. Although the texts have long been written down, we still venerate the learned teacher, and the texts themselves reinforce this, representing the tradition as a human chain in which one builds on the teachings and insights and legal judgments of the sages who have preceded us.

Thus the solitary reader is at a considerable disadvantage. Not having the social context of fellow students, not having the reliable authority of the wise master, he is very much left to his own devices and may, in fact, be stuck in his own peculiar quicksand. Add to this yet another problem: namely, that the great classic texts are all composed in other languages—generally Hebrew or Aramaic—and we have another barrier that is intimidating indeed.

Reading the texts in translation is not simply a matter of losing the “flavor” of the original. Many traditional commentaries rely on wordplays, as does the Bible itself (see the discussion in Chapter One, Biblical Narrative, for example). The classic texts count on the richness of association that can only be captured in the Hebrew original. In these and in many subtle ways, the translated text is extremely disadvantageous. Moreover, English is a language that carries with it a host of essentially Christian associations. When we read words such as “grace,” “sin,” or “charity,” it is hard to view them as entirely neutral—these are terms that carry with them the weight of Christian context and interpretation. Indeed, to translate, for example, the Hebrew word tzedakah as “charity” (the usual translation) one misses the point that the Hebrew word comes from the root meaning justice and righteousness: giving to the needy is a requirement, a matter of doing what is right. “Charity” comes from the Latin caritas—love or caring; the idea there is that the giving depends on the good will and deep feeling of the giver, not on the obligation to act with tzedek—justice.

Because Judaism has always stressed the sanctity of the specific language of the Bible, translation has been viewed with a certain degree of ambivalence. Although in rabbinic times an Aramaic translation of the Torah was declaimed alongside the biblical text in public readings (a practice still observed among Yemenite Jews), it was the Hebrew original that was venerated and preserved.

This sense of the sacred quality of the language begins with the Bible itself. God speaks, and through language the world comes into being. Jews, at least since rabbinic times, have taken the holiness of the language with great seriousness. A Torah scroll must be transmitted with each letter correct and intact, otherwise it is considered unfit for use in the worship service, and this and other tokens of care, even in our time, indicate the particular importance of the original text. The importance of language is reflected also in the fact that interpretation was adduced sometimes from the numerical dimension the letters of the Hebrew language. Since each letter also stands for a number, words could be associated through their numerical equivalency, as well as through conventional semantic connections. Thus the thirty-nine categories of work forbidden on the Sabbath, for example, could be deduced by the numerical values of certain verses in the Bible. This mode of interpretation, known as gematria, begins in the Talmudic age and continues as a style of reading—somewhat playful to be sure—throughout later Jewish history, particularly in the mystical tradition.

Obviously, gematria is rooted in a sense of the special status and quality of the Hebrew language. The words of the Torah are so deep, so mysterious, that interpretations can be gleaned through many signs and hints. Numerical equivalency is just one technique open to the traditional reader.

One of the contributors to this volume, Edward L. Greenstein, has pointed out elsewhere:

Throughout history the Christian church has always heard its Scripture in translation while the Jewish synagogue has chanted its Bible in Hebrew….

After all, Jewish exegesis of Scripture has traditionally found great significance not only in the sense of the text but quite as importantly in its configurations of Hebrew phrases, words, even letters…. The ancient rabbis displayed an understandable antipathy to any sort of Bible translation. But the translations that were produced … endeavored to transfer word for word, particle for particle, each meaningful component of the original.*

Thus the contemporary reader approaching the classic texts in translation is facing an additional burden in trying to penetrate to their meaning.

The fact that many of these texts remain untranslated only partially explains another phenomenon, however. That is, why such a rich body of literature—the classic Jewish texts—remains by and large so unknown to the contemporary audience. It is our contention that these texts represent a great source of richness, depth, and profundity—a contribution to world literature that any educated reader, Jew or non-Jew, should have cognizance of. Why, then, is this literature so unfamiliar?

Clearly, part of the answer is that until recent times this was anything but a hidden body of writings. Jews were educated to learn these texts from an early age. Even the more arcane texts were familiar to large numbers of Jewish students, and learning had always been seen as a lifelong process in the world of traditional Judaism.

With the entry of Jews into the mainstream of Western culture almost two hundred years ago, much of this changed. There still was a large community of educated Jews who continued to study these texts, but with the rise of secularization, this number began to shrink. The newly secularized Jews came to see these texts as repositories of all that was dated, “religious” and “unmodern”—for most, it was impossible to separate the text from the context of the “old world.” The seriousness of the texts as literature and as wisdom was lost in the headlong rush into modernity. In that sense it is interesting that recently there seems to be a turning back to a serious reexamination of the classic texts. For some this has gone hand in hand with the rise of a Neo-Orthodoxy in American and world Jewry, symbolized to a certain degree by the so-called baal teshuvah (returner) phenomenon both here and in Israel.‡

Moreover, the rise of interest in adult study within the non-Orthodox sector of the Jewish population has also confirmed a revitalized concern for the books of the Jewish past. Perhaps with the success of the battle of the immigrant generation to become Americanized, a later generation can turn back toward what had been rejected. Perhaps the ancient texts no longer stand for the past or for the enemy that must be overcome. And certainly reaction to the destruction of the Holocaust, as well as renewed self-awareness owing to the rise of the State of Israel, have also led people back to searching for the roots of their lost Jewish past.

I have been speaking of the reasons for the invisibility of the classic Jewish sources to the contemporary reader. Aside from these factors that have been discussed above, something else should be mentioned as well. Jews and non-Jews alike have not known about these texts because of certain abiding attitudes about them that have remained in the Christian world. There has been a kind of ongoing prejudice against the Jewish texts that is almost theologically inherent in Christianity itself. To begin with, Christians have traditionally read the Hebrew Bible in a “typological” fashion—events were viewed as mere “shadows,” precursors of their fulfillment in the person and meaning of Jesus. The Hebrew Bible was called the “Old” Testament (a term never used in traditional Jewish sources) to contrast it with the fully realized “New” Testament. The effect of such an approach is to undercut the validity in its own terms of the Jewish Bible, but more than that there is the implication that Jewish creativity must have ended with the “Old” Testament to make way for the new world heralded by the rise of Christianity.

Thus any Jewish writing after the Bible is seen as necessarily insignificant. Judaism can have no contribution because, according to this view, it has been surpassed by the new religion and its teachings. Hence the persistence of Jewish literature—and Judaism itself—becomes a kind of ongoing embarrassment for Christianity. Perhaps that is why the Church burned the Talmud in the Middle Ages—as an attempt to deny the very existence of a living Jewish tradition.

This attitude has found expression in numerous denigrating statements about Jewish literature that can be found in Christian theological writings. One common idea is that Judaism at the time of Jesus was in a state of extreme degeneration. This great creative period of rabbinic Judaism is described thus by Calvin:

Matters had come to such a pass with these people, so great and widespread were the abuses, so thoroughly had the high priests extinguished the pure light of doctrine through their negligence or malice, that there scarcely remained any respect for the Law.

And oddly enough, some twentieth-century historians have perpetuated the same outlook. Karl Adam, a German Catholic writer, speaks of the world of rabbinic Judaism as “a world which was falling in ruins” as do numerous theologians and instructional manuals used for religious education.*

This attitude extends to the Jewish literary productions after the time of Jesus. Christian writers of the past and even in our own time speak of “the inveterate sterility of Israel” or “the fate of Judaism … with its extravagant programme and barren achievement.”‡

Thus the widespread ignorance about the classic Jewish texts has its roots in numerous factors, but some of them are deeply entrenched in a particular kind of consciousness or attitude about Judaism itself.

The reader who wishes to turn to the Jewish sources, therefore, is fighting against numerous impediments: the problem of language, the problem of learning without community, the problem of old negative attitudes, both Jewish and Christian. We have hoped in Back to the Sources to make some small contribution to overcoming these difficulties. One should remember, however, that the way we are talking about reading the classic texts in this book differs markedly from the approach to the written sources evident throughout most of Jewish history. Before the nineteenth century—with some very few exceptions—Jews looked upon the Bible and to a lesser degree the other great sources, such as the Talmud, as holy documents, containing within them the wisdom of God’s truth. As is discussed in Chapter Two, study for traditional Jews was not a mere intellectual endeavor, it was an act of devotion. To use the traditional language, learning was a mitzvah, a divine commandment, and in studying, Jews saw themselves as performing a holy act ordained by God.

In both the Jewish and non-Jewish world, however, rumblings of change eventually began to be felt. Spinoza, for example, in the seventeenth century sought to explore the authorship of the Bible, claiming that only part of it derived from the hand of Moses. But it was not until the nineteenth century that a change in attitude toward the classic texts seriously bloomed. The Christian scholar Julius Wellhausen was the first to popularize the notion that the biblical text was composed of various strands of traditions, different sources reflecting different periods of composition. Even in the Jewish world (where Wellhausen’s ideas were greeted with great suspicion) the nineteenth century saw the rise of “Wissenschaft des Judentums”—a movement advocating “scientific” study of and critical research into the classic texts.

Wissenschaft was, to a certain degree, tied to the Haskalah (Enlightenment) movement within European Jewry and represented for some a way to identify with Judaism and still retain connection to the allure of Western European secular culture. There was in addition a kind of apologetic aspect to Wissenschaft—Jews were going to demonstrate to the non-Jewish world that classic Jewish literature had a legitimacy of its own, and Jewish scholarship could be as rigorous and critical as anything being done in the world of non-Jewish research.

It would be fair to say that the writers in this volume have all been deeply influenced and affected by the tradition of Wissenschaft scholarship. And yet the work that they are doing today reflects a different approach as well. These scholars have tried to combine Wissenschaft’s emphasis on critical methodology with a deep concern for the richness and personal relevance of the classic sources. They have attempted to use the techniques of contemporary scholarship to elucidate the inner depth of the classic texts. But they have neither gone the route of apologetics, nor have they viewed the texts as museum specimens needing dissection—both of which having been paths for some earlier scholars. Rather they have tried to follow and expand the direction of writers (such as Gershom Scholem) who have combined rigor with a deep appreciation for the intelligence and significance of the classic sources. And they have tried to penetrate and explore the religious meaning of the classic texts for the person seeking insight and wisdom today.

This book, moreover, is an attempt to deal with the great texts in a popular, nonacademic context. We live in a time, as I have argued earlier, where there is great and renewed interest in the textual tradition. The growth of Jewish studies in universities is only one manifestation of this significant phenomenon. The opening up of Jewish learning to women—who throughout most of Jewish history had very little opportunity for advanced study—is another. Our goal in this book is to be accessible, but to speak with seriousness and without condescension. We have tried to ask what is the enterprise of the great texts? How do they work? How might they speak to a modern reader? Our goal is to fascinate, to illuminate, and in a modest sense, to inspire by revealing something of the marvelous edifice of the Jewish textual tradition. In each chapter we have also tried to provide some bibliographical guidance for the reader who wishes to explore more in and about the great texts that have been discussed.

The great inverted pyramid of the textual tradition, mentioned earlier in this chapter, has formed the model for the structure of this book. We begin with the Written Torah itself—the Bible. Since the Bible is the point upon which all later texts rest and since it is, from a literary point of view, so vast and multifaceted, the Bible chapter is divided into three different sections representing three significant genres of biblical literature. The section on Biblical Narrative serves also as an introduction to the Bible as a whole, its component parts and its structure and content.

The next great layer of the pyramid is the literature of rabbinic Judaism. The best-known of rabbinic books is the Talmud, discussed here in Chapter Two. The Talmud has formed the core of the curriculum of Jewish study for hundreds of years. Even today in traditional Jewish circles mastery of Talmud is considered the height of intellectual achievement, and a firm knowledge of Talmud is essential to attain a level of religious credibility. Accompanying Talmud on the same level in the pyramid is the other great literary opus of rabbinic civilization—the sermons and interpretative commentaries on the Bible known as Midrash. Here we see the imaginative play of the rabbinic mind, as it expands the single point of the Torah into a myriad of possibilities through exegesis and speculation.

At the next level of the pyramid we find the literary productions of the medieval period. The most familiar of these texts are the commentaries on the Bible by figures such as Rashi and Ibn Ezra. Although the medieval commentators differ from their midrashic predecessors, their writings build the rabbinic period and represent yet another expansion of the ancient interpretative impetus. In medieval Jewish philosophy, however, we see a new dimension added to the literary chain. Philosophy was one of the great occupations of Jewish writers in the Middle Ages, keeping alive the Western philosophical tradition at a time when it was virtually ignored by Christian Europe. Philosophers such as Maimonides and Halevi responded in their own fashion to the textual tradition that preceded them, asking a different set of questions and speaking in a different style, yet keeping their connection to the tradition by the seriousness with which they view the significance of Torah.

The medieval period also sees the flowering of the mystical tradition within Judaism in the publication of the Zohar and other texts with a kabbalistic perspective. In modern times, for many years, Kabbalah was seen as an interesting, but aberrant, secondary enterprise of the textual tradition. But in our century, scholarly researchers have made clear the centrality of Kabbalah to the whole of Jewish religious consciousness. Mysticism was not an unusual and insignificant detour, but formed an essential brick in the edifice of the traditional literature and religious practice.

Kabbalah finds new expression in the eighteenth century with the birth of Hasidism. Perched midway between the medieval and modern worlds and in some ways representing a bridge from the former to the latter, Hasidism was brought to the awareness of the non-Jewish world in the twentieth century mainly through the writings of Martin Buber. But it should be noted that both Kabbalah and Hasidism represent a direct link back to the rabbinic texts that first gave birth to the interpretive tradition. The Zohar, for example, has quite appropriately been called a “mystical Midrash” and the Hasidic texts examined in detail in Chapter Seven are homilies of a style very familiar to a reader of rabbinic texts. As the pyramid expands, new ideas enter the consciousness of the writers, but the preoccupation with Torah remains a constant.

Finally we have a chapter on the prayerbook, a book that begins in rabbinic times and has continued to expand and grow along with the pyramid of the classic texts. The prayerbook both resembles and differs from the other texts in the tradition in that it represents a work that was not only meant to be studied, but was essentially intended to be prayed. Yet it, too, in its many allusions to other texts of the tradition, in its excerpting of sections from the Bible, and its interesting interplay with change and history represents a fitting culmination to the entire textual tradition.

It is obvious that many texts in the traditional library are not discussed here. A list of potential chapters could be endless—such is the nature of the rich Jewish textual tradition. We have been forced by necessity to impose limitations. To begin with, we eliminated books that did not seem to be “texts” in the traditional sense of that term. I have in mind here works of modern theology in particular. Obviously, thinkers such as Buber, Rosenzweig, Soloveitchik and Heschel are major figures of Jewish thought in this century. But these works are generally accessible to the contemporary reader and do not have that air of strangeness or unfamiliarity that books like the Talmud and the Zohar possess. Works of a modern literary sort were also eliminated; much as the poetry of Bialik or the novels of Agnon are admirable, they, too, seemed inappropriate in a collection of classic texts.

Some texts were subsumed under other categories—in particular the chapter on Talmud served to deal with the ongoing legal tradition in Judaism and therefore discusses the medieval codes and the responsa literature. Other texts seemed inappropriate because insufficient examples now exist in English translation or where, as in the case of medieval Hebrew poetry, it is virtually impossible to capture the nature of material without studying the texts in the original. Back to the Sources tries to deal with the essential classics and with those texts that contemporary readers may find particularly compelling. The explosion of interest in mysticism in our own time influences, quite obviously, the inclusion of texts from the mystical tradition (Kabbalah and Hasidism) which a generation ago might not have found its way into a book of this sort. Thus, although not every text of the tradition is covered here, we have tried to present a picture that fairly represents the breadth of the literary tradition.

It is clear that no book can replicate the experience of study and good discussion; nor can any essay reproduce a living teacher before the reader’s eyes. Back to the Sources may, one assumes, be used by groups of students both with and without teachers. But the solitary reader was primarily in mind as we prepared this book. Reading the classic texts is, finally, the clearest and most direct access to the very nature of Judaism itself. This may not be the easiest of endeavors but turning back to the sources has great rewards. In one of the classic midrashic texts this matter is addressed with a parable:

What is the difference between the Written and the Oral Law? To what can it be compared? To a king of flesh and blood who had two servants and loved them both with a perfect love. He gave each of them a measure of wheat and each a bundle of flax. What did the wise servant do? He took the flax and spun a cloth. He took the wheat and made flour. He cleaned the flour and ground, kneaded and baked it, and set it on top of the table. Then he spread the cloth over it and left it until the king would come.

—SEDER ELIYAHU ZUTA, Chapter 2

The foolish servant, however, did nothing at all. After some time, the king returned from a journey and came into his house. He said to his servants: my sons bring me what I gave you. One servant showed the wheat still in the box with the bundle of flax upon it. Alas for his shame, alas for his disgrace!

When the Holy One, blessed be He, gave the Torah to Israel, he gave it only in the form of wheat—for us to make flour from it, and flax—to make a garment from it.

And thus, as we read the texts of the tradition, we, too, join in the process called Torah—we are turning wheat into bread, flax into garments. Torah, in that case, is ultimately about transformation. The Midrash quoted here makes a significant point: the gift of the Written Torah, if it remains unstudied, untransformed by learning, is of as little use as “wheat still in the box.” Reading the texts is work; like all acts of transformation it takes effort, but the goal is to create that which is useful out of that which is only in potential—garments from mere flax, bread from wheat.

But how is Torah “useful”? Surely, for the rabbis, part of that had to do with law, norms of behavior by which Jews have lived their lives for centuries. But I think it means something else as well. As we have said, reading as understood by the tradition is not a passive enterprise. It involves one’s whole self; it forces involvement, passion, and self-reflection. Ultimately, it may lead one toward change.

Torah, therefore, for the Jewish tradition is a lifelong pursuit. Not a day without Torah, assert the rabbis. In some sense there is not a moment without Torah, since it informs the way one conducts even the smallest details of life.

The traditional literature recognizes the difficulty of this endeavor, as well as its rewards and fascination. In a striking allegory the Zohar, the great classic of Jewish mysticism, describes the enterprise:

Torah may be compared to a beautiful and stately maiden who is secluded in an isolated chamber of a palace, and has a lover of whose existence she alone knows. For love of her he passes by her gate unceasingly and turns his eyes in all directions to discover her. She is aware that he is forever hovering about the palace and what does she do? She thrusts open a small door in her secret chamber, for a moment reveals her face to her lover, then quickly withdraws it. He alone, none else notices it; but he is aware it is from love of him that she has revealed herself to him for that moment, and his heart and soul and everything within him are drawn to her.

—ZOHAR, II, 99a

So it is with Torah, which discloses her innermost secrets only to them who love her…. Hence, people should pursue the Torah with all their might, so that they might come to be her lovers.

Ultimately, as the Zohar sees it, the pursuit of Torah is a kind of romance. It fascinates, indeed it may infuriate one with its stubborn difficulties. Yet it remains forever captivating. For the Jewish tradition, reading is more than reading: it is a love affair with the text.
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CHAPTER ONE
Bible
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A. BIBLICAL NARRATIVE
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JOEL ROSENBERG


We are perhaps used to thinking of the Hebrew Bible, together with the poems of Homer and Hesiod, as the literature of the archaic world—without considering that these formed only a fraction of the written discourse of ancient times. Still, it was a highly significant fraction: these volumes represent nearly the sole literary output of the archaic world (pre-500 B.C.E.) that is still continuous with the cultural traditions of the West. This is no accident: it means that these works generated a cultural legacy, and that the cultural experience they embody and the literary modes they employ are familiar to the modern Western reader partly because this reader has learned to read, to some extent, through their eyes.

Biblical literature has fared somewhat better than its Hellenic companions. Epic and didactic poetry largely passed out of Western literary tradition as active forms around the eighteenth century—roughly the era that marks the beginning of modern prose fiction. The Bible still has a wide readership, however, if, to be sure, not largely a literary readership. Its subtle ways of indirection, in any case, make biblical narrative more akin to modern fiction than to the works of Homer or Hesiod.

By virtue of its general accessibility to readers, its ability to generate thought and interpretation, its pungent wit, and its keen eye for the complexities of human motivation, biblical literature becomes the instant possession of its users. Not that it is ever possessed fully, or that it unlocks all of its secrets, even after several readings. The Bible is a mischievous companion, and one soon finds that its words speak on several levels at once. One may usefully accustom oneself to reading each verse through the latticework of commentary, but the text still coheres remarkably without commentary. It flows through cycles of generations with an ever more realistic spiral of thematic development, and at no point does it break the linear continuity of generational succession. Biblical time seems relentlessly forward moving, but it is the resistances, the folds, the wrinkles in that time—that is, the narratives themselves—that more strongly command one’s interest. The reader soon feels drawn into biblical issues, as the participant in an unfolding conversation with the text. This process shows how the Bible is more than a work of literature—it is a system of lore, one with the capability of generating an ever-widening system of further lore. Yet it is also only itself: an elegant and soft-spoken narrative with many beginnings and many endings, a lucid exposition of dilemmas that seem very familiar, even when read for the first time.

But it is the specific mischief that the text plays on the reader that best conveys its unique properties. For while biblical narrative unfolds in a plain and ingenuous voice, its sticky surface soon becomes apparent. Details are omitted that we must fill in with the imagination—or perhaps leave unfilled. Characters’ thoughts are concealed, and their actions and words admit of several interpretations. Options seem closed off by choices the characters make, but consequences of the choices are often delayed for several story cycles. Turns of phrase become significant and wordplay seems to multiply. The forward movement of fictional time yields, on closer reading, to a more subtle interplay of flashback, repetition, quotation, allusion, dream-vision and waking, prospective and retrospective glance, fade-out and fade-in—all of which make time seem to proceed in a mottled and disjunctive fashion. Non sequiturs and digressions complicate the screen of discourse, and stories sometimes suspend their actions at particularly tense and weighted moments, only to pick them up at a later stage, creating a text riddled with gaps, discontinuities, and irresolution. Characters come to the fore out of nowhere, and disappear just as abruptly. Even key characters are kept in view only as long as they are useful to the plot.

Above all, motifs return; all action seems haunted by predecessors. A universe of echoes and resemblances emerges, and characters and eras seem to struggle to free themselves from the grip of sameness and from the fugal counterpoint woven by repetition. And when resolutions come, as in places they must, they do not let the text yield its prerogatives of mystery making and complication. To read biblical narrative is to submit oneself to a lesson in how to read.

BIBLE AND THE COMPONENTS OF BIBLICAL NARRATIVE

The Hebrew Bible, though roughly equivalent to what Christianity (with its “New Testament”) calls the “Old Testament,” is called by Jews the “TaNaKh,” after the initial letters of its three chief parts: Torah (Instruction), Nevi’im (Prophets, namely, the historical and narrative Former Prophets, and the poetic and oracular Latter Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). The Christian arrangement of the books, based on the Septuagint (Seventy—so-called because tradition held that it was produced by seventy scholars), a Greek translation, differs somewhat from that of the Masoretic (Traditional) Hebrew version. The Hebrew Bible is also called Mikra’ (Lection or Proclamation), largely because of its public recitation in the synagogue, although the term mikra’ can also mean an individual biblical verse, or a short text. Similarly, the term Katuv (Written) can mean all of Scripture, or a short segment. The five books of Moses, called collectively the Pentateuch (from Greek words meaning five volumes), Jews also term the Humash (pentad, fivefold entity). The Pentateuch is divided into fifty-four weekly synagogue readings, each known as a parashah (division, plural parshiyyot) or a sedra (order), each about five chapters in length; certain parshiyyot are staggered with adjacent ones in nonleap years of the Jewish calendar. There is an older triennial cycle of divisions no longer in general use. Each parashah is coupled with a selection from the Nevi’im, called in Hebrew a haftarah (lit. departure, more correctly conclusion, completion). Although the division into biblical books is at least as old as the Septuagint (third century B.C.E.) the exact form of the Jewish canon was not fixed until the first or second century C.E. The present division into chapters and verses, as well as the vowel markings of the Hebrew text, originated in late antiquity and the Middle Ages. (For a listing of the contents of the Hebrew Bible by book, see chart on page 34.)

THE HEBREW BIBLE

There are thirty-nine books in the Bible. The bulk of what we call “biblical narrative” forms one continuous story, running from Genesis through 2 Kings—what Jewish tradition calls “the Torah” and “Former Prophets.” Other biblical books are partly or wholly narrative, and some of these, such as Ruth, Jonah, Esther, and the prologue and epilogue of Job, are written in the same, wry, laconic style that characterizes much of Genesis through Kings. This is not to say that all this material had a single author, or that it comprises literature of a single type. The compositeness of biblical narrative has long been recognized, and, indeed, is part of its art. There are remnants of myths, of stories accounting for the origin of human customs and place-names, of family sagas, tribal legends, national epic, royal history, wisdom or morality tales, prophetic calls and missions, satires, parables, archival histories, and cultic stories. These various genres, moreover, are interwoven with much material of a nonnarrative character: genealogies, itineraries, laws, poems, songs, riddles, prophecies, and epigrams.
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To approach biblical narrative, therefore, is to confront a rich interweave of modes, requiring us to read, as it were, with two kinds of vision: one, analytic, the other, synthetic. The analytic side of our reading experience involves sensing the unique character of each unit of narrative or tradition, trying to picture its origin and transmission prior to emergence in a literary text, and picturing the human and social context in which it had its original meanings (the “life-setting,” to use the prevailing term in biblical studies). Analytic reading may also involve studying common rhetorical and stylistic features of the text, such as repetition, quotation, narrative action, fictional time, character, causality, physical detail, dénouement. The synthetic side, on the other hand, involves understanding a given unit’s role in the finished composition we know as the Bible, to note what precedes and what follows it, to trace the permeation of its verbal and thematic echoes in related episodes and stories, to study the timing of its montage in sequence and, above all, to see it as an unfolding story, to evaluate what it adds to the cumulative narrative we have read so far, holding in mind its contents as we proceed to the next units. One must, at the same time, accustom oneself to an almost cubistic art, whose nearest analogue in modern times is perhaps the documentary movie—a weave of voices, memories, and events whose mutual tensions must be felt, even as they merge into a polyphonic whole.

Ancient and medieval readers of the Bible, Jewish and non-Jewish alike, saw its origin as divine: the word of God, as communicated to His prophets and His people Israel. The five books of Moses, in particular, were understood as communicated by God to Moses at Sinai, even if some parts of this Torah were understood as recapitulated and written down by Moses during Israel’s post-Sinaitic wanderings. That Moses’ own death would be recorded by the prophet himself was a notion consistent with premodern conceptions of Moses’ prophetic capabilities, but premodern readers were not, in any case, troubled by inconsistencies of narrative or temporal logic in the Torah. On the contrary, such inconsistencies were spurs to the interpretive imagination, and precisely because the text was seen as transcendent in origin, the interpreters were accustomed to see all biblical moments as simultaneous: verses could be compared or contrasted entirely out of context; the whole of Scripture (Torah, Prophets, and Writings alike) was seen as a vast sea of tiny, discrete insights, each with its own independent career in the history of the various biblical faiths; and Jewish interpreters often appealed to the dictum “There is no ‘before’ or ‘after’ in Torah” (Talmud Pesahim 6b). So even premodern readers had their own types of “analytic” reading. Certain medieval commentators, on the other hand—such as Maimonides in his effort to coordinate Scripture and philosophy in The Guide of the Perplexed, or the Zohar author in his attempt to find in Scripture a theosophical and mystical map of divine Being—offered synthesizing and systematic readings of Scripture that were, in fact, powerful challenges to the traditional world on whose riches they drew.

Little by little, readers of the Hebrew Bible came to develop something akin to a modern approach to the text. Abraham Ibn Ezra, a twelfth-century Spanish-Jewish commentator (see Chapter Four) seemed troubled that a detail in the story of Abraham’s wanderings (Gen. 12.6), reflected a reality subsequent to Moses’ lifetime (“… and the Canaanite was then in the land”—i.e., “then,” but no longer, though in fact Canaanites were in the land of Israel long after Moses). It was not until the seventeenth century that more secularly minded readers, such as the philosophers Spinoza and Hobbes, wrote with considerable self-assurance that at least part of the Pentateuch had to have been written after Moses’ lifetime. In 1753, French scholar Jean Astruc developed one of the first “source” theories for the book of Genesis, based on the different uses of the divine names. His contemporary, J. G. Eichhorn, called “the father of Old Testament criticism,” noticed further diversities of style and vocabulary that led to additional refinements in biblical source criticism.

Since the nineteenth century and the studies by German investigator Julius Wellhausen, biblical scholarship has tended to assign the “authorship” of Biblical narratives to four major sources (whether these are persons or schools is still a matter of debate): “J” (or Yahwist, for its use of the divine name YHWH); “E” (or Elohist, for its use of the divine name Elohim); “D” (or Deuteronomist, understood as the source of Deuteronomy and editor of Joshua through Kings); and “P” (or Priestly writer, source of the cultic laws of the Torah and material of a genealogical and archival nature). These sources were dated roughly to the ninth, eighth, seventh, and sixth centuries B.C.E., respectively. These categories have, in recent years, come under question, both because of changes in our assumptions about Israelite religion and history, and because the separation into sources does little to explain the larger unities that exist in biblical narrative.

Biblical scholars have thus come to speak increasingly of a biblical “redactor”—i.e., an editor who merged the various alleged sources into their present arrangement. Originally, the concept of a redactor arose as a sort of convenient hypothetical being to assign any verse or text that did not fit the style or outlook of the known sources. Redactors (whether there was one or several will not concern us here), if they were visualized as persons at all, were seen as bland, uninspired bureaucrats who were concerned only with smoothing over discrepancies, adding a variant tradition here and there, and supplying a continuous temporal schema to the whole.

Many investigators, however, have come to see that the hand of the redactor in the composition may have been more far-reaching than has been customarily recognized. To a redactor we may credit not only the conflation of sources and the chronological arrangement, but far more complex patterns of symmetry, repetition, coincidence, thematic development, and stylistic modulation that make the redactor’s activity a more “literary” art than hitherto acknowledged. Recognition of this art has led some biblical scholars into a deeper appreciation of Midrash and of premodern biblical commentators (see Chapters Three and Four), who, with their belief in the unity of the text and the nonsuperfluous nature of each detail, as well as their keen generalizations on biblical rhetoric and style, have been able to render incisive judgments about the literary design of the text, even though they did not see themselves as literary critics. By viewing the text as a “teacher” par excellence, they conditioned their readers to take no detail for granted, to treat no repetition or allusion as casual, and to see no part of the text in isolation from the whole. It is with a similar respect for the unity and pedagogical purposefulness of the biblical text that Franz Rosenzweig, the German-Jewish philosopher and biblical translator, somewhat puckishly coined the much-cited equivalence between the scholarly designation “R” (for the German term Redaktor) and the Hebrew designation Rabbenu—our teacher.

SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF BIBLICAL NARRATIVE

Beginning students of the Bible experience some initial difficulties in being comfortable with fragmentary insights. Yet concentration on the detail at the expense of the whole, on the text’s techniques and processes at the expense of its message, is, to some extent, a necessary first step in learning to read biblical narrative.

Let us start our exploration, at any rate, by learning how to deal with a fragment of text. We will survey here certain general features of biblical narrative through the medium of short examples. Later we will try to synthesize and expand our insights.

Wordplay. The essential untranslatability of the Hebrew Bible stems largely from its saturation with extensive and subtle wordplays. These are often associated with namings of children or places as, for example, the following:

… and she called his name “Cain” (Kayin), saying: “I have begotten (kaniti) a person with YHWH’s help!”

—GEN. 4.1

… therefore, one called its name “Babel,” for there YHWH confounded (balal) the language of all the earth.

—GEN. 11.9

Sometimes these namings have multiple meanings, for example:

… and Abraham called the name of that place [Mount Moriah] “Adonai-yireh,” whence it is said today: “On the Mountain of YHWH*, yera’eh!” [cf. Yeru-Salem!]

—GEN. 22.14

which can mean:

He (God) appeared.

It (a ram) was provided.

One should appear—for the Jerusalem pilgrim festivals.

One should note that this example is a culmination of a pattern of plays throughout the story on the roots y’r (see) and yr’ (fear). This type of verbal echo is called a Leitwort (leading word), and often supplies important keys to the meaning of the text, often binding texts located far apart. The use of the Leitwort can be better appreciated by readers of Hebrew, which like all Semitic languages places greater emphasis on consonants—usually three root letters—as bearers of the concept represented by the word. But not all instances of the Leitwort involve the root letters or their normal sequences. Metathesis (the switching of letters) allows considerable variability to a Leitwort, as scholars have shown‡—the interplay of the words bekhorah (birthright) and berakhah (blessing) in the Jacob cycle; of levenah (brick) and navelah (Let’s confuse …) in the Babel story, and sometimes even plays involving several words:

“… in suffering you shall eat of [the earth] all the days of your life” (kol yemē hayyēkha).

—GEN. 3.17

… and the man called his wife’s name “Eve” (Havvah), for she was mother of all living (em kol hai).

—GEN. 3.20

Wordplays thus often involve etymologically unrelated words, e.g., ’ed (mist), ’adamah (soil), ’adam (human being), tardemah (deep sleep) and dam (blood) in Genesis 2-4, Ya’akov (Jacob), Yabbok (the river Yabbok), and vayye’avek (there wrestled) in Genesis 32. In certain cases, a verbal repetition can supply an ironic twist to a story, even binding stories otherwise thought to be unrelated.

Understatement and selective overstatement. Biblical narrative is notable for its extreme economy. Rarely does it present more than the bare minimum about a physical setting, character, or speech. Almost nothing is known about the physical features of a character (we know that Sarah was beautiful, Saul was tall and handsome, and Absalom was long-haired and handsome, but beyond such general, though thematically significant, notations, we have few clues as to how characters looked—as the immense variability in the history of biblical illustration will attest). Rarely do more than two characters converse in a biblical scene at once. Rarely does the narrator interject his own commentary on the action. And most important, rarely are a character’s thoughts or motives explained. One of the most poignant examples of this understated style is the following:

And Isaac said: “Here are the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” And Abraham said: “God will provide Himself the lamb, my son.”

—GEN. 22.8

Abraham here is a model of tact. Not only does he conceal his own inner torment about the impending sacrifice, but he manages to leave his answer ambiguous enough to anticipate either of two outcomes: God “will provide Himself the lamb,” namely, “my son,” or God “will provide himself the lamb” from some other source, as indeed turns out to be the case.

The selectivity of biblical narrative is especially evident in places where it most conspicuously violates the norm of verbal economy. When Abraham is confronted by an angry and distressed king of Gerar, who demands why he had passed his wife off as a “sister,” Abraham’s answer is unusually verbose, appropriately for one who speaks in a state of nervous agitation to a person of higher social standing, who bears a power of life and death:

“I thought, ‘Surely, there is no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me on account of my wife.’ And besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father, though not of my mother, and she became my wife. And when it happened that God caused me to wander from the house of my father, I said to her: ‘Let this be the kindness you shall do for me: in whatever place we come to, there say of me, “He is my brother.”’”

—GEN. 20.11-13

Non sequitur, anticipatory information, and resumptive repetition. Frequently in the Bible details crop up that seem to have no clear relation to the surrounding narratives. One useful example, shown by Nahum Sarna, is this seemingly superfluous information amid the genealogies that precede the Abraham cycle:

Abram and Nahor took for themselves wives—the name of Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of the wife of Nahor was Milcah, daughter of Harán [father of Milcah and Yiska]. And Sarai was barren, having no child.

—GEN. 11.29-30

This last line is unusual amid a type of discourse that records the birth of children. It is only in the unfolding of the next ten chapters that the importance of belated offspring to Sarai (Sarah) comes to be known, and thus her initial childlessness, set against the complex vicissitudes that imperil the conception, birth, and succession of Isaac, make this otherwise obscure gloss the thematic underpinning of the entire Abraham cycle! Moreover, the proximity of the item to the reference to Nahor’s wife Milcah is no accident. After the narrowly averted sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22, Nahor and Milcah inexplicably return to focus:

It happened after these things that Abraham was told: Behold, Milcah, she, too, has borne children to your brother Nahor: Uz, his firstborn, Buz, his brother, and Kemuel, father of Aram; and Kesed, and Hazo, and Pildash, and Yidlaf, and Bethuel. Bethuel begot Rebecca….

—GEN. 22.20-24

Again, it is unclear initially what point this dry genealogical gloss should have following one of the most volatile of biblical stories, or why, after Abraham is promised “innumerable” descendants, a birth should be recorded in connection with Abraham’s brother. It is not until Genesis 24—the story of the courtship of Rebecca for Isaac—that the point of this information becomes clear: the births to Nahor include the father of Isaac’s future mate, and so indicate the continuation of Abraham’s lineage through Isaac, a matter that has been held in suspense throughout the cycle.

Sometimes the anticipatory information summarizes a scene that is about to be retold from a slightly different angle:

The sons of Rimmon of Beeroth, Rechab and Baanah, went off, and arrived in the heat of the day at the house of Ishboshet, while he lay abed at noontime. They came into the house disguised as wheatbearers, and they struck him in the ribs. Rechab and Baanah escaped….

—2 SAM. 4.5-6

followed by the variant:

They came into the house while he was lying on his bed, in his bedroom, and they struck him and killed him, and lopped off his head, and they returned by way of the wilderness all night.

—2 SAM. 4.7

Or the anticipatory information summarizes a scene that is about to be told in more detail:

Joab sent and told to David all the matters of the battle …

—2 SAM. 11.18

followed by Joab’s more specific instructions to the messenger. Note that these sequences interrupt the smooth flow of narrative time by backtracking and starting over. They may have originated in variant versions of the same episode which the redactor, conflating into a single account, sets forth as supple shifts in perspective of a single, omniscient narrator. When the summarizing information follows the more detailed account, it is sometimes called “resumptive repetition”—as, for example, the following:

Miriam the prophetess, sister of Aaron, took up the timbrel in her hand, and all the women went forth after her, with timbrels and writhings, and Miriam sang responsive choruses with them: “Sing unto YHWH, for truly He has been exalted! Horse and its rider He has thrown into the sea!”

—EXOD. 15.21

which ensues upon the more detailed “Song of the Sea” presented in vv. 1-18. In context, first Moses and the men sing, later Miriam and the women.

Redundancy and repetition. The last few examples illustrate a phenomenon long noticed by readers of the Bible, namely, that events or motifs often occur more than once in the same story or story cycle. Adam names his wife twice. Noah is twice commanded to load the ark, once with “two of every kind,” and once with seven pairs of every clean beast, and two each of every unclean. Abraham passes his wife off as a sister twice. Hagar is driven out of Abraham’s household twice. Jacob “supplants” his brother Esau three times. Joseph is sold both to Midianites and Ishmaelites. The Israelites in the desert rebel against Moses no less than seven times. Balaam tries three times to drive his donkey forward and three times to curse Israel. The Ten Commandments are given twice. Saul is elevated as king three times. And so on.

Some presence of this pattern is rooted in the rhythms of the folktale (the Balaam sequences, for example). Other aspects are the result of patterns in tradition formation. Biblical narrative is based in part on an oral tradition, and the biblical redactor, culling several versions of the same tradition, skillfully wove them into a continuous story. We need not, as biblical source critics do, assign two versions of a story to two “authors,” because it was not always at a literary level that the differences arose, but at the oral stage. It is a process one is familiar with in everyday life: one rarely tells a joke, for example, the way one heard it. In the telling process, there is a kind of natural erosion, in which certain details fall away and others are substituted out of the teller’s own imagination. In this manner, many versions of the same legend arose in ancient Israel, and in time some versions acquired a fixed oral or written form. When the time came to collect Israel’s sacred literature into definitive canons, the collectors paid their respects to different regions and historical memories by harmonizing the variants into a single framework.

But in doing so, the biblical redactors often made use of the redundancies to great literary advantage. In an example shown by Edward Greenstein,* the confusion as to whether Joseph was transferred to Ishmaelites (Gen. 37.25-27) or Midianites (Gen. 37.28, 36) is sustained throughout the story of Joseph’s descent into Egypt, so as to create a blurred sense of the human causality in the descent and thus better throw into relief the clarity of the divine plan underlying Joseph’s descent. In fact, the Ishmaelite/Midianite ambiguity reaches all the way back to the Abraham cycle, where we read that Abraham had children by two concubines, Hagar (Gen. 16.21), ancestral mother of the Ishmaelites, and Ketura (Gen. 25.1), ancestral mother of the Midianites, and in both cases expelled the heirs rival to Isaac.

The rivalry or opposition of Jacob and Esau is told at least seven ways:

as a conflict in the womb:

… and Rebecca [Isaac’s wife] conceived. The children chased each other around in her womb. She said: “How can I stay alive this way?” And she went and inquired of YHWH, and YHWH said to her: “Two nations are in thy womb, two nationalities will emerge from inside of thee. And one people will be stronger than the other—the elder will serve the younger.”

—GEN. 25.21-23

as a conflict at birth:

When her days of bearing fell due, behold, there were twins in her belly! The first one came out all red, with a coating of hair, and they called his name “Esau.” And afterward, his brother came out with his hand grabbing Esau’s heel (ekev), and they called his name “Jacob” (Ya’akov, lit. “He supplants”).

—GEN. 25.24-26

as a descriptive profile:

And the boys grew. Esau was a cunning hunter, and man of the field. Jacob was a quiet man, dwelling in tents.

—GEN. 25.24-26

as opposed preferences of the parents:

Isaac loved Esau, because he ate of his hunter’s quarry (or: [Esau’s] quarry was at his [father’s] command), but Rebecca loved Jacob.

—GEN. 25.27

as the sale of a birthright:

Jacob was cooking a stew, and Esau came in from the field feeling faint. Esau said to Jacob: “Let me swallow, please, some of that red, red stew!” And Jacob said: “Sell me, first, your birthright,” …

—GEN. 25.29ff.

as the theft of Isaac’s blessing:

When Isaac grew old, it happened that his eyes grew blind, and he summoned Esau his elder son and said to him … “Behold, I have grown old. I know not when I might die. So now, take up your hunter’s tools, your bow and arrow, and go out to the field and hunt for me a quarry, and make for me cooked food the way I like it, that I might eat, so that I may bless you personally before I die.” Rebecca was listening to Isaac’s words to Esau his son …

—GEN. 27.1ff.

Finally, the conflict resurfaces at the end of the Jacob cycle, after Jacob, having spent twenty-one years in exile to avoid the anger of his brother, returns with his vast household to the land of his birth. His wrestle with a mysterious stranger at the river Yabbok (usually understood as an encounter with God or a divine emissary; rabbinic commentary identifies him as the guardian angel of Esau) is an echo or omen of the wrestle left unresolved nearly a generation earlier. When Jacob and Esau finally confront each other face-to-face, their contact is unexpectedly friendly and a reconciliation occurs (see Gen. 32-33). The multifaceted conflict and its mysteriously simple dénouement form part of the outer framework of the Jacob cycle. The inner core is Jacob’s sojourn with Laban and the vying of Jacob’s wives, which, each in its own way, mirror the brother battle.

Possibly each version of the brother battle was originally coined separately in ancient Israel’s lore, but in the biblical composition they are skillfully laid out end-to-end, to tell a consecutive story, and roughly in an order of increasing complexity. Biblical narrative, one could say, is a kind of Midrash collection, containing the voices of many anonymous sages. The grand narrative sweep of Genesis through Kings can be seen to be made up of hundreds upon hundreds of tiny tradita, discrete units of lore that have been skillfully orchestrated into stories, the stories into cycles, and the cycles into books and complexes of books.

Ambiguity. We have already seen examples of the Bible’s tendency to conceal details and motives in its narration. We should now look at two examples where still deeper levels of ambiguity are evoked.

The first I have chosen from the story of Balaam (Num. 22-24), and it concerns the identity of Balaam. Rabbinic tradition knows of Balaam as a Midianite (based on Num. 31.8), speaks of him as “the evil Balaam” (Bil’am harasha), and tries to portray each divine revelation to him in the light least complimentary to the prophet himself. But within the actual story, no details are given as to his nationality. He recognizes YHWH as his God, and speaks humbly and obediently before God throughout. And while he takes on the questionable commission from Balak to curse Israel (Num. 22.4-12), he states firmly that he can say nothing that is not put into his mouth by God, and indeed, his prophecies are pristinely pro-Israelite, including the famous litany mah tovu ohalekha Ya’akov (How good are your tents, O Jacob!). At worst, Balaam could be faulted for his impartiality. When finally before his fourth and final prophecy (oracles against the desert nations) he is confronted by an angry King Balak, he repeats his insistence on the controlling will of God in his prophecy and concludes by saying: “And now, behold, I’m going to my people” (Num. 24.14). But what people? It is not until chapter 31 that he is associated with the Midianites, and there the reference to him seems out of place. Could Balaam be a renegade Israelite? Or could he simply be a foreigner who happens to believe in Israel’s God? The name “Balaam” (Heb. Bil’am) could mean in folk etymology “without a people,” and the ambiguity of Balaam’s origins is, in fact, never resolved.

The other example comes from the aftermath of the Golden Calf episode. In the course of describing Moses’ activities at the Tent of meeting, the text says: “And YHWH spoke to Moses face-to-face, as a man might speak with a friend….” (Exod. 33.11), and then inserts—as if by way of amplification—the following dialogue:

Moses said to YHWH: “See, you say to me, ‘Bring up this people [from the wilderness,]’ but you have not made known what [sign] you will send with me. You have said: ‘I know you by name, and you have also found favor in my sight.’ Now, if I have found favor in your sight, please make known to me your ways….”

—EXOD. 33.12-13

The ensuing conversation eventually leads to the following words from God:

“I will cause all my goodness to pass over in your presence, and will call out the name YHWH before you, and I will be gracious upon whomever I will be gracious, and show love to whomever I will show love…. You cannot see my face, for a human being cannot see me and live…. Behold, here is a place beside me—stand by the rock, and when my glory passes by, I will put you in the hollow of the rock, and shield you with my hand until I pass. When I take away my hand, you shall see me from behind—but my face will not be seen.”

—EXOD. 33.19-23

The words are simple enough, but how this is to serve as the answer to Moses’ question is left concealed in the mysteries of Israel’s ancient lore, and its interpretation again is left up to the reader.

Etiology, hidden causality, and reciprocal justice. Etiological stories in the Bible—stories that show the origins of names, realities, or customs—are well known. Frequently, a story will end with the phrase “and to this day, this place is called such-and-such,” or “and to this day, people do such-and-such.” But more often, stories conceal causal patterns that are presented without a “to-this-day” formula, but are to be inferred from the details of the narration or dialogue itself. The Garden story, which we will examine in depth later, is a veritable lexicon of cultural etiologies (including a small number of implied etiologies): origin of the pathways of human settlement (the “four rivers,” Gen. 2.10-14), of plant fiber clothes (Gen. 3.7), of animal skin clothes (Gen. 3.21), of sexual knowledge, social and sexual inequality, pain in childbirth, human toil, breadmaking, death, and burial. The primeval history (Gen. 4-5) recounts the ascendance of farmers over shepherds, the origin of bloodshed and blood vengeance, the founding of cities, the rise of skilled crafts, the origin of prayer, the origin of the primordial heroes, the shortening of the human life span. The Flood story (Gen. 6-9) recounts the origin of animal sacrifice, of meat eating, of the rainbow, of viticulture and drunkenness, of sexual immorality, of the overall relation and differential fortunes of the three continents. The post-Flood primeval history (Gen. 10-11) recounts the spread of the family of nations, the origin of language variation and cultural misunderstanding, and the rise of the Semitic family of peoples. The ancestral histories (Gen. 12-50) recount, among other things, the origin of certain Israelite sanctuaries, of certain geographical peculiarities (near the Dead Sea and Sodom), of circumcision, of the prohibition on eating the thigh sinew of an animal, of demographic realities. The Exodus, Sinai, and Wilderness narratives recount the origin of Passover; of the Ten Commandments and most of Israel’s cultic and legal codes; of the central sanctuary and its priestly institutions; and so forth. While a large majority of etiological examples come from Genesis, the Bible carries the etiological impulse well into the monarchic narratives (cf. 2 Sam. 2.16, 6.8, 18.18, 24.1ff).

A more interesting phenomenon is where one story sets up a causal pattern resolved in another. Abraham’s expulsion of an Egyptian slave, Hagar, leads to the birth of a child, Ishmael, whose descendants, living as a border people, the Ishmaelites, would be partly responsible for the sale of Joseph into Egyptian slavery, and indirectly, for the eventual descent and enslavement of the entire people Israel. This sojourn in Egypt was already prophesied to Abraham in Genesis 15.13ff., in the episode immediately preceding the first Hagar episode. His driving out of the children of Ketura (Gen. 25.6) leads to the rise of the Midianites, descendants of Ketura, who likewise play a role in the sale of Joseph to Egypt (Gen. 37.28, 36).

Jacob’s deception of his blind father is balanced by Laban’s switching of his older daughter Leah for his younger daughter Rachel on Jacob’s wedding night. Pharaoh’s drowning of Israelite newborn males is balanced by God’s slaying of the Egyptian firstborn males and the drowning of Pharaoh’s troops. David’s adultery with Bathsheba and murder of Uriah is balanced by the sexual violation of David’s daughter Tamar by David’s son Amnon, the murder of Amnon by his half-brother Absalom, the appropriation of David’s concubines and kingdom by Absalom, and the slaying of Absalom by David’s own servant Joab. (See 2 Sam. 11-19.)

Divine justice seems to make the punishment a mirror of the crime, but rarely is punishment visited immediately—if Exodus 20.5 is a guide (“… for I, YHWH, am a zealous God, visiting the iniquity of the parents on the children, to the third and fourth generation …”—with the sense of “as late as the third and fourth generation”). Divine plan seems based on a complex system of moral bookkeeping, to which the literary design of the narrative accords with great subtlety. One could be tempted to call this reciprocal justice “karmic,” but it lacks the complex metaphysics of the Hindu concept. Put most simply: persons are free to act as they will, but their actions are fateful. One cannot calculate the consequences of one’s actions on future generations. This is essentially a moral doctrine.

Symmetry. We have already seen examples of motifs that repeat or stand in balance. When this involves a series of elements that invert and play backward, we can say that the text is symmetrical. Symmetry appears at all levels in the Bible, from the individual sentence (this example pointed out by J. P. Fokkelman)
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—GEN. 9.6

to a segment of narration, to a story, to a story cycle. More often than not, the symmetry is broken by certain thematic configurations (in the Garden story, an etiological sestet, itself a symmetry; in the Abraham cycle, the Hagar and Akedah stories), which, in a sense, cut a swath through the symmetry and establish a more dynamic progression of events. Symmetry in the Bible is rarely a straitjacket. What is especially remarkable is the biblical editor’s ability to establish a symmetry of elements while simultaneously moving the story forward.

What symmetry means is harder to figure out. It is, to be sure, a natural pattern of human thought limited to no particular culture. (There are symmetries in the Iliad, in Beowulf, and in folktales worldwide.) It may possibly have served as a memory device for storytellers. And as a redactor’s activity, it lends design and proportion to the whole and creates a lively pattern of internal interpretation in a story or cycle, whereby elements in the second half of a symmetrical array complete, deepen, reverse, or otherwise supply some new angle on those in the first. It is especially suitable to the patterns of reciprocal justice discussed earlier. Still more pertinently, the symmetrical array is sometimes a parenthetical structure—where each successive inner layer answers a question or problem established by its predecessor. Again, this suggests a type of discourse that has characteristics both of story and of traditionary riddle.

Nonrepetition. Just as there is repetition and paralleling in biblical narrative, so also there is a tendency under some circumstances to avoid strict repetition where it might be expected. Even in the Creation story, whose pattern of daily repetition of creative acts has mistakenly been termed “monotonous” by source critics eager to demonstrate “priestly” authorship, there is a supple alternation of verbs (“created” on the oddnumbered days; “made” on the even-numbered days; both together in the creation of man) and a steadily increasing complexity, autonomy, and variegation in the created works of each successive day that makes the total composition anything but monotonous.

Pharaoh’s account to Joseph of his dreams is in different words from the narrator’s (see Gen. 41.1-7 and 17-24), and there again, while Pharaoh’s version is slightly more verbose (appropriate, perhaps, to one in a state of agitation), there seems nothing about his specific verbiage that would be particularly “Pharaonic” (as opposed to “narratorial”). On the other hand, in places, a slight variation in wording between two versions of the same event can carry great narrative significance. Aaron’s account of the making of the Golden Calf, for example, is ambiguous on his own role in the affair (note wordplay here and below):

“I said to them: ‘Whoever has gold, part with it!’ They gave it to me, and I cast it in the fire. Out came [vayyetze] this calf.”

—EXOD. 32.24

whereas the narrator had been more precise:

Aaron said to them: “Part with gold rings from the ears of your wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them to me!” … He received it from their hands, and fashioned [vayyatzar] with a stylus, and made of it a molten calf….

—EXOD. 32.2, 4

Nonverbatim repetition is thus not always a purely stylistic device for avoiding monotony. It is carefully calibrated to character, setting, and context. It can reveal ways in which a character avoids or distorts reality. And it serves as a way of covering all bases linguistically (an important ingredient in the biblical conception of “truth”), while still keeping the language simple and direct.

Type-scenes and typology. A type-scene is a convention for telling a story, a fixed mode or sequence of action by which an event unfolds, in accordance with readers’ expectations and traditional storytelling devices. One could call it a stereotyped scene, but rarely does the biblical author employ a type-scene without introducing an unusual twist to the convention.

Some common biblical type-scenes include the following:

The “wife-sister” episodes (GEN. 12.10-20, 20.1-18, 26.1-16)

Conceiving of a child by a barren woman (GEN. 18.1ff, 25.19ff.;JUDG. 13.1ff.; 1 SAM. 1.Iff.)

Hero’s (or his proxy’s) meeting with a future bride at a well (GEN. 24.10ff, 29.1ff; EXOD. 2.16ff;.)

Divine appearance at an unknown or anonymous sacred place (GEN. 15.1ff, 16.9ff, 17.1ff, 22.15ff., 28.10ff, 32.1ff, 32.22ff.;EXOD. 3.1ff, etc.)

News of disaster (1 SAM. 4.12-22; 2 SAM. 18.19-19.1; JOB 1.14-21)

Family reunion (GEN. 33. 1ff, 45. 1ff, 46.28ff; 2 SAM. 14.28)

Discovery of a crime in the midst of the community (NUM. 15.32-36, 25.1-15; JOSH. 7.1ff.)

Israel’s rebellions in the wilderness (EXOD. 15.24-26, 16.2-36, 32.1ff.; NUM. 11.1ff, 12.1ff, 13.25-33, H.1ff, 160.1ff, 20. 1ff.)

Divine inspiration of a military hero (JUDG. 13.25, 14.5ff., 15.14ff, 16.25-31; 1 SAM. 10.1f, 11.1ff)

Call of a prophet (EXOD. 3.1ff; JUDG. 6.11ff; 1 SAM. 3. 1ff; ISA. 6. 1ff ; JER. 1.1ff ; EZEK. 1. 1ff ; JONAH 1.1ff, etc.)

To take the last example: investigators have noticed certain basic features to narratives portraying the call of a prophet. The prophet is often addressed in a time of historical crisis. He is visited unexpectedly by God or an emissary while going about his daily business. He is given a commission or task to perform. He hesitates and complains that he is unworthy of the charge, or otherwise unready. He is reassured by the divine voice, and finally he is given a sign that God is with him in his new endeavor. If the biblical author adhered mechanically to this pattern, the scene would not arouse much interest. Fortunately, the examples we possess exhibit a wide range of variation, as a comparison of the prophetic call examples cited above will show—such that it is virtually impossible to tell which is the “original” of the pattern, and which are the “innovations.”

If one turns from these examples to Genesis 18.1-15 (which, properly speaking, is an “annunciation” story), one finds a subtle reworking of the prophetic-call scene to a new purpose. Abraham and Sarah are shown going about their daily business, when they are confronted by three strangers making their way to Sodom and Gomorrah. Unbeknownst to Abraham, they are divine emissaries, and he simply greets them with the same warm hospitality and generosity he would show to any strangers. Instead of being overtaken by a vision of God, he must take the initiative to invite the visitors to stay for a meal, and he implores them, seemingly against their wishes, to partake of his food and shelter.

A brief scene follows in which Abraham and Sarah prepare the meal, the visitors are served, and they eat with Abraham standing by them. When the visitors are about to leave, they ask where Sarah is and state that within a fixed period of time, she will conceive the longawaited child, Isaac. Sarah laughs (the word for laughed, vattitzhak, is of the same root as the name Isaac, Yitzhak), and wonders how a couple so advanced in age can conceive a child. God (who now speaks directly with Abraham, rather than through the visitors) states that nothing is impossible for God, and that a child will, indeed, arrive. The prophetic “encounter” is thus an episode of hospitality; the “commission” is not to deliver a word but to beget a nation; the “hesitation” is a laughing incredulity that such a task is possible: The “’reassurance” is given, but through the complications, perhaps, of nomadic etiquette, which prohibits strangers (even divine emissaries) from conversing directly with a man’s wife (even God himself seems to obey this restriction). The “sign” is withheld, because this event, like so much else in the Abraham cycle, is a test of faith!

In addition to type-scenes, the Bible is saturated with a looser permutation of symbolism that we can call typology. This is the tendency of characters and scenes to mirror one another. The term “typology” has perhaps most often been applied to Christianity’s reading of the “Old Testament” as a préfiguration of the events of the “New Testament,” but the tendency toward typology is at least as old as ancient Israel, and some of our most compelling typologies come from within the Hebrew Bible itself. The parting of the waters of Creation anticipates the parting of the Reed (or “Red”) Sea for Israel. The escape of Noah in an ark (tevah) anticipates the escape of the infant Moses in a cradle (tevah) on the Nile. The descent of Abraham to Egypt in time of famine and his exit from Egypt with great wealth anticipate the events of the Exodus story. The building of the desert tabernacle anticipates the building of the Temple in the days of Solomon. And so forth. The biblical world is permeated with allusions and resemblances. Signs and portents inhabit the biblical household. Biblical personages enact figures of action that will outlive them. It is this cross-referentiality of the generations that makes each biblical moment a timeless—and, paradoxically, autonomous—image. Eve and Adam are forever tasting the forbidden fruit, Cain raising a rock against Abel, Abraham finding a ram behind a bush, Jacob dreaming at Bethel, Joseph losing his tunic, Moses casting his staff upon the Reed Sea, Balaam stalled on a balking donkey, Rahab the harlot hiding the spies of Israel, David singing psalms, Elijah listening to a “still, small voice,” Isaiah prophesying the recovery of King Hezekiah, Jonah pouting on a hillside, Esther interceding for her people, Daniel sitting peacefully with lions.

This separability of each moment, the divisibility of all biblical narrative into discrete units of tradition, suggests the way the Bible lived for Jews and Christians in postbiblical times. The Bible’s most fundamental trait is perhaps its quotability, and indeed, it was probably in the quoted state—bit by bit, verse by verse, moment by moment—that the Bible lived in people’s imagination in the days before there was a Bible.

A SHORT WALK THROUGH A BIBLICAL NARRATIVE TEXT

Having viewed some basic features of biblical narrative, let’s now take a specific story for a more extended analysis. I’ll use the Garden story (Gen. 2-3), though for reasons I’ll go into later, I won’t begin at the beginning. The reader can see the overall structure of the story diagramed in the chart below. The textual moment we’ll focus on here is a segment that stands more or less at the midpoint of the story: the dialogue between the serpent and the woman (Gen. 3.1-6). You should keep a text on hand to refer to, as well as the diagram.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE GARDEN STORY*

[image: Image]



We are told first that “The serpent was subtler than every beast of the field that the LORD God had made.” Earlier in the story (Gen. 2.1825), the text had recounted how God fashioned all the animals, like man, from the soil, and brought each creature to the first human being “’to see what he would call it.” That passage had dealt, in a roundabout way, with how the first human being found his female companion—this discovery in a sense constituting man’s rejection of the animal kingdom in favor of a human companion. We can, then, see the serpent’s action in chapter three as constituting a kind of response by the animal kingdom as a whole to man’s effort to rise above the animals. The Garden story’s nearest analogue in ancient Near Eastern literature, the epic of Gilgamesh, portrays a similar pattern: Gilgamesh robs the animal kingdom of its beloved companion, Enkidu, by having a woman seduce the wild man; later in the epic, Gilgamesh, in turn, has a trick played on him by a serpent, who steals the hero’s elixir of immortality, thus serving a kind of poetic justice for Gilgamesh’s earlier trick. Genesis 3.1, in any case, must be seen in the context of the creation of the animals by God, and the “rejection” of the beasts by man.

That the serpent is “subtler” than any beast suggests that he occupies a kind of middle ground between man and beast, the better to insinuate himself into human affairs. The Hebrew word ‘arum (subtle) is a play on the unrelated word ‘eyrom, p1. ‘ammmim (naked), which had described the first human pair in the preceding verse (2.25). The overtone of naked is appropriate to a serpent, who moves around without limbs and who sheds his skin periodically. (The English word “subtle,” which came from a Latin word subtilis, meaning slender, unadorned, rarefied, actually can mean both “naked” and “clever”.) That the serpent is a beast of the field coincides with the larger design of the story, which begins (2.4ff.) by surveying the empty space that will eventually be cultivated fields, and ends with the expulsion of the human pair from the Garden of Eden—an enclosed, continuously nourished, and protected space—to the open fields and scrubby earth that man must henceforth till by the sweat of his brow (see Gen. 3.16-24).
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