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Publishers' Note 

These letters were written over the course of 20 years, between 1964 and 1985. 
Many refer to personalities and holders of specific public office. These 
references, of course, reflect the time in which they were written, as they have 
obviously changed over the years. The Publishers have preserved the letters 
without modification, as they first appeared. 



Introduction 

The 'Ask the Rabbi' column was a weekly feature in the Jewish Chronicle for 
some twenty-five years during which time thousands of replies were given to 
questions sent in by readers. The Editor of the JC, for a number of reasons, 
thought it best if the identity of the Rabbi was not disclosed. Now that the 
column has been discontinued, it was agreed that the cloak of anonymity was 
no longer necessary and that this book be published under my name containing 
typical replies by 'The Rabbi'. The replies were published haphazardly as the 
questions came in so that a reply to a question on, say, dietary law, was printed 
side by side with a reply or replies to questions on totally different subjects. 
Some of the questions required only a brief reply, others a fuller statement. 
In this book the questions and the replies to them are arranged under various 
headings - Ethics, Theology, Marriage and Divorce and so forth but, faithful 
to the spontaneous nature of the originals, no attempt has been made to 
arrange the replies under the headings in any kind of order. 

With the exception of a few questions on the festivals (made up at the 
request of the Editor and none of which are included in this volume) all the 
questions were actually sent in by readers eager to know what the Jewish view 
is on this or that topic. The difference between this book and my books, f11hat 
Does]udaism Sl!)' About ... ?1 and the much more comprehensive work, The Jewish 
Religion: a Companion, 2 lies precisely in my attempt here to reply to particular 
readers sufficiently concerned to write to the JC for information. Although 
there is bound to be an occasional overlapping between this and the other two 
books, I have tried to keep this to a minimum by selecting replies to questions 
not treated in the other works. 

A few remarks are in order now that my cover has been blown. It was not 
my main task, as conceived by the JC, to state my own view, though I did so 
frequently. Rather I was called upon to state the Orthodox view while pointing 
to Reform, Liberal and Conservative views where these differed from 
Orthodoxy. The replies are given in this book as I originally stated them and 
I have not felt it necessary to adapt them to changed circumstances, for 
example, by calling attention to the development of the Masorti movement in 
Anglo-:Jewry or to the controversies in which I have, for my sins, been involved. 
Even when the new circumstances had already come about when I gave the 
original replies, I was not able to record them in my previous incarnation as 
the anonymous 'Rabbi' without giving the game away. Since, however, I had 
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tried to be fair and accurate in my replies, I hope that my theological opponents, 
whether of the right or the left, will not be deterred from reading the book, 
supplying their own reservations to my conclusions. The Editor often received 
irate letters, which he published, from readers who thought that my replies 
were too Jewish or not Jewish enough, too Orthodox or too Reform, too 
rationalistic or too mystical. In this connection I take the liberty of quoting 
my reply to my neighbouring columnist, in the JC, Ben Azai: 

My colleague 'Ben Azai' has gently chided me for the habit I have of 
qualifying almost every opinion given by an inevitable 'but'. He may be 
right but (there we go again), it must be appreciated that this column is 
intended to convey as many of the facts as possible, including opinions 
which differ from those of 'The Rabbi'. In the case he mentioned, for 
example, it is my opinion that it is all right to answer the telephone on 
Shabbat, but surely I have a duty to Orthodox readers to inform them 
that very many Orthodox Rabbis do not permit it. Similarly, where the 
Reform or Liberal view is different from my own, I am duty-bound to 
record this fact. Furthermore, many of the questions submitted do not 
lend themselves to a simple 'yes' or 'no' answer. Simple, uncomplicated 
solutions to involved questions are generally bogus solutions. Rabbinic 
training accustoms one to the gentle art of qualifications and I make no 
apology for practising it. I sincerely hope that 'Ben Azai' and other 
readers will believe me when I say that I am not engaged in hedging my 
bets or, to vary the metaphor, in trying to have my cake and eat it. 

The transliteration of the Hebrew follows the house style of the JC: 'eh' for 
the letter ~et and Cabala not Kabbalah, as I would normally have spelled it. 
This book is not a ShulchanAruch (here, too, I follow the system of transliteration 
followed in the original replies). For one thing it covers many non-Halachic 
topics and even when considering questions of Halachah the replies are in 
general terms. Where a particular decision was required I always directed the 
reader to his or her own Rabbi. Debates and discussions, often vehement, have 
long been the life-blood of Judaism. If this book generates a few more of these, 
all to the good. 

NOTES 

I. Jerusalem: Keter, 1973. 
2. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998. 

LouisJacobs 
London, 1998 



1 Bible 

A Christian clergytnan recently spoke slightingly of the 
principle of an 'eye for an eye' as typical of Old Testa.Dlent 
justice. What is your opinion? 

We Jews are not limited to the literal meaning of the Biblical texts but to the 
way the texts are interpreted in the Jewish tradition. It is well known that an 
'eye for an eye' was understood long ago by the rabbis to mean that payment 
for the loss of an eye must be made. Like many other Biblical injunctions it 
gives expression to the demand for justice. Would the clergyman concerned 
wish to see the victims of violence receive no compensation and would he wish 
to abolish the law courts? 

Dr Hertz, Pentateuch and Haftorahs (p. 527), remarks in this connection: 
'On the one hand, Judaism, the so-called religion of "strict justice", rejected 
the literal application of the law of retaliation, and knew neither torture in 
legal procedure nor mutilation as a legal punishment. In the Christian lands, 
on the other hand, mutilation and torture were well-nigh indispensable accom
paniments of justice from the middle of the thirteenth century down to the 
end of the eighteenth, and in some countries to the middle of the nineteenth 
century and beyond.' 

An Anglican priest recently referred to South Africa as 
'that haven of Old Testunent ethics'. Do you agree with 
this libel on the Old Testunent? 

Jews, let it first be said, do not call the Tenach the 'Old Testament'. It is only 
when the 'Old' Testament is contrasted unfavourably with the 'New' that its 
ethics are said to be inferior. Jews have the Torah, which means the Bible as 
interpreted by Jews, not by the adherents of rival religions to Judaism. In the 
Jewish interpretation all the harsh passages, such as those dealing with the 
extermination of the Canaanites, are made a dead letter while the injunctions 
to pursue justice and to love the neighbour are read as permanently binding 
obligations of the divine law. 

The priest to whom you refer ought to have been aware, in any event, in 
this context, of the marvellous eleventh chapter of the book of Genesis, in 
which all the nations of the earth are described as members of one great family, 
and of Amos, chapter nine, verse seven: 1\.re ye not as the children of the 
Ethiopians unto Me, 0 Children of Israel? saith the Lord. Have I not brought 
up Israel out of the land of Egypt, and the Philistines from Caphtor, and Aram 
from Kir?' 
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AJewish interpretation of the 'Old Testament' story of Adam and Eve has 
it that the whole world is descended from a single couple so that no man may 
say to his neighbour: 'My father was greater than your father', since all men 
have the same father (Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5). 

Is it correct that Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canter
bury in the twelfth century, divided the books of the 
Pentateuch into chapters? 

Langton did indeed make a new arrangement of the chapter divisions, but it 
goes back ultimately to the Vulgate. Jews used the divisions chiefly for the 
purpose of reference in their disputations with Christians. Eventually the 
divisions were adopted and have long been the norm in Jewish life. 

There is, however, something extremely odd about this, since these chapter 
divisions are not only un:Jewish but, in many instances, are Christological. 

To give just one or two examples: Genesis, Chapter 2, is not really a different 
chapter at all and is merely an attempt to detach the account of the Sabbath 
from the creation narrative. Similarly, Genesis, Chapter 3, begins, entirely 
artificially, with 'Now the serpent', solely because it is made to introduce the 
story of the 'Fall' so significant for Christian theology. 

From time to time, attempts have been made by Jewish scholars to 
encourage the giving up of these chapter divisions, but so deeply rooted have 
they become that all efforts in this direction have proved futile. 

Why were som.e books excluded from. the canon of the 
Bible and placed in the Apocrypha? 

The term 'canon' is not used in the Jewish sources. Nor is it correct to depict 
the process as one of 'excluding' certain books. It is rather that in the course 
of time some books were selected by the Jewish teachers as being inspired 
literature and therefore sacred literature. The books of the Apocrypha simply 
did not qualify. It is in this sense that Professor Leibovitz's epigram is correct: 
'The Oral Torah determines what is the Written Torah.' 

It is interesting that the sceptical but honest book of Ecclesiastes and the 
collection of love poems that is the Song of Songs were eventually held to be 
sacred literature while the book of To bit with its naive and simplistic piety was 
not. The rabbis quote occasionally from the book of Ben Sira in the belief that 
it contains wise sayings but they refused to allow it to be read publicly in the 
synagogue as the Torah and the prophets are read because they did not consider 
it to be an inspired work in the religious sense. 
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Could you say something about the Jewish interpretation 
of 'the suffering servant' to counter the Christian claim 
that it refers to Jesus. 

The great Jewish commentators hold that the 'suffering servant' of the second 
part of the book of Isaiah refers either to the prophet himself i.e., he was 
speaking about his own prophetic career, with all its agonies, or to the people 
of Israel (the people who suffer for God's sake), or to the Messiah. It was his 
last idea that was adopted by early Christianity, which then identified Jesus 
with the Messiah. 

It should be appreciated that very few Christian biblical scholars nowadays 
would accept the older notion of a prophet foretelling in detail the life of a 
man who lived centuries after the prophet. This kind of 'foretelling' is now 
seen, in fact, as a reading back of later events into early sources. 

In the book of Isaiah itself and, for that matter, in the Jewish tradition as 
a whole very little is made of the 'suffering servant' andJewish concern with 
the question was chiefly in reaction to Christian claims. 

It has been suggested, for example, that none of the 'suffering servant' 
passages was chosen for a haftara reading because the Jewish teachers did not 
wish to give undue prominence to the idea. 

The distinguishedJewish biblical scholar, Harry Orlinksy, has gone so far 
as to deny that the notion of a 'suffering servant' exists at all in the Bible, that 
is, as a theological concept. Early Christianity simply used these and other 
passages anachronistically to serve its own ideas. 

I would recommend the Soncino 'Isaiah' on chapter 42ff and Solomon B. 
Freehof's 'Commentary to Isaiah', New York, 1972, introduction and 
commentary to Isaiah 42ff. Of some relevance, too, is the chapter, 'Forgiveness 
and Reconciliation with God', in Solomon Schechter's 'Aspects of Rabbinic 
Theology'. 

In my studies of the Bible I find that the nation of Israel 
was perpetuated by the male seed, as for example: 'Jesse 
begat David, David begat Solomon'. The onry reference 
to the 'seed' of a woman is in Genesis 3:15 -the woman 
who bears the Messiah. Why, then, do rabbis say that one 
is Jewish only if one's mother is Jewish? 

This is standard Christian exegesis and has nothing to do with Judaism, 
containing as it does a veiled reference to the virgin birth. From this point of 
view, all I have to say is thatJudaism rejects such interpretations entirely. 

But your basic question requires an answer on the status of the mother: 
where the father is a Cohen and the mother an Israelite, the child is a Cohen. 

The Jewish answer is that withinJudaism it is the status of the father that it 
imparted to the child, based on the many references to the 'families according 
to their father's house', e.g., at the beginning of the Book of Numbers. 
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On the question of the 'suffering servant' in Isaiah, it 
occurred to 01e that this D1ight be none other than Job. Is 
this possible? 

To be sure, the description of the 'suffering servant' fits in with a good deal of 
what we are told of Job, but if Isaiah (according to most modern scholars, 
Deutero-Isaiah) is actually referring to Job, why did he not say so explicitly? 

In any event, it is extremely unlikely that the great prophet knew of the 
Book of Job, which, according to the majority of scholars, is a much later book. 

What was the point of the Blinding of Isaac? The idea of 
'tests' generally see01s difficult. What is their exact 
purpose? 

Much has been written on this subject, as you will see if you consult the standard 
Jewish encyclopaedias on the subject. Maimonides, for example, understands 
the word 'test' not in the sense of conveying to God some information about 
Abraham which He did not previously have, but as a 'test-case' of the extent 
to which a man is prepared to go in his love of God. 

Others put it rather differently. God does know how a man will behave, but 
what He knows is what man will actually do in the future. It should not be 
understood as if God knew that Abraham would be prepared to make the 
great sacrifice, but rather that when Abraham was prepared to make it, God 
knew of his readiness beforehand, i.e., God's knowledge was of Abraham's 
real 'test', not of his readiness in a potential 'test' of his faith. 

There is a further idea regarding 'testing' that the quality of a man is seen 
in adversity. As a well-known Midrash remarks in connection with the testing 
of Abraham, the potter knocks with his hammer on the sound casks he has 
made to make sure that they are really sound. He does not bother to knock 
with his hammer on the inferior casks, because he knows that they are bad 
and will crack. 

As the Abnighty created the world and all its contents 
fro01 nothing, why did He need Ada01's rib to create 
WOD1an? 

You might have asked why He needed the dust of the earth from which to 
create Adam. The answer is that God did not create 'all its contents' from 
nothing, only the basic materials of the world. Mterwards, He created Adam 
from the dust, according to the biblical narrative, and then He created Eve 
from Adam's rib. 

One idea that has been put forward by the Jewish teachers as to why this 
gradual process of creation was engaged in by the Almighty is to teach us 
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humans that God did not create a ready-made, perfect world, but an imperfect 
one, the task of man being to bring the world to greater perfection and so 
become, in the words of the rabbis, a co-partner with God in the work of 
creation. 

FroJD when doesjudaisJD date the year 5738? The library 
reference book starts with AbrahaJD in 2000 BCE: this 
plus the year 1978 adds up to 3,978. 

Our present method of dating was introduced during the Middle Ages and is 
not found, for instance, during the Talmudic period. The date is from 'the 
creation of the world'. This is arrived at by an examination of the biblical 
chronologies, beginning with Adam. The date is seen by many Jews today as 
poetic and it does not commit contemporary Jews to a view that the world is 
really only less than 6,000 years old. 

It is fascinating, in a way, that the Jewish method of dating does not begin 
with a particularly :Jewish' event, not even with Abraham's call, but with the 
beginning of the whole universe. God is the Creator of all and it is to the act 
of divine creation that Jews turn whenever they think of a year and hence of 
time and eternity. 

AdaJD and Eve had three sons and they were the first 
people on earth. Yet when Cain 'enrlgrated' to the Land 
of Nod, east of Eden (Genesis 4:16), he took a wife who 
bore hiiD a son. Where did his wife coJDe fro~n? 

On the critical view, the story of Cain taking a wife is derived from a different 
source than the account of Adam and Eve having only three sons. 

Consequently, on this view, there is, indeed, a contradiction between the 
two passages, but that is because they represent two different traditions. 

Such a solution was obviously not open to the rabbis, who held fast to the 
belief that the whole Torah is in the form of a single unit from God. How, 
then, did the rabbis cope with the difficulty? 

The rabbinic Midrash postulates that Cain had a sister, a twin born at the 
same time, whom he married. 

In this connection, there is an interesting rabbinic comment on the passage 
in Leviticus (20: 1 7) containing the prohibition of brother marrying sister. The 
word used in this connection is chesed, generally translated as 'lovingkindness'. 

The English versions, translated it here as 'shameful thing' -it is a shameful 
thing for brother to marry sister. But in the midrashic comment, chesed is under
stood in its usual sense. 

The Torah, when prohibiting incest, knows, as it were, that the reader will 
ask why, in that case, did Cain marry his sister. To this the answer is provided: 
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it was chesed, a special dispensation by God who, in His lovingkindness, wished 
the world He had created to be populated. 

How do you justify the proposed killing of lsaac by his 
father, AbrahaJD, when the sixth conunancbn.ent says 
'Thou shalt not kill?' 

Abraham did not want to kill his son, but he was commanded to take him up 
on the mount as a sacrifice by God. But how could God order a man to sacrifice 
his son? 

This question has bothered all the commentators, who do not fail to point 
out, however, that God ordered Abraham to desist at the last moment and the 
life of Isaac was spared. 

Some biblical scholars tend to see the whole narrative as a protest against 
child sacrifice so rife in ancient religion. On this view, the Akedah story is really 
telling us that God never wants us to kill for His sake, but to live and foster life 
for His sake. 

If the angel had not been told to order Abraham to stay his hand, the 
Almighty would have allowed something which, as God, He could not do. 

In the Middle Ages, especially, the Akedah was interpreted as a paradigm 
for the readiness of the Jewish martyrs to offer up their lives for their God. 

Christians ask: 'How could Moses have written Deuter
onoDly when he describes his own death?' What is the 
Jewish reply? 

It is not only Christians who ask this question. It was asked in Talmudic times 
as early as the second century (Baba Batra l5a). 

Rabbi Simeon said that Moses, knowing that he was to die, wrote the last 
eight verses of Deuteronomy, describing his death, with tears in his eyes. But 
RabbiJudah (others say Rabbi Nehemiah) argued that these last eight verses 
were not, in fact, written by Moses, but by his disciple, Joshua, after Moses' 
death. 

The famous medieval Jewish exegete, Abraham lbn Ezra, goes further and 
argues that the last twelve verses could not have been written by Moses since 
they tell of how Moses went up on the mount to die, i.e., so that he did not 
come down again to write this account. 
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'Honour thy father and thy ~nother that thy days ~nay be 
long upon the earth.' Clearly, the second part of this is 
literally untrue. How is it to be interpreted? 

I suppose that the plain meaning of the verse is that long life is promised as a 
reward for honouring parents but that naturally other factors may interfere 
with the carrying out of the promise. It can perhaps be compared to a doctor 
who gives his patient a tonic to keep him in good health. This cannot prevent 
him being knocked down by a motor car. 

It is interesting that the Torah also promises long life to one who sends away 
the mother bird before taking the young to himself (Deuteronomy 22:6-7). 
This may mean that length of days is promised in the two instances in which 
reverence for life is expressed. 

But the rabbis were bothered by your question. They tell of the young man 
whose father sent him to bring down the young chicks from a lofty tree. The 
boy carried out both precepts, he honoured his father and sent away the mother 
bird, and yet he was killed on the way down. Where is the long life promised 
to him? ask the rabbis. They reply that length of days in the verse refers not 
to this world at all but to the world to come (Kiddushin 39b). 

How Jnany years have elapsed since the Creation? When 
God created Ada~n and Eve, was there ~narriage? Fro1n 
where did Cain find a wife, and what was herna~ne? Ada~n 
lived for 930 years: how is it that no one today lives so 
long? 

How many years? The traditional answer is 5739. Was there marriage? In this 
way, God instituted marriage. Who was Cain's wife? There is a Midrash 
according to which twin daughters were born to Adam and Eve together with 
Cain and Abel. What was Cain's wife's name? We are not told. 

How is it that no one lives today for so many years? Human nature was 
different then and, in any event, it was only a few who lived that long. According 
to another Midrash, Adam and Eve were buried in the Cave of Machpela 
together with Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebeccah,Jacob and Leah. 

All your questions are the old biblical difficulties regarding which funda
mentalist Christians were bothered, but which never botheredJews over-much 
for the simple reason that the Adam and Eve stories have little significance for 
Jewish doctrine. A literalist interpretation was required by Christianity in order 
to safeguard the doctrine of the Fall, a doctrine which occupies comparatively 
little space inJewish theological thinking. 

Many prefer to understand the story of Adam and Eve as a kind of parable 
regarding human existence. Adam is mankind, created by God, disobeying his 
commands and then fmding reconciliation with Him. 

In the Jewish tradition, the whole of the early chapters of Genesis belong 
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to what the tradition calls 'the secrets of the Torah', which is only another way 
of saying what many modems would say- that it is not the plain meaning that 
is important, but the inner meaning, that man is tempted to disobey God, that 
hatred and murder are wrong (Cain and Abel), that marriage is a divinely 
ordained institution, and that the world can be a paradise if man can learn to 
order his affairs in the light of God's will. 

We need not be afraid of the term 'myth' to describe some of these stories. 
A 'myth' in this context is not a fairy tale, but rather truth expressed in non
historical and non-literal form. The stories belong more to poetry than to prose 
and are no less effective - quite the contrary - for that. 

Which is the more authoritative and authentic, the Penta
teuch or the Tahnud? And do the books of the Apocrypha 
make up an integral part in our Jewish religion? 

The question is formulated as if there were a conflict between the Pentateuch 
and the Talmud, so that one can ask which enjoys greater authority and which 
is the more authentic. But the Talmud is an interpretation of the Pentateuch, not 
a rival work. 

If you mean which does one follow, the plain meaning of the Pentateuchal 
laws or the form given to these in the Talmud, the answer is that in Jewish 
tradition it is the interpretations given by the Talmud that are accepted. It was 
only the Karaites, and, it would seem, the Sadducees who relied on the plain 
meanmg. 

Jews are not biblicists. The Torah is far more than the basic text of the 
Bible. The Torah is, the sum total of Jewish teaching and it embraces, as the 
rabbis say, both the written Torah (the biblical text) and the Oral Torah, the 
substance of which is contained in the Talmudic debates and discussions and 
is best conceived of as an ongoing process. 

If you mean, which is the more sacred, it is difficult to know what exactly 
this implies, but there are rules against, for example, placing a book containing 
a lesser degree of sanctity on top of a book containing a greater degree, e.g., 
a copy of Psalms on a copy of the Pentateuch. 

In this sense the din treats the Pentateuch- and, for that matter, every other 
book of the Bible- as possessing a greater degree of sanctity than the Talmud. 
The former is sacred text, the latter interpretation of the text. The actual text, 
as the source, is the more sacred, but the interpretation is the more authoritative 
precisely because it is an interpretation. 

The Talmudic saying (Shabbat 14a), 'One who grasps the naked sefer Torah 
will be buried naked of the mitzvot', has been homilitically used to convey the 
thought that if one wishes to follow only the bare text of Scripture, without 
the traditional interpretation, that text is so unclear that the result will be a 
failure to observe any of the mitzvot adequately. 

The books of the Apocrypha do not belong to the sacred Scriptures and 
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form no integral part in our Jewish religion. Some of the wise sayings found 
in these books are, however, occasionally quoted in the Talmud and with 
approval but that is because of their 'wisdom', not because they were ever 
considered to be 'inspired' texts. 

Can you explain the meaning of the episode about Moses 
and the Burning Bush in Exodus, Chapter 3? 

A passage of this nature is richly and variously interpreted in Jewish thought. 
The most popular interpretation is to see the bush as a symbol of Israel's 
miraculous survival in spite of persecution. The bush burns with fire but the 
bush is not consumed. Another interpretation is that God appeared to Moses 
out of the bush to teach the lesson of humility, that God chooses lowly things 
like the bush to be His instruments. Some add that it was to give encouragement 
to Moses who thought little of his capacities for leadership. 

The mystics sees the burning bush as the symbol of God's manifestation 
in the universe: 'Earth's crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire 
with God; but only he who sees takes off his shoes'. Some rather more prosaic 
commentators, however, see the bush as representing Pharaoh who, in spite 
of all the dire warnings, was too stubborn to let God's people go. 

What is the meaning of the phrase in Exodus Chapter 33, 
verse 20, 'for man shall not see Me and live'? 

According to a philosophical understanding of the verse, the intention is to 
convey the thought that fmite man cannot endure a complete confrontation 
with the Infmite. Nachmanides, in his commentary to the verse, understands 
it to mean that man cannot attain to the 'beatific vision' in this life. Only when 
his soul has left the body can it 'see' God. The rabbis contrast this verse with 
Isaiah's claim to have seen God (Isaiah 6: 1 ). They solve the contradiction by 
saying that Moses saw through a clear glass while Isaiah saw through an unclear 
glass. 

Rashi's remarkable comment is that only one whose vision is dim can 
imagine that he has seen God. Moses, whose vision was clear, knew the truth 
that man cannot see God. In man's approach to God there is the paradox that 
the more he knows the less he knows, the more he sees the more he appreciates 
how little it is possible to see. 

What sanctity has 'Megillat Chanucah' as it is not part of 
the Holy Writings (Ketuvim)? 

Although the Scroll of Antiochus is quite ancient and is printed in a number 
of prayerbooks, it enjoys no sanctity whatever and is treated simply as an 
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account of the events leading to the festival of Chanucah. There is a good 
article on the history of this unusual work in the 'EncyclopaediaJudaica', Vol. 
14, pp. 1045-7. 

In the Torah scrolls there are open and closed para
graphs. What is the principle behind this and what is the 
01eaning? 

They are ancient divisions into longer and shorter paragraphs. It is important 
to realise that our present division of the Bible into chapters (e.g., Genesis, 
chapter 3; Numbers, chapter 1, verse six; II Kings, chapter 3) are not Jewish 
at all, but were adopted by Jews in the Middle Ages for the purpose of 
convenience when engaging in disputations with Christians. They are really 
Christian divisions. 

I have been reading PsalDl 137, which I find intensely 
stiDlulating, apart fron1 the last paragraph, which appar
endy underlines a barbaric type of vengeance. Does the 
PsalDlist envisage the destruction of innocent children in 
the context of vengeance and, if so, is this not contrary 
to our Dloral teachings? 

Psalm 137, 'By the rivers of Babylon', is, as you remark, stimulating; it has 
inspired exiles everywhere to long for a return to their beloved country. But, 
indeed, the last paragraph seems strange: 

'Happy shall be he that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the rock', 
following on the verse, '0 daughter of Babylon, that art to be destroyed; happy 
shall be he that repayeth thee as thou hast served us.' 

These verses, especially the one about dashing the infants against the rock, 
have been criticised by hostile students of the book of Psalms throughout the 
ages. What can be said in mitigation? 

First, the Psalmist, who had witnessed the Babylonians dashing Jewish 
infants against rocks, is not saying that he himself will do the same to 
Babylonian children. There is no question of that at all; according to Jewish 
law and, as you rightly say, all our moral teachings, to kill innocent children 
in vengeance is a horrible, unpardonable crime. 

The Psalmist, in a moment of intense anguish, is crying out to God against 
the sufferings of his people. He would be less than human if he failed to hurl 
such a terrible imprecation against the enemies of his people who had 
committed such atrocities. In the bitterness of his anguish, he allows himself 
to hope that a similar fate will befall the Babylonians. 

It is important to realise that this is a religious poem, not anything like a 
theological statement. If our objection is that even under the weight of his 
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pain and torture the Psalmist should not even have thought of such a thing, 
here are the remarks of a distinguished non-Jewish commentator, Alexander 
Maclaren (quoted in the Soncino edition of Psalms): 

'Perhaps, if some of their modern critics had been under the yoke from 
which the Psalmist had been delivered, they would have understood a little 
better how a good man of that age could rejoice that Babylon was fallen and 
all its race extirpated.' 

Why does the Tetragranunaton consist of just the four 
lettersyod, hey, vav, hey, or of the four num.bers 10, 5, 
6, 5?Whynotanyotherfour (or more or less) letters? And 
why is this sequence of letters accorded such extra
ordinary veneration in our faith? 

First, the simple answer to your question, why just these letters, is that the name 
is connected with the Hebrew verb, hcryah, 'to be'. The Tetragrammaton, then, 
is the reference to God as Being, as He who Is, as the source of everything. 

That the letters also represent numbers is not found in the Bible. It is only 
in later Jewish teaching that significance is found in the numbers, as well as in 
the letters, of the divine name. 

Especially in the Cabala, there is a wealth of teaching on the Tetra
grammaton. Here the special divine name is the means God uses in His creative 
activity, so that everything there is has come into being by one or other of the 
combinations, without number, of this name. 

In the sidra Shemini (Leviticus 11 :42) the letter vav in the 
word gachon is written large because (we are told in the 
margin) it is the middle letter of the Pentateuch. How 
many letters does the Chum.ash contain? 

The source for this subject is a passage in tractate Kiddushin (30a) of the 
Babylonian Talmud. Here it is stated that the ancients were called 'counters' 
(a pun on sojerim, scribes) because they counted all the letters of the Torah, in 
the process of which they discovered that the letter vav in the word gachon is 
the middle letter of the Torah. 

The continuation of the passage is germane to your question. The question 
is raised: Does this letter vav belong to the first half or to the second half of 
the Torah, i.e., perhaps the Torah has an even number of letters, so that the 
'middle' letter really belongs either to the end of the first half or to the 
beginning of the second half? 

To this, in typical talmudic fashion, the question is put: Why not take a sefer 
Torah and count, as we know the earlier teachers did? The reply is that we do 
not know which words are to be written in full and which without the vowel 
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letters, so that the letters in our sefer Torah may not be exactly the same as 
those in the original sefer Torah. 

It would seem from this passage that, for the reason given, we cannot any 
longer establish the exact number of letters, but we have to rely on the ancient 
tradition and that in the tradition it was known that the number was even, not 
odd. 

Nevertheless, the Masoretic note (the marginal note to which you refer) at 
the end of the Torah states that the number of letters in our sefer Torah is 
600,805. Presumably, then, the letter vav is the middle letter, neither on this 
side nor on the other, since the number given is an odd number. 

Incidentally, the Jewish mystics say that there are some 600,000 letters in 
the sefer Torah (obviously giving a round number, not an exact one) and these 
correspond to the 600,000 who went out of Egypt. Each person is, as it were, 
a letter in the great sefer Torah that each generation writes for the glory of God. 

What is the correct exegesis of Daniel 9:21-7 as an 
authentic prediction in view of the use JDade of this 
passage by Jews for Jesus to date the Messiah around 
30CE? 

The meaning of the passage and the date to which it refers are so vague that 
one cannot speak at all of a 'correct exegesis'. 

In the past, some Christian interpreters used a tortuous reckoning to make 
the supposed prophecy refer to Jesus as the Messiah, and the Jews for Jesus 
having naively followed in their wake. 

Nowadays, most educated Christians have given up entirely the whole 
attempt at discovering in Old Testament prophecy references to detailed events 
in the remote future. 

They hold that the Book of Daniel was compiled at a much later date than 
the historical Daniel, so that, when the book was written, the events referred 
to in the 'prophecy' had already taken place. 

To quote Peake's 'Commentary' (page 526d): 'It is usually held that the 
reckoning begins from the fall of Jerusalem; that the Prince Anointed is 
Zerubbabel, or more probably Joshua the high priest, known from Haggai and 
Zechariah; and that the second Anointed One who is cut off is Onias the high 
priest, who was ousted from his position by his brother Jason soon after 1 7 5 
and was killed three years later at the instigation of Menelaus, another 
pretender ... 

'In any case, the total number of years, 490, does not fit in with the 
chronology now known to us; but this is not a reason for extending the period 
down into post-Maccabean times. The ending of the period is the most certain 
thing about it.' 

It is important for Jews to realise that the Jews for Jesus are simply repeat
ing old Christian arguments which Christians themselves (with a few 
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fundamentalist exceptions) have abandoned. Modern Bible scholars no longer 
view biblical prophecy as a kind of Old Moore's Almanac, telling of things 
yet to happen. 

Jews for Jesus are living in a world of superstition and ignorance when they 
pathetically try to buttress their beliefs by appealing to the ancient :Jewish' 
sources. 

How can capital punishm.ent be accepted as part of the 
Torah if the sixth commancbnent states quite categori
cally 'Thou shalt not kill'? When God gave Moses the Ten 
CoDUDancbnents, there were no words added in brackets, 
such as 'Thou shalt not kill, but in the case of so and so 
it is permissible'. 

The Ten Commandments are in the nature of great general principles, but 
they require further elaboration if they are to serve - as they were intended -
as guides to life. 

The second commandment, for example, forbids the making of a graven 
image, but the question arises as to the definition of this term. Would it include 
all sculpture or painting or photography? 

The eighth commandment is 'Thou shalt not steal', but what if the only 
way a man can regain something that is his is by 'stealing' it from the one who 
had taken it from him? The fourth commandment enjoins us to keep the 
Sabbath, but how does one 'keep' it and which types of work are permitted 
and which forbidden? 

This is why the term 'Torah' embraces the whole range of Jewish teaching, 
in which determined efforts are made by the sages of Israel to provide a detailed 
spelling out of the implications of the Ten Commandments and how these 
are to be applied. Seen in this way, the only way that makes sense is to turn 
not to the Ten Commandments when confronted with difficult ethical choices, 
but to their expansion in Jewish life and thought- in a word, to the Torah. 

There have been Jewish teachers who wished to abolish capital punishment 
entirely and it has, in fact, been abolished in the State of Israel. At the same 
time, there are other Jewish teachers who have argued that to abolish capital 
punishment for murder is to encourage the would-be murderer. 

The point is that while there are cogent arguments on both sides, each side 
believes that it is following the sixth commandment. Those who favour capital 
punishment argue, rightly or wrongly, that the sixth commandment is an 
injunction to stop murder, and if the exercise of capital punishment does deter 
murders, there are cases when the killing of the murderer is not only permitted, 
but is enjoined as part of the sixth commandment. 

An obvious illustration that the sixth commandment cannot be applied in 
all circumstances is the matter of self-defence. Surely it would be an intolerable 
teaching that we must allow ourselves to be slaughtered by evil men with designs 
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on our lives if the only way we can save ourselves is by slaying our would-be 
murderers. 

Even though there are no 'brackets' to this effect, most of us would not 
hold that the sixth commandment forbids the killing of animals for food or 
that artificial methods of contraception, by preventing life coming into 
existence, are acts of murder forbidden by the sixth commandment. This is 
why Judaism has resisted the notion that all God revealed to Moses was the 
Decalogue. 

There is even the account of the Talmud that the rabbis refused to 
countenance the practice of reciting the Ten Commandments daily together 
with the Shema because this might lead to the conclusion that only these were 
revealed by God. 

The Ten Commandments are, indeed, the basis of Judaism, but they are 
not the whole of Judaism. The rest of Judaism can be seen as a kind of 
commentary to them, but, in a way, commentary is more important than the 
text, since a text cannot be understood without commentary. 

Maurice Sinlon's introduction to the Soncino Chwnash, 
edited by the late Rev. Dr A. Cohen, tells us that the 
1nedieval Jewish coiDDlentators took soJDe of their 
JDaterial froJD non-:Jewish sources, yet I have known very 
Orthodox Jews today who will not even handle Chief 
Rabbi Hertz's Pentateuch and Haftorahs because he 
included non-Jewish coJDDlentaries. Why should they 
adopt this attitude? 

Dr Hertz himself remarks, in his introduction, that he follows the advice of a 
distinguished medieval Jewish thinker who said: 'Accept the truth from 
whichever source it comes'. The truth is that, without modern non :Jewish 
scholarship on matters of archaeology and linguistics, it is not possible to 
appreciate to the full the meaning of the Bible. 

Dr Hertz did not, of course, swallow whole everything that non:Jewish 
scholars wrote. He was fully aware of anti:Jewish bias on the part of some of 
them, of what Schechter calls 'the Higher Antisemitism', and he certainly 
enjoys having a go at Biblical Criticism. 

He remarks that the Jewish character of his work is not affected by his use 
of non:Jewish writers and scholars. Very often, in his excellent commentary 
and notes, a comment from a learned non:Jewish scholar removes with ease 
a difficulty in the text. 

The Orthodox people to whom you refer, so far as I know, do not object to 
Hertz only because he quotes from non:Jewish sources, but also because his is 
a modern commentary in the best sense of the word, taking into account, for 
instance, that the theory of evolution might be correct and that the second 
part of the Book of Isaiah might not have been written by Isaiah. 



Bible • 15 

The people to whom you refer share the prevalent attitude today (it was 
this attitude which objected so vehemently to Mendelssohn's 'Biur') that for a 
biblical exegete to be kosher, he must be an Orthodox rabbi and also with a 
mind closed to any new ideas and with no notion of historical development. 

Even when Hertz attacks the Higher Criticism and defends staunchly the 
Mosaic authorship of the whole of the Pentateuch, they fmd fault with him 
on the grounds that merely to raise the question is to put doubts in people's 
minds. 

I happen to fault Hertz for the opposite reason - that he is not sufficiently 
critical- but the fact remains that it is an excellent modern commentary and 
it is tragic that in some circles of heresy hunters it is in danger of being banned. 

One has only to compare Hertz with the beautifully produced, but very 
fundamentalistic, ArtScroll series to see how superior Hertz is. And note how 
traditional it is compared with the recently published Reform Commentary 
entitled 'The Torah'. 

Of the virtual ban on Hertz, one can only repeat the saying: where learning 
is equated with heresy, orthodoxy becomes equated with obscurantism. 

In the sidra we are told that the Lord appeared to Moses 
and the seventy elders of Israel (Exodus 24:9-11). What 
are the rabbis' views of this incident and what legends 
have grown up around the event? 

Most of the rabbinic comments are on the meaning of the verse which states 
that the elders 'beheld God, and did eat and drink' (verse 11 ). 

According to one line of interpretation, the elders sinned by satisfying their 
hunger and thirst at that awesome time. According to another interpretation, 
the meaning is that they were able to eat and drink, i.e., they were still alive 
even though a vision of God would normally have brought about their death: 
'No man can see Me and live' (Exodus 33:20). 

Among the medieval mystics, the verse is quoted to convey the thought that 
it is possible for man to engage in the physical pursuits of the world and yet 
be so holy that his mind is on God even while 'eating and drinking'. 

Among the legends on the passage is one on the reference to 'the paved 
work of sapphire stone' (livnat hasappir, verse 1 0). This takes the word livnat as 
connected with levenah, 'a brick'. God saved His people and allowed the elders 
later to see the vision because He recalled all the hard bondage of the Israelites 
in Egypt when they had to toil in the brickfields. 
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This year, since there is no Shabbat chol ha.Jnoed, the 
book of Ecclesiastes (KoheDet) is read on SheminiAtzeret. 
There is a wealth of interpretations of this book, but 
could you refer to soDle less fanUiiar coDlDlents? 

First, a comment by the seventeenth-century Italian rabbi, Leon de Modena. 
The first verse of the book reads: 'Vanity of vanity, saith Kohellet, vanity 

of vanity, all is vanity.' A midrashic comment has it that there are seven 'vanities' 
in the verse, corresponding to the seven ages of man. 

De Modena, on the other hand, read the verse as follows: 'Vanity of vanities' 
- it is true that there is much vanity and futility in human life - but 'vanity of 
vanities, all is vanity,' i.e., the greatest vanity of all is to say that 'all is vanity' 
and that all human existence is futile. 

In similar vein, another Midrash refers to the references in the book to the 
vanity of life 'under the sun'. This is read to mean that which in this world, 
'under the sun', is all. But when a man can set his sights on heavenly things, 
on that which is 'above' the sun, that man's life is saved from futility. 

One version of the seven ages of man is, incidentally, very cynical, 
describing the infant as having the status of a king (because all his needs are 
anticipated) from which he deteriorates until he is like an ape in his old age. 

Why an ape? The Kotzker Rebbe replied: 'Because, instead of fmding new 
ways of serving God, he simply relies on his old habits of piety, copying, like 
an ape, the greater humanity that he had when he was young.' 

Another saying of the Kotzker on Kohellet: The preacher in the book says 
that he who increases knowledge, increases pain, upon which the Kotzker 
commented: 'Even though it does increase pain, it is still good to increase 
knowledge.' 

Again here is a psychological comment by the famous Polish rabbi, R. 
Joshua of Kutno. 

Chapter 3, verse 15 reads, in Rashi's rendering: 'And God seeks the man 
who is pursued', meaning that God is on the side of the persecuted. In that 
case, the Rabbi of Kutno observed, the verse should have said: 'And God helps 
the man who is pursued.' 

But the meaning is that it is not always clear, in complicated human 
situations, who is the real aggressor. It sometimes happens that an aggressor 
seeks to justifY his actions by claiming, incorrectly, that his intended victim has 
designs upon his life or his possessions. 

God is on the side of the persecuted, but He first 'seeks' to discover which 
of the two is the persecutor and which the persecuted. 

Finally, another midrashic comment on the verse, 'Yea also, when a fool 
walketh by the way, his understanding faileth him, and he saith to every one 
he is a fool' (chapter 10, verse 3). 

The Midrash understands the end of the sentence to mean that the fool 
thinks he is wise and everyone else is foolish - he says to every man he meets: 
'You are a fool.' 
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The wise man, on the other hand, as we are told in Ethics of the Fathers, 
'learns from every man' and thereby demonstrates that he is truly wise. 

Does the tenth commandment- 'Thou shalt not covet' -
ilnply that we m.ust never strive to better ourselves as 
others have done? 

This is how Maimonides (Gezelah 1 :9-11) formulates the rabbinic 
understanding of the tenth commandment. There are, in fact, two separate 
offences: 'Thou shalt not covet' and 'Thou shalt not desire' (Deuteronomy 
5:18). 

To 'covet' is where person A, who takes a fancy to something owned by 
person B, brings pressure to bear on B so that he eventually sells it to him. To 
'desire' is where A has only the intention of persuading B to sell it. 

In both these instances, there is no actual theft, since B has sold the desired 
object of his own free will, albeit under pressure. 

According to Maimonides, to covet and to desire are forbidden because 
they may easily lead to theft. 

If the Torah had permitted A to desire that which belonged to B, he would 
come to covet that object - that is, to take steps to acquire it. Then, since his 
desire for it was so strong, he would seek to obtain it by theft if he could not 
get it any other way. 

All this, of course, refers to something actually owned by B. The tenth 
commandment does not forbid A wishing to own something like that owned 
by B. 

As for luxuries, whether or not one should hanker after them is another 
matter, but that is a moral question that has nothing to do with the tenth 
commandment. 

The great nineteenth-century commentator, the Malbim (discussing 
Exodus 20:14), is somewhat imprecise when he understands the tenth 
commandment as forbidding a person to say 'I wish I were as rich as B' rather 
than 'I wish I had his riches'. 

Perhaps the Malbim means that while it is not wrong for a person to desire 
to be rich- provided, of course, that he intends to acquire riches by legitimate 
means - he should not have this desire out of envy of someone else's good 
fortune. 

Judaism, in other words, does not frown on personal ambition in itself; the 
scope of one's personal ambition is, however, governed not by law, but by what 
is seemly, decent and in accord with one's conscience. 
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Is the Sixth Commandment correctly interpreted in 
English as 'Thou shalt not murder' or 'Thou shalt not kill'? 

The famous twelfth-century biblical commentator, R. Samuel ben Meir, 
Rashbam, the grandson of Rashi, discusses this question and takes issue with 
the Latin translation of the Vulgate, which renders the Sixth Commandment 
as: Non occides ('Thou shalt not kill'), using the same Latin word when translating 
'I put to death' (Deuteronomy 19:4) which it renders as Ego occidam. 

In fact, observes Rashbam, the Hebrew uses two different words, tirt;:;ah in 
the Sixth Commandment and amit in Deuteronomy. The strong term used in 
the Sixth Commandment denotes 'murder' not 'killing'. The difference is, of 
course, that while 'murder' is always and categorically forbidden there are 
instances when to 'kill' is not to offend against the Sixth Commandment, e.g., 
to kill in defence of one's life or in order to save the life of another who is being 
threatened by a murderer. 

Although capital punishment was eventually rejected injudaism, in biblical 
times it was practised and the court which inflicted it would not have been 
guilty of 'murder'. Again, if every act of killing were forbidden it would be 
wrong to abort a child in all circumstances, whereas the rabbis permit it in 
order to save the life of the mother. 

The Sixth Commandment does, however, embrace every form of murder. 
In a remarkable comment, attributed to a number of teachers, it is said that 
if a holy man has the power to kill another through his displeasure and he 
exercises it, he is as guilty of murder as the common murderer who slays another 
with a gun or a knife. It hardly needs saying that the Sixth Commandment 
includes murdering for political reasons. 

lVhyistheSongofSongsreadinthesynagogueonPesach? 
lVhatis the connection between this book and the festival? 

The earliest reference to the custom of reading the Song of Songs on Pesach 
is in tractate Soferim (14: 18), a post-talmudic work, but there the reference is 
to reading the book on the two evenings of the seder outside Eretz Yisrael. 

Isserles (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 490:9) states that the Song of 
Songs is read in the synagogue on Chol Hamoed Pesach on the Sabbath, but 
if the Sabbath falls on the last day of Pesach it is read then. On the rare 
occasions when, as in this year, Sabbath falls on the seventh day of Pesach, it 
is read then. 

A number of reasons have been advanced for reading this book on Pesach. 
The obvious one is that Pesach is a spring festival and the book speaks of the 
spring awakening: 'For, lo, the winter is past, The rain is over and gone; The 
flowers appear on the earth; The time of singing is come' (Chapter 2, verses 
11 and 12). Again on Pesach, the Song of Moses is read in the synagogue and 
this is an appropriate time for reading the Song of Songs. 
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Abudraham gives as the reason the reference to the .Exodus (Chapter 1, 
verse 9): 'I have compared thee, 0, my love, To a steed in Pharaoh's chariots.' 
It might seem odd to us to compare a maiden to a horse, but in ancient poetry 
it was not deemed to be so, Egyptian horses being symbolic of beauty and 
gracefulness. 

Incidentally, in the official rabbinic interpretation of the book, the beloved 
maiden is the Community of Israel and her lover God Himsel( This leads 
some of the later Cabalists to note that in the midrashic literature it is said that 
at the time of the crossing of the Red Sea, the Egyptian horses led their riders, 
pursuing the Children of Israel, into the sea, against all attempts of the riders 
to make the horses halt. 

The Cabalists understand the verse to mean that Israel is compared to 
Pharaoh's steeds because just as there the horse led the rider, so, too, Israel 
leads God, as it were. This is the typical and very bold Cabalistic doctrine that 
man's deeds have cosmic significance. 

When man is virtuous, he sends up on high sacred impulses and these 
produce harmony in the upper realms so that the divine grace can flow through 
all creation. 

The reuniting of lover and his beloved was understood as a reference to 
the Messianic age, when Israel will return to its land and be reunited with God, 
which is another reason for reading the book on Pesach, the twin ideas of 
Pesach being the redemption from Egypt in the past and the Messianic 
redemption in the future. 

Something might here be said about the history of the interpretation of 
this book. As we have noted, for the talmudic rabbis the book consists of a 
dialogue between God and the Community of Israel. 

But for the early Cabalists the 'Community of Israel' is not only the physical 
community of Jews on earth, but is the name given to the Shechinah, the 
Divine Presence, which yields the further extremely bold idea that until the 
Messianic age dawns, there is a kind of disharmony and breach in the Godhead 
which will be healed only when God and His Shechinah are united. 

Neither in the Talmud nor in the early Cabala is the book understood as 
a dialogue between the individual soul and God. But Maimonides does so 
interpret it, quoting the book as the statement of the soul's longing to be 
reunited with God. This interpretation is also found in Cordovero and other 
mystics in sixteenth-century Safed and it plays a prominent part in the Chasidic 
movement. 
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Further to recent state01ents in this colwnn, surely the 
Orthodox view that God really did order the indiscrinrl
nate slaughter of 01en, wo01en and children (as in the 
story of Joshua and other biblical passages) is sheer 
blasphe01y? H revelation 01eans that every word in the 
Torah is divinely dictated, it would followfro01 the Torah, 
therefore, that the Holocaust was not priDlarily the work 
of Hitler, but was ordained by God, who incited hiD1 to 
carry it through. 

In my earlier replies I gave, in fact, both views: the traditional (or Orthodox) 
one, as above, and the more reasonable one (to my mind) that the stories to 
which you refer are precisely that: narratives told centuries after the events they 
purport to describe by human beings who reflected on the history of their past. 

On this latter view, there is a human element, conditioned by time, in the 
Torah we have today, and the savage passages, bloodthirsty in the extreme, 
were never intended to be read as factual. 

Seen in this way, it is neither God nor His revelation that needs to be 
defended, only the human beings who, for all their remarkable insights, were 
children of their day who were not shocked by such savagery in fiction, 
especially in fiction related to a profound moral purpose. 

Such fiction acted as a warning to their own people that if they were to 
become corrupt like the Canaanites, they, too, would suffer God's displeasure 
and would be destroyed. 

In other words, for this and other reasons, the more liberal view of revelation 
is to be preferred to the fundamentalist view that every word of our present 
Torah was dictated by God. 

So far I agree with you. But I must try to defend the fundamentalist view 
against your attack. Even the Jew who believes that God did, in the remote 
past, order the extermination of the Canaanites does not profess to understand 
how God can have ordered it. He certainly does not believe that such a 
mysterious command will ever be given again. 

He would say something like this: 'I do not know why God commanded 
His people to do this terrible thing, but, then, I do not know why God allows 
little children to die of cancer. 

'My belief in God and His revelation in the Torah does not mean that I 
have no difficulties. It is often hard to believe in both of these, but it is even 
harder not to believe in them. 

'My faith means for me that in this life I shall never understand, but I am 
confident that somehow it will ultimately make sense. The alternative is to hold 
that the universe is doomed to permanent silence and tragedy, that God does 
not speak to man, and this seems to me to be the most heartless philosophy of 
all. 

'This I do know: that my tradition has taught me to regard commands like 
"Love thy neighbour" as binding for all time, whereas there is not the slightest 
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trace in that tradition of the monstrous suggestion that God will ever again 
order any people to commit genocide.' 

You write that it follows that the Holocaust was not primarily the work of 
Hitler, but of God. It does not follow at all. On the contrary, the Torah (which, 
rightly understood, is the Bible interpreted by the sages of Israel) teaches that 
to murder a single human being is, as our rabbis declare, to destroy a whole 
world. 

What are the reasons for the choice of Ezekiel, chapter 
one, as the haftara for the first day of Shavuot, and 
Habakkuk, chapter three, as the haftara for the second 
day? And why is the book of Ruth read on Shavuot? 

Shavuot is the festival on which is celebrated the giving of the Torah, and the 
Torah reading on the first day describes the revelation at Sinai. This revelation 
was to the whole people assembled at the foot of the mountain. 

Ezekiel, chapter one, describes the vision of the divine chariot seen by the 
prophet in Exile. This, too, was a divine revelation, albeit of a lesser degree 
than that at Sinai; hence the aptness of the choice of this chapter. 

The vision of Ezekiel became in the Jewish tradition maasek merkava 
(~ccount of the Chariot'), the source of the mystical teachings regarding 
providence and the divine nature, which is why its study in depth was limited 
to the initiates, and hence the ruling today that this haftara should be recited 
only by a learned pious man of mature years. 

The Habakkuk chapter is also a description of a theophany, this time in 
the future, which provides the link with Shavuot. In addition, verse three -
'God cometh from Temen, and the Holy One from mount Paran' - is inter
preted, in the well-known Midrash, to mean that God came to Sinai from these 
places after having offered the Torah to the nations of the world, who refused 
it, while Israel accepted it in love; a midrashic way of saying that God chose 
Israel because Israel chose God. 

A number of reasons have been advanced for the reading of the book of 
Ruth on ShaVU:ot. One of these is because, as tradition has it, King David, 
descended from Ruth, died on Shavuot. 

Lest it be thought inappropriate to mark the anniversary of a death on a 
festival, the further subtle twist is given that God allows the greatest of the 
saints to die on their birthday, so that Shavuot is the anniversary of David's 
birth. 

The reasons for reading the book at this time are that the book tells of Ruth 
and Naomi's sufferings and, similarly, the way to Torah is hard, and that 
Shavuot is also a harvest festival and the harvest period forms the background 
of the book. 

Yet again, Ruth is the prototype of the sincere proselyte, willingly accepting 
the 'yoke of the Torah' just as the people did at Sinai. 
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The theme of conversion to Judaism as being a kind of re-enactment of 
the events at Sinai for the individual who wishes to embrace the Jewish faith 
is found frequently in rabbinic literature. For instance, the reason given in the 
Talmud for the need for a prospective convert toJudaism to undergo immersion 
is that our ancestors at Sinai immersed themselves in preparation for the 
tremendous event. 

What is hnplied by karet ('extirpation')? In his com.
m.entary to Genesis chapter 17, verse 14, Rashi says 'he 
goes barren and dies before his tUne'. Other com.m.en
tators give different explanations. Is there a com.m.on 
factor in the 36 different sins for which karet is the 
punishm.ent? What is the difference between karet and 
'death at the hands of Heaven'? 

In tractate Moed Katan (28a) karet is stated to be death at the age of 50 while 
the other - 'death at the hands of Heaven' - is stated to be death at the age 
of 60. But there are other opinions. As you remark, Rashi understands karet 
as including barrenness or the death of the sinner's minor children (see Rashi 
to Ketubot 30b ). There are other interpretations as well, including that of some 
non:Jewish commentators (as you say in your letter which I have abbreviated) 
who understand the punishment not as a Heavenly visitation but as exclusion 
from the community. As for the common factor in the 36 different sins for 
which karet is the punishment (Mishnah Keritut 1: 1) no mention is made of 
such explicitly in the Talmud but it would seem to be that they are all severe 
offences but not so severe as to deserve capital punishment. 

In a recent reply to a difficulty in the Bible, you replied 
that the passage was not intended to be taken literally. 
But is not this too easy a way out, and if it is taken, how 
does one distinguish between the parts that are m.ere 
stories and the parts that do have to be taken literally? 

There is a two-fold test or method of discrimination. The first is whether the 
passage in question has been understood literally in the Jewish tradition. The 
second is whether the passage itself indicates that it is not to be taken literally 
(I admit that this latter is subjective, but then our own taste and common sense 
are all that we have in judging any matter). 

For instance, a rabbi in the Talmud held that Job was a fictitious character 
and the book is a story, but one with a high moral and religious purpose. In 
support, he quoted the story of the ewe lamb the prophet Nathan told King 
David in order to rebuke him for his sin. 

The other rabbis disagreed on the grounds that if Job were not a real person 
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and the book was fiction, why was it necessary for us to be givenjob's place of 
residence. 

These rabbis also agree that theN a than story is a parable, so that the debate 
about job is really about what kind of literature it is. On this there can be more 
than one opinion. 

Obviously, there are many biblical passages where it is difficult to decide 
whether they are parables (and none the worse for that) or were intended to 
be read as statements of historical fact. 

Here is where the test from the Jewish tradition comes in. Maimonides, and 
many other distinguished Jewish thinkers, hold that practically all the 
statements in the Bible about God's nature are metaphors. God is not really 
'angry', nor does He really 'smell the sweet savour' of the sacrifices. 

How did Maimonides and the others know this? Surely because to think 
of God in human terms- that He is really like an 'old man in the sky'- is to 
have a very inferior concept of the Deity, one that is at variance with the whole 
of the tradition. 

In the example I gave, which you take me up on, the tradition states (in the 
rabbinic literature) that the verse in the Decalogue about visiting the sins of 
the fathers upon the children must have been intended to be limited in its 
application. 

For one thing, there are verses in the Bible which say the exact opposite -
that He does not punish children for the sins of their parents; and for another, 
how could such a doctrine be squared with the idea so prominent in all Jewish 
teaching that God is the just Ruler who expects man to imitate Him in being 
just and pursuing justice? 

The whole point here is that the Bible, like any other text but even more 
so, requires interpretation. 

There is a wonderful tradition in Judaism of interpretation and re
interpretation, by means of which the original texts are always made fruitful 
in Jewish life. 

One of the best-known examples in the Talmud is the interpretation of 'an 
eye for an eye' in terms of monetary compensation instead of actual physical 
ID JUry. 

Another is when a rabbi says that the law in Deuteronomy that the stubborn 
and rebellious son has to be stoned to death was intended only as a dire warning 
against the possibilities of character corruption and the law was never actually 
carried out, and, indeed, was never intended to be a law to be applied. 

This is why we have a sound method of dealing with new problems 
presented to us by contemporary thought. Or, as I believe I said in my earlier 
reply, if you want to take the Bible seriously, you must not take it literally. 



2 4 • J.tsk the Rabbi' 

What is the basic idea of the Lord's conunandlnent to 
Moses of IDaking a IDetal snake to be put on a pole so 
that anyone bitten by a poisonous snake could look at it 
and be healed? And what is the Jewish response to the 
Christian claiJD of coiDparing this bronze snake to the 
elevation of Jesus (John 3:14)? 

In reply to your second question, the Jewish response to the claim (if it is a 
claim: it seems rather to be a simple comparison, but this is not of any concern 
to Jews) is to reject it. 

In reply to your first question, I can do no better than refer you to two 
famous talmudic passages. In the first (Rosh Hashana, Mishnah 3:8) it is said: 
'Did the metal snake have powers over life and death? But [the meaning of 
the narrative is] when Israel's gaze was turned on high and their hearts 
subjected to their Father in Heaven [i.e., this was the symbol of the snake lifted 
heavenwards] they were healed; otherwise they perished.' 

Thus the narrative is interpreted to mean that Moses showed the people 
who were bitten that the poisonous snakes were sent by God for their sins and 
if they will repent, God will heal them. 

The second passage (Chullin 6b-7 a) refers to the narrative in the Second 
Book of Kings (18:4) in which it said that King Hezekiah broke in pieces the 
bronze snake which Moses had made because people had begun to worship it. 

The Talmud comments on this that Hezekiah's ancestors left room for him 
to distinguish himself thereby, i.e., it was a bold thing to destroy something 
made by Moses at the command of God, but when Hezekiah saw that it was 
leading the people to idolatrous worship, he took his courage in his hands and 
destroyed it, seeing this as what God would have him do in the new 
circumstances. 

Reading your recent conunents on Joshua, I was shocked 
by your observation that the savage passages contain 
actions 'never to be eiDulated'. Could it not be said that, 
in not following God's exaiDple in these respects, we are 
displaying IDore wisdoJD than our own Creator? 

Your letter is far too lengthy to be quoted in full, but the above is, I think, a 
summary of your objections. 

May I repeat that there are two ways of looking at these very puzzling 
passages. One, the way I prefer, is to read them as fiction, a reflection on their 
ancient history by our ancestors, who saw the hand of God even in their savage 
past; leading them to treat these events as a special command of God with the 
implications that they were never to be emulated. 

The other way is to treat the passages as the very word of God, so that 
there really was a divine command to exterminate the Canaanites. 
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It is hard for me to defend such a view, which I cannot share, but I did say 
that, even according to those who hold this view, the events are never to be 
repeated, in obedience to the same wisdom of the Creator, by which the 
command was originally given, for reasons of which we can now only obtain 
a glimmer of understanding. 

The important point to be noted, whichever way of reading the stories is 
adopted, is thatJudaism has never read them as commands to its adherents to 
engage in genocide. Obviously, Judaism sets its face against murder of any 
human being and refuses to believe that God will ever issue a command to 
slaughter people. 

Jews have been taught by their religion that the Sixth Commandment, 
'Thou shalt not kill', contains the wisdom of the Creator for all time and in 
all circumstances, whereas the savage passages were never understood as 
displaying this wisdom; rather are they mysterious and only evidence of that 
wisdom if they are understood in a non-literal fashion. 

There are, for instance, rabbinic midrashim which deny that any of the 
Canaanites were ever slaughtered unless they were frrst given the opportunity 
either to be converted to the true monotheistic faith, which condemns their 
murderous practices, or leave the Holy Land, so that it was free from such 
abominable acts. 

It must not be forgotten that one of the main reasons why humanity went 
beyond the stage of child sacrifices to bloodthirsty deities is that the inspiration 
of the whole Bible, including these terrible warnings, has made itself felt. 

But I have to repeat that people who see it as I do are not bothered by 
Joshua's campaigns because they acknowledge that there is a higher and lower 
in the Bible. 

If there is the 'command' to exterminate the Canaanites, there is more 
significantly the command to love thy neighbour and the Sixth Command
ment. It all depends on how one reads the Bible - that savage book in parts 
that has, nonetheless, redeemed us from savagery. 

In view of the fact that the deity is regarded as omni
present, did Elijah's 'still, sn1all voice' eDlanate froDl 
within hUnself, and was it akin to the voice of conscience? 

Although the term 'the still, small voice of conscience' is frequently used in 
English, suggesting, as you say, that Elijah 'heard' the voice from within his 
own psyche, this cannot possibly be the plain meaning of the narrative, since 
the still, small voice is here contrasted with the strong wind, the earthquake 
and the fire which Elijah saw and heard. 

It is, however, possible that, as some of the Jewish commentators explain 
(see Malbim to the verse), the whole episode took place in a prophetic vision, 
i.e., Elijah 'saw' and 'heard' all these manifestations not as objective, physical 
phenomena, but in the recesses of his own soul. 
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This ties up with the question, widely discussed by the medieval Jewish 
thinkers, whether all the biblical references to God 'speaking' are to an actual 
voice created for that purpose (since God has no vocal organs), or to some 
other form of mysterious communication between God and man through the 
psyche of the prophet. 

Since it is recorded that beams of light shone fro01Moses' 
face, and that Moses was put in the position of the deity 
in respect to Pharaoh, is it possible to conclude that 
Moses was in so01e way regarded as an 'avator', a person 
in who01 the deity is 01ore apparent than in the ordinary 
hUDlan being? 

A good deal depends on what you mean by 'more apparent'. In every version 
of Jewish thought, Moses is a human being, born of human parents and with 
his quota of human faults. No human being, and this includes Moses, is ever 
an object of worship inJudaism. 

Historically considered, attitudes towards the character of Moses varied, 
partly, at least, in response to the particular challenges provided to Judaism by 
rival religions and philosophies. For instance, in a Christian environment there 
is generally to be discerned amongJewish thinkers a marked attempt at playing 
down, as it were, the exclusive significance of Moses. 

The rabbis refer to Moses as Moshe Rabbenu, 'Moses, our Teacher', so that 
Moses is no more and no less than a great human teacher, although he is the 
recipient of God's word. 

It has been noted that while none of the Talmudic rabbis were actually 
named Moses, some of them were called 'Moses' by their colleagues, evidently 
to suggest that the rabbis had something in them of Moses' character and were 
the heirs to his teachings and continued his work. 

On the other hand, in Islamic lands there is a tendency to speak of Moses 
as 'The Prophet', much as Mohammed is spoken of in Islam as 'The Prophet'. 
This, in all probability, explains why Maimonides sees fit to record it as an 
essential Jewish belief that there will never arise a greater prophet than Moses. 

In other words, in an environment where there existed a danger of 
something like a doctrine of incarnation entering into Judaism, the frailty of 
Moses was stressed, while in a different environment, when the danger lay in 
the denigration of Moses compared with other religious leaders, Moses' 
uniqueness as the man of God was stressed. 
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I have read that one of the ways the sages interpreted the 
Torah is known by the tenn 'ren1ez'. I have seen this word 
translated as 'inference' or 'allusion', but with no explana
tion of how the n1ethod was used. Can you clarify this 
n1ethod of exegesis? 

The word remez means 'hint' and the meaning of the term as applied to exegesis 
of the Bible was originally what we call the allegorical method. For instance, 
when the biblical characters are said to represent this or that feature of human 
nature, it is the method of remez that is being used. 

It is called a 'hint' because the idea read out of the text, or into it, is not 
the plain meaning, so that one can only say that the idea is hinted at there. 

Later on, remez also came to mean the kind of interpretation in which one 
word of the text is said to hint at another, by means of numerical value (gematria) 
for example. 

The other three methods used in the Middle Ages are peshat, the 'plain 
meaning', derash, the homiletical or sermonic meaning; and sod, the secret 
meaning, later the Cabalistic meaning. 

The initial letters of the four methods make up the word pardes, itself an 
example of remez. 

We are told that the Oral Law was part of the Revelation 
at Sinai. If so, I 8.111 puzzled as to why the Ethiopian Jews 
appear to have little or no knowledge of it. What histori
cal inforn1ation do we have about the transD1ission of the 
Oral Law prior to the co01pilation of the Mishna? 

In modern times there has been tremendous scholarly activity on the very 
questions you raise. To refer to only one well-known study, Professor Baer wrote 
a monograph on what he called 'The Historical Foundations of the Halacha', 
that is, of the Oral Law. 

Historically understood, the whole doctrine of the Oral Law means a good 
deal more than a static transmission of a number of propositions from 
generation to generation reaching back to Sinai. 

It also means that new laws and institutions were developed by the later 
Jewish teachers. These were held to be part of the Oral Law because, while 
not explicitly stated at Sinai, they were implicit in the whole process of Torah. 

In addition to the Ethiopian Jews, there were a number of sects for whom 
there was little knowledge of the Oral Law. The Karaites, for example, rejected 
the whole doctrine, as did the Sadducees at an earlier period. 

These facts certainly militate against an understanding of the Oral Law in 
terms of direct transmission, but not of that understanding of the doctrine 
which sees development in response to outside conditions and challenges to 
be itself part of the Oral Torah. 
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For this reason it would be correct to say that, whenever difficult decisions 
have to be made (and are made) in Jewish Law, such as on the status of 
the EthiopianJews, the Oral Law is not only being discovered, but is being 
created. 

The response to the new situation is new in that it had never previously 
been expressed. It is yet old and part of the Oral Torah because it is the way 
in which the Written Torah becomes fruitful in the actual lives of Jews. 

Did the Patriarchs have a calendar, or was it first given 
to Moses? 

The Patriarchs must have had a calendar, but the presentJewish calendar is 
attributed to Moses. This must be so since the months are counted from the 
Exodus which, of course, took place in the days of Moses (Exodus 12:2). 

The Jewish calendar is a lunar one; the Hebrew word for 'month' is chodesh, 
which refers to renewal of the moon. 

Since, however, Passover must fall in the time of Aviv ('spring', see 
Deuteronomy 16: 1 ), the lunar calendar is made to coincide with the solar by 
introducing, from time to time, an additional month in a leap year. 

This is a very brief statement of a subtle and intricate process. For further 
details you should consult the encyclopaedias and other general works on the 
Jewish religion. 

An article referred to the first five of the Ten Co:tn
:tnand:tnents as duties between :tnan and God and the 
second five between :tnan and his neighbour. But 
surely 'Honour thy father and thy :tnother', the fifth 
coD1:111and:tnent, is between :tnan and his neighbour? And 
I a:tn puzzled by the first coD1:111and:tnent: 'I a:tn the Lord 
thy God'. This see:tns to be not so :tnuch a coD1:111and:tnent 
as a state:tnent. 

The fifth commandment is, in reality, more of a religious than an ethical 
obligation. That is to say, 'love thy neighbour' obviously applies to parents; 
our fathers and mothers are also our 'neighbours'. But that is covered by 'Love 
thy neighbour', which, incidentally, is not one of the Ten Commandments, 
important though it is. 

The extra obligation to 'honour' parents may have to do with the fact that, 
as the rabbis say, parents are partners with God in the creation of human life. 
(This may be one of the reasons why 'length of days' is promised to those who 
obey the fifth commandment.) 

To honour those who gave one life is to affirm that life is supremely 
worthwhile as a gift from God and the opportunity to serve Him. 
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From all this it is not too difficult to see why some of our sages, at least, 
counted the fifth commandment as one between man and God like the first 
four. 

The third commandment, too, is between man and God since, over and 
above the harm to one's neighbour when a false oath is taken in a court of law, 
there is the offence of taking God's name in vain. 

In fact, the later halachists debate whether the fifth commandment 
belongs in the category of between man and God or between man and his 
neighbour. 

If the former, some of them ask, why can a father renounce the honour his 
son is obliged to give? How can a parent give away that which is not his to give 
away? 

There is not too much difficulty in this. Even if the commandment is one 
between man and God, once the father renounces the honours due to him, 
the Godward dimension ceases to exist, since what God wants, as it were, is 
for honour to be paid only to the parent who wants it. 

With regard to your second question, the expression found in the Jewish 
sources for the Decalogue is not the ten commandments but the ten words (aseret 
hadibberot), so that the frrst word, as N achmanides argues, is in the nature of an 
introductory statement. On this view, 'I am the Lord thy God' means 'and 
consequently you must keep My commandments.' 

Maimonides, on the other hand, in his list of mitzvot, does count the frrst 
word as a mitzva, that is, as a commandment. 

Critics of Maimonides' formulation raise the obvious objection: how can 
the frrst word be a command to believe in Him, as Maimonides puts it, since 
if one already believes in God no command is necessary; and if one does not, 
then one does not believe that there is this (or any other) command. 

Maimonides was too good a master of logic (he wrote his treatise on logic 
at the age of 16) not to be aware of the difficulty. Perhaps by a mitzva he means 
that, after one has attained to frrm conviction that God is and the commands 
come from Him, one has fulfilled a mitzva. 

A number of medieval Jewish thinkers similarly understand the fust word 
as a command to contemplate the marvellous universe in which we live, so 
that faith in the Creator becomes so strong and irresistible that doubt is no 
longer possible. 

Others understand the frrst word not as a command to believe in God, but 
to believe that it is God who controls the universe, which is why 'I am the Lord 
thy God' is followed by 'who brought thee out of the land of Egypt'. 
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A passage in the Talmud states that HaDlan, Mordechai 
and Esther are hinted at in the Torah. How can this be, 
since they lived long after the Torah was given? 

The passage to which you refer is in tractate Chullin, 139b, which states: 'Where 
is there a hint (remez) to Haman in the Torah? In the verse: "Is it (hamin) from 
the tree?" (Genesis 3:11). 

'Where is there a hint to Esther in the Torah? In the verse: ''And I will surely 
hide (astir) my face (Deuteronomy 31: 18). 

'Where is there a hint to Mordechai in the Torah? In the verse: "Flowing 
myrrh" (Exodus 30:23, morderorin Hebrew), which the Targum renders as mira 
dakia' (a play on the name Mordechai). 

What we have here is a series of clever puns on the names of the much 
later biblical characters. Thus when in the Genesis narrative, God asks Adam: 
'Is it from the tree (hamin ha'etz) that you have eaten?', the word hamin is read 
as Haman, who was hanged on a tree (Esther 7: 1 0). 

The name of Esther is hinted at in the verse which speaks of God hiding 
his face (astir, 'I will hide'); while the name of Mordechai resembles mor deror 
(the flowing myrrh used as an ingredient in the anointing oil) and, more 
especially, the Aramaic rendering of the Targum- mira dakia. 

It is plausible to suggest that there is a closer association than mere punning. 
It may well be that the Talmud is saying: Haman met his fitting retribution on 
the tree because the evil he sought to perpetrate goes back ultimately to Adam's 
sin of eating from the tree. 

(Incidentally, it is far too glib to assert, as is often done, thatJudaism knows 
nothing of the effect of Adam's sin on his descendants.) 

Similarly, the story of Esther, the heroine who saved her people when all 
seemed lost, is an example of how God intervenes to save His people even 
when His face is otherwise hidden - that is, in times when divine Providence 
is not at all in evidence. 

Mordechai, who rose to power, was, in a sense, 'anointed', so that it is right 
for his name to be associated with the anointing oil. 

Whether or not this is the meaning of the passage, what it cannot mean (to 
turn to your question) is that the Torah referred to the actual characters 
Haman, Esther and Mordechai, who were to live long after the Torah period. 

Although we fmd here and there in the Talmud statements which speak of 
early biblical characters prophesying events that were to occur centuries later, 
these - and our passage - cannot be understood literally as foretelling the 
future in detail. 

If the Torah or the prophets were to foretell in detail the deeds of people 
yet to be born, this would have the effect of depriving those people of the 
freedom to choose. The whole of Judaism is based on the doctrine that human 
beings have freedom of choice, at least within certain limits. 

If, for example, the details of the Purim event had been foretold in the 
Torah - that Haman would one day arise to seek to destroy the Jews, and 
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Mordechai and Esther would frustrate his evil designs - then Raman would 
have been obliged to do what he did. 

Mordechai and Esther, too, would have been similarly obliged to do what 
they did without having any choice in the matter, since it had all been decreed 
by God in the Torah. Raman would then have deserved no punishment, and 
Mordechai and Esther no credit. 

This is very different from the old problem of how God's fore-knowledge 
can be reconciled with human freedom, for there, as Maimonides says, it is 
the mysterious divine knowledge that is being discussed, and that is utterly 
beyond human comprehension. 

Here, however, if the Torah had communicated the knowledge of later 
events in detail to humans - and that would be implied by its being contained 
in the Torah read by human beings - it is impossible to see how human 
knowledge of future events can be anything than completely determinative. 

InJudaism, neither the biblical characters nor anyone else are manipulated 
from behind like puppets, but are freely choosing human beings who, under 
the guidance of God, are expected to work out their own destinies. 

Why does the word 'Selah' have to be pronounced if it 
m.erely indicates a pause in a sentence? Is there any 
deeper m.eaning to the word? 

No one really knows the significance of 'Selah'. It may suggest, as you say, a 
pause, or it may be an instruction to the musicians or the singers to raise or 
lower their voices. 

Generally, in rabbinic tradition, the word is associated with the word ~en' 
and is given the meaning of strong affrrmation and of 'for ever'. In other words, 
whatever the original meaning of the term and even if it were not originally 
part of the text, it has for some 2,000 years been considered part of the text. 

What is the m.eaning and significance of the shew-bread? 

On the golden table in the Tabernacle in the wilderness, and later on in the 
Temple, twelve loaves of bread had to be placed week by week. This is stated, 
among other places, in the verse: ~d thou shalt set upon the table lechem ha
panim before Me always' (Exodus 25:30). 

What is the meaning of the Hebrew? We know that lechem means 'bread', 
but ha-panim means 'the face', so that a literal translation is 'bread of the face'. 
Some modern commentators suggest that the reference is to the 'face' of God 
and translate it as 'bread of the Presence'. 

Another suggestion is that it means bread, the face, i.e., the surface, of which 
is seen, hence the new Jewish translation 'display bread'. 

The translation, 'shew-bread', is given in the Authorised Version and seems 
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to go back to Tyndale. 'Shew-bread' is the older English form of 'show-bread'. 
The meaning is probably, according to this translation, 'bread that is shown'. 

There is a rabbinic statement to the effect that the bread miraculously kept 
its freshness throughout the week, so that the priests 'showed' it to demonstrate 
the miracle. 

The shew-bread, the lechem ha-panim, was placed on the golden table and 
was eventually eaten by the priests. Some have seen the injunction for it to be 
eaten by the priests to be so as to reject entirely the absurd notion that God 
requires bread (the worship of the pagan gods did frequently involve the 
provision of bread in their temples). 

While I can unquestioningly accept as true all the events 
in the Bible, I frequently find it difficult to believe many 
midrashic stories. Do I thereby show a lack of faith? 

It is important to appreciate that many of the midrashic stories are 'stories'. 
They are fictitious and were never intended to be treated as factual. For 
instance, all the stories about patriarchs are much more in the nature of 
preachments for the times of the rabbis than attempts at describing the history 
of patriarchal times. 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, in his introduction to his commentary on the Torah, 
states explicitly that one cannot possibly take literally many of the midrashic 
sayings. He cites, for example, the midrashic comment that the Torah was 
created 2,000 years before the creation of the world. How can there have been 
2,000 years before the creation of the world? The meaning is, according to Ibn 
Ezra, that the Torah precedes the world in the sense that it is the Torah that 
is the purpose of creation. 

I would advise you to read Chapter 14 of Krochmal's 'More Nevukhey ha
Zeman' and the lengthy discussion in Zevi Hirsch Chajes' 'The Student's 
Guide Through the Talmud'. 

Faith is not credulity and you are certainly not called on in the name of 
faith to 'believe' all the midrashic stories. I would be less than honest if I did 
not point out that many great Jewish thinkers have refused to take even many 
of the biblical stories literally. 

Maimonides, for example, holds that whenever the Bible speaks of angels 
appearing to humans, it means in a dream. It is well known that Gersonides 
understands the sun standing still for Joshua to mean that the battle was over 
and the victory so swift that it seemed as if the sun had not moved at all- and 
this in spite of the fact that the rabbinic Midrash does take the story literally. 

Similarly, Samuel ben Hophni Gaon refuses to understand the Witch of 
Endor narrative to mean that the witch actually brought up Samuel from the 
dead by her magical powers. All she did was to hypnotise Saul into imagining 
that Samuel had appeared. 

On the question of stories in the Talmud and Midrash regarding historical 



Bible • 33 

events, Azariah de Rossi (in the sixteenth century) argued that the rabbis were 
not infallible in their accounts of these events. He gives the illustration of the 
rabbinic account that Titus died as a result of a tiny insect entering his nostrils 
and growing in his head until it killed him. Relying on Roman chronicles, de 
Rossi declares that this did not happen. 

An interesting interpretation given later is that the rabbis were expressing 
poetically the idea that Titus' small still voice of conscience, exceedingly weak 
at first, bothered him more and more, as he reflected on the terrible deed he 
had done by destroying the Temple, until he was unable to live with it. 

It is certainly true that some of the great rabbis of the day wished to ban 
de Rossi's book and the Maharal of Prague wrote a work against what he 
considered to be de Rossi's heresies; yet, nowadays, most Orthodox scholars 
seem to accept de Rossi's argument and do not see it as in any way detrimental 
to faith. 

1979 presents no problem.s in ter1ns of years. How does 
the rationaliDind arrive at 5739? Is it a breach of the din 
to question its beginning and is blind faith a sine qua non 
of Judais~n? 

Presumably, you are raising the hoary question of the vast age of the earth as 
depicted through scientific investigation and the chronology based on the 
biblical records, according to which the world is less than 6,000 years old, 57 39 
being the count from the creation of the world. 

First, it must be said that no question of the din is here involved. The custom 
of dating documents, etc., from the creation is medieval and is purely a matter 
of convenience, neither law nor dogma being involved. 

Read Dr Hertz's note on Genesis in his commentary to the Pentateuch 
and you might also care to consult the famous statement of the great 
nineteenth-century teacher, Rabbi Israel Lipschtitz ('Tiferet Yisrael' on 
tractate Sanhedrin) in which this author, of unimpeachable Orthodoxy, accepts 
the fmdings of geology and so forth and argues, on the basis of certain talmudic 
passages, that there were 'creations' of other 'worlds' before this one was 
created. 

Many would go beyond Dr Hertz and Rabbi Lipschtitz to argue that the 
biblical accounts have to be read against the background knowledge of their 
time. It was possible, of course, for God in some miraculous manner to 
communicate to the inspired authors of the biblical books knowledge regarding 
the actual age of the earth, but He did not choose to do so any more than He 
chose, for example, to let them speak of an automobile causing injuries, instead 
of a goring ox. 

The biblical record has been described as 'eternity expressing itself in time'. 
The message is eternal, but since it was conveyed through human beings at a 
particular point or points in time, there was no way in which this tremendous 
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thing could have been achieved accept by the use of both the language and 
the thought patterns of a particular age or ages. 

Very many OrthodoxJews do not take literally the date 5739 from the 
creation, though, to be sure some do. These latter seem to argue that God 
placed the fossils there to give the appearance of extreme antiquity. 

This is not quite so ridiculous as it appears to be at first glance. The argument 
(which I do not share) is that just as Adam was born presumably with a navel, 
and trees with rings (otherwise Adam would not have been human and trees 
would not have been trees), the earth itself had to have the appearance of a 
very lengthy process of evolution. 

Blind faith is certainly not a sine qua non of Judaism. 

I have been reading the Book of Daniel and would like to 
know how angels and archangels are dealt with in post
biblical literature. 

There are numerous references to various classes of angels in the talmudic 
literature, in the Cabala and in the prayer-book. 

The Talmud remarks that the Jews brought with them the names of the 
angels (e.g., Michael, Gabriel) from Babylon, an early recognition that it was 
only in the later period, possibly under foreign influences, that particular angels 
were identified by name. In the earlier passages of the Bible, the angels appear 
as mysterious beings who have no name. 

In medieval Jewish thought there is a whole line of interpretation, 
represented particularly by Maimonides, according to which angels are 
spiritual forces used by God for the fulfilment of His purposes. The higher the 
degree of these forces, the less accessible they are to man, but even the lowest 
of the angels, called 'men' because of their accessibility to humans, have no 
physical form, which leads Maimonides to the radical conclusion that wherever 
Scripture speaks of men 'seeing' angels, it means in a dream. 

In the Zohar, similarly, the angels are spiritual forces, but according to the 
Zohar men can see angels with the physical eye; for this to happen, however, 
the angels must take on the garments of the world, i.e., assume something 
resembling a human form. 

In a remarkable book by the late Rabbi Reuben Margaliot, called 'Malachey 
Elyon' (1\ngels of the Most High'), there is a complete list of all the angels 
mentioned in the talmudic and midrashic literature. It is not too difficult to 
see many of the passages about angels as a poetic way of stating that God 
helps us with powers that come direcdy from Him. 

Thus, in the well-known prayer, 'Let Michael be at my right hand, Gabriel 
at my left hand, Raphael behind me and Uriel before me, and over my head 
God's Presence', the meaning is that Michael, the angel of mercy, is on man's 
right hand, the stronger hand; Gabriel ('The Power of God') gives strength to 
man's weaker nature; Raphael ('God is Healer') is behind man to help heal his 
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mistakes after he has made them; and Uriel ('Light of God') illuminates his 
path in front. 

Whether or not angels are understood as real identifiable beings, the general 
attitude among the Jewish teachers is that man is superior to the angels in that 
he has freedom of choice. The Seraphim, say the rabbis, only pronounce the 
divine name after three words- 'Holy, holy, holy' -whereas Israel pronounces 
it after two - Shema Tisrael. 

These are just one or two ideas found in the post-biblical sources regarding 
the angelic beings. It would be a disservice to Judaism if, in the name of a 
supposed rationalism, we tried to get rid of references to the angels in our 
prayers since there has to be poetry as well as prose in prayer, and the prayers 
are not to the angels, but to the Creator of all. 




