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jewish
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Judaism has flourished for millennia in a myriad of
environments; each has contributed something to the
Jewish tradition. Far from being a religion ossified in the
world of the Bible, it has produced countless legends
and stories, built up on Biblical inspiration but reflect-
ing the ideas of the cultures within which thev emerged.

Jewish Mythology explores the core of the Jewish faith
by retelling the stories made up and told by Jews
throughout the world. The author develops essential
ideas of Judaism, including the creation of the universe,
the history of man, the history of Israel and the future of
Israel. He retells the familiar Biblical stories surround-
ing the great Biblical personalities such as Abraham,
Moses and Elijah. He then goes on to show how their
ideas and their characters were developed in the legends
and folklore surrounding the Torah, and elaborated
throughout the rabbinical tradition.

With its great variety of stories told in clear and simple
style, this book, written for Jew and Gentile alike,
provides a fascinating insight into the wealth and
vitality of Judaism.

Dr. David Goldstein is Curator of Hebrew Books and
Manuscripts at the British Library. He is joint editor of
the Littman Library of Jewish Ciailization, and the
author of Jewish Poets of Spain and The Religion of the

Jeats. He has most recently edited The Ashkenazi
Haggadah. His translation of an anthology of the Zohar
will be published shortly. He is married with three sons.

Fiont coaer illustation: Moses leading the children of
Israel out of Egypt with Pharaoh pursuing them on a horse
and Egyptians watching from a tower. Fourteenth-century.
Magyar Tudominyos Akademia, Kcinyvtira, Budapest.
Photograph: Behrarn Kapadia, Pitstone.

Bach cooer illustation: Above: Aaron's rod turning into a
serpent and swallowing the magician's rods. Below: The
plague of blood. From the Rylands Haggadah; fourteenth-
century. John Rylands University Library of Manchester.
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Introducticn It was the custom in some medieval

Jewish communities for a child to have

his first taste of the Torah by actually
eating some selected Biblical verses. The

Hebrew letters of Scripture would be

smeared in honey on a slate, and the

child would lick them avidly, thus

fulfilling the verses: 'How sweet are

your words to my taste, sweeter than
honey to my mouth' (Psalm rr9:ro3),
and '[The scroll] was in my mouth like
honey in sweetness' (Ezekiel 3:3).

The Torah in its nariowest sense

signifies the Pentateuch, otherwise
known as the Five Books of Moses, the

6rst part of the Hebrew Bible. In its
wider sense, however, it denotes also all
the ramifications of the Pentateuch the

commentaries that the rabbis wrote
upon it, the laws that are derived from
it, the elaborations of the narrative
portions - in fact, practically the whole

of Jewish religious literature can be

subsumed under the all-embracing title
of Torah. Since this Torah derives

ultimately from God, there can be for
the Jew no more worthy object of study.
'Turn it over and over again, for
everything is in it. Contemplate it and

grow old and grey over it, and do not
digress from it, for you can have no

better rule than [the Torah]' (Misbnah

Auot 5:zz).
One can see therefore that the usual

translation of the word 'Torah' as 'Larv'
is inadequate. Its basic meaning is

rather 'teaching' or 'instruction'. But it

Opposite. Celebration of the Festival of
Simhat Torah, the Rejoicing in the Trrrah, an

October festival rnvhich marks the cornpletion
of the annual cycle of synagogue readings
fronr the Five Books of l\,4oses. The scroll
containing the Mosaic books is carried
joyfully in procession.

is even more than the solid and revered

bed-rock of Jewish faith. It is also an

object of love. The Sefer Torah (Scroll

of the Torah) from which portions are

read weekly in the synagogue is a Jewish
community's most treasured poss-

ession. At times it becomes almost a

person, as when on the Festival of
Rejoicing in the Torah (Simbat Torah)
a Jew takes the scroll in his arms and

dances with it in joyful abandon; or
when it is counted as one o[ the minyan,
the quorum of ten needed for the

recitation of certain statutory prayers.

The Torah is beloved, of course, not
for its own physical nature, but for its
sacred contents. The laws, interpreted
as they have been down the ages in
countless commentaries, codified, and

still subject to minute dissection and

discussion, are incumbent on every

observant Jew. And the Biblical nar-
ratives have been analysed, explained
and elaborated to such an extent that a

Jew 'of the old school' can hardly
distinguish between what Scripture
actually says and what later expositors
have understood it to say. The legal

content of the Torah is known as

halakhah, while the narratives form the

basis of aggadah. Aggadah simply
means 'telling', and this 'telling' can

cover practically any e spect of human
life. It can fill in the details of a Biblical
story, reconcile apparent contradic-
tions, answer questions (and pose them
too!), incorporate fables from other
sources, make moral deductions, add

contemporary historical allusions, dis-

cuss relevant theological topics, indulge
in biographical anecdotes, and it can

even make remarks of a legal character

which properly belong to the realm of
halakhah. The aggadah can be pithy
and opaque. It can also ramble, moving
from one story to another, and from one



theme to another, until the reader is in
danger of forgetting the original
starting-point. The aggadah can be
serious and philosophically profound,
and at the next momenr lend itself to
irrational fanrasies, or appear irre-
verently comic.

The story in Genesis of how Cain
killed Abel is well known. But have you
ever thought of how rhey disposed of
the body, 'for they did not know what
to do with Abel since they had no
experience of burial? Then a raven

8

appeared who had been bereaved ofone
of his companior.rs. He took the dead
bird, and dug a hole ilr the grourrd and
buried it. Adam saw rhis and said: "I
shall do the same as the raven." He took
Abel's corpse, dug a hole in the ground
and buried it' (Pirke de-Rabbi ELiezer
zr). This is a simple example of how the
aggadah supplies'missirrg' informarion.

The Book of Jonah conrains a

fascinating and moving nloral tale in its
own right. It does r-rot really require
much explanation. But the aggadah

wants to tell us more d.bout the
righteous and sin-fearing character of
the mariners with whom Jonah had
embarked. So it says that at firsr they
were reluctant to throw .Jonah into the
waves. They thought they would see if a

semi-immersion would do, and they put
Jonah overboard and held him in the
water up to his waist. And sure enough,
the storm stopped. But when they
pulled him in again, the storm recom-
menced. The same thing happelred
when they ducked him up to his neck.

Y;'t,./,
-t



Opposite. The martyrdom of Rabbi Hanina
ben Teradion. From the menorah of Benno
EIkan, Jerusalem.

Right. A page from the Passover Haggadah,
Prague, 1526, showing at the top Adam and
Eve, to the left Judith with the head of
Holofernes, and, on the right, Samson with
the gates of Gaza. lnset is Eli.lah arriving on a

donkey as a harbinger of the Messiah. A
Bohemian heraldic shield is at the foot of the
page. Jewish National and University Library,
Jerusalem.

So they had no aiternative but to cast
him completely into the sea. The same
work then links the Jonah story to
events that according to Jewish legend
will take place at the end of time. The
fish that swallowed Jonah warns him
that it is about to be eaten by Leviathan,
the great monster of the deep. 'Take me

to him,' says Jonah. Jonah confronts
Leviathan and tells him that in the days
to come he, Jonah, will catch him ar-rd

drag him out of the sea and feed his flesh
to the righteous ir.r paradise. Leviathan
takes fright and swims away. The fish in
graritude [or Jonah's intercession spews

him out on to the dry land. (Pirke de-

Rabbi Eliezer to.)
The aggadah contains hundreds

upon hundreds of legends and fables,
most of which serve to illustrate in some
way the Scriptural text, although others
are quite independent of it and are

attached because they have a moral or
historical message, or simply because

the stories are too good to be left out!
There are many collections of aggadic
material. The oldest of them evolved
from the expositions of the Bible given
by rabbis in the synagogues of Palestine
from the earliest centuries cE.'! Such an

exposition is called midrash (plural,
midrashim), from a verbal root mean-
irg 'to seek or enquire'. As the
prescribed weekly section was read
from the Torah, the rabbi would
elucidate and elaborate it for the
edifcation and delight of the com-
munity. The point of origin of the
interpretation is the text itself. Alter-
natively, ideas may generate themselves
in the minds of the expositors who then
seek to find proof-texts for them in the
words of Scripture. Midrash is therefore

"cr. - Christian Era (i.e.,r.o); ocr
the Christian Era (i.e. ec).

a t\4/o-way exercise: it is both in-
spiration ar-rd justificatron.

To deliver oneself of a midrash is
both an act of piety ancl a means of
irrstructiorr. It o[ren require. great
ingenuity in handling the Hebrew tert.
One might note, for example, holv a

word used in one place in the Bible
occurs ir-r exactly the same form in only
one other p1ace, and draw a moral or
theological conclusion from the paral-
lel. Even an idiosyncratic spelling car.r

give rise to a story. The Torah is an

inexhaustible supply of wisdom, and
therefore every generation can find in it
something fresh and original. A rabbi to
this day feels himself well pleased if he

can discover a biddush (something new)
in the Torah that no one before has
perceived. The use of precise textual
observation in the creation of a moral-
theological point can be seen in a

midrash on Exodus rz:21 "'The Lord
will pass through to smite the Egyp-
tians." We find that God judged the
generation of the Flood while seated,

Ir_alr_tf,rnir_r
iu_lrrt , t/__rd= t,:r
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since Scripture says "The Lord sat

enthroned at the Flood" [Psalm zgto).
But he judged the Egyptians as he passed

through In the days to come,

however, God will stand up when he
judges the world, for Scripture says

"His feet shall stand in that day"
IZechariah r4:4]. Future generations
will say: "If God judged the generation
of the Flood while seated, and yet

annihilated them; and if he slew the

Egyptian first-born, while passing

through; who will be able to endure in
the days to come when God will
actually stand to judge the world?" . . .

But why will he stand? In response to
the cries of the poor, as Scripture says

"For the oppression of the poor, for the

sighing of the needy, now will I arise,

saith the Lord" [Psalm v:6)'. (Exodus

Rabbah ry:4.)
Many of the stories in midrashic

literature did not. however, originate
from the study of the text itself. They
were popular folktales dealing with
Biblical themes or personalities, and

they were adopted by the Jewish
teachers in synagogues and schools and
incorporated into midrashic col-
lections. Occasionally we find there
legends which are common to the

Above. fhe River Jordan, scene of many
Biblical exploits. Joshua crossed this river
with the lsraelites in order to enter the
Promised Land.

Opposite. Jonah being swallowed by the 'big

fish', commonly identified with a whale. From
the Kennicott Bible, a fifteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. Bodleian
Library, Oxford.

people in general, but which were

transmuted, with appropriate changes,
into specifically Jewish stories and
applied to Biblical, situations. Some of
the tales concerning the creation are of
this type, as are a few of the accounts of
contests between Solomon and the
prince of the demons. Many of the
motifs are common to more than one

folk-culture, and it is notoriously
difficult to trace a chronological or
geographical chain of transmission.

On the other hand, midrashic in-
terpretations found their way into
European folklore, sometimes through
the literature of Judaism's two daughter
religions: Christianity and Islam. Early
Christian literature is, of course, very
close in nature to Jewish texts, and it is

not surprising to find both in the

Gospels and in the writings of the

Church Fathers elaborations of Scrip-

ture which can be paralleled in Jewish
sources. Thus, for example, the Jewish
idea of Elijah as a forerunner of the

Messiah occurs in Luke r:r7.
The Koran displays many examples

of the influence of midrash. Mahommed
gained much of his knowledge of the

Bible and of Judaism from Jewish sages

in his immediate environment, and they
would naturally embellish the Biblical
narratives in the traditional midrashic
way. There is, however. a maior
difference in the approach of the two
religions to the Hebrew Scriptures. To
the Muslims the patriarchs are in-
variably perfect human beings, con-
sistently and unimpeachably righteous
in their moral conduct. Muslim autho-
rities even accused the rabbis of
tampering with the text of the Bible, and

interpolating episodes which reveal the

patriarchs in a less than perfect light.
For the Jernrs, however, the heroes of the

Scriptural narrative are fallible human
beings, struggling to overcome their
failings in the service of the one God,
whose preeminence and sovereignty
they were the first to recognise. No man

is perfect.lndeed, it is this more realistic
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attitude of the Jewish tradition that
generated much of the midrashic mat-
erial.

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses,
Aaron, Joshua are, of course, models of
God-fearing piety and righteousness.
But they are also in Jewish eyes people
of flesh and blood, with many of the
foibles and failings that characterise the
rest of humanity. That is why Jews can
enjoy a personal, almost familiar,
relationship with these revered sages of
the past. They can be treated as friends
as well as paragons of virtue. The
ultimate in the combination of these
two elements is seen in Jewish mys-
ticism (kabbalah), in which the pat-
riarchs are symbols of different aspects
of the deity, and therefore logically
remote from everyday human per-
ception. But they are also so familiar to
the kabbalist that he can invite them to
be his guests (ushpizin) and to visit his
sukkah (temporary dwelling) during the
Festival of Tabernacles.

How seriously are we to take the
aggadah? S7ere the stories and legends
meant to be believed literally, or are
they no more than artistic or didactic
embroideries on Biblical themes? No
single answer can be given to these

questions. It is clear that some of the
more fantastic stories, such as those
concerning the giant Og, were intended
to excite the reader's or listener's
imagination, and must be regarded very
much as we regard the legends sur-
rounding King Arthur's court. On the
other hand, stories concerning the
demonic world may very well have been

taken at their face value. Even if some of
them may appear to us today to belong
to the realm of primitive fear and
superstition, they probably originally
reflected real beliefs, and when they
became part of the kabbalist's world
picture from the twelfth century on-
wards they impinged on his everyday
life and affected his method of perform-
ing ritual acts.

It would not be accurate, however, to
say thar midrashic lirerature in its
entirety is a collection of Jewish
mythology. Myths seek primarily to
explain major cosmic processes, and
although the Jews were undoubtedly
influenced by ancient Near Eastern
mythologies they rewrote them in such

a way as to transform them into stories
which illustrated the power of the one
God, the Creator of the universe.
Mythology did, however, reassert itself
in Jewish mysticism, where cosmic
forces, though still subservient to the
Godhead, assumed the role of inde-
pendent powers that had influence on
terrestrial life.

The stories in the aggadah may be

appreciated primarily for their en-
tertainment value. But most of them do
contain basic moral and theological
ideas. It is important to recognise that
the rabbis of the Mishnaic and Tal-
mudic period, that is, in the 6rst six
centuries cE, did not write moral or
theological treatises. Their views on
such matters as reward and punish-
ment, the after-life, the nature and
attributes of God, the place of Israel in
the divine scheme, have to be gleaned

from comments scattered over the vast
range of rabbinic literature - both from
the aggadah and from legal discussions.
They therefore often present us with
contradictory statements, or ideas that
are the preserve of one individual rabbi
and not shared by his companions. The
stories they told, whether connected
with Biblical themes or not, were a

vehicle for the expression of these basic
religious concepts.

The aggadah, consequently, could
not have the binding force of halakhah.
The latter, since it instructed the Jews
how to act, had to be obeyed so that
unity could be imposed on what would
be otherwise disparate systems of
religious practice. But the aggadah,
which was more spiritual than practical
in nature, belonging ro the realm of
faith rather than action, could com-
mand no such universal commitment.
One either believed the stories or not,
and one was at liberty to create one's
own midrash, or add to the inter-
pretations of others. No sanctions could
be imposed on the cerebrations of the
human mind, as long as they did not
manifest themselves in action.

'We may conclude, therefore, that
aggadah was intended primarily to
draw the Jew nearer to the sacred text of
Scripture by planting within his heart,
through story and interpretation, a love
of the personalities of the Bible, a

greater realisation of the nature, ways

and teaching of God, and a deeper

understanding of the destiny of Israel.

The geographical background of Jewish
folklore and legend has to do less with
the physical features of the Near East
than with the spiritual aspirations and
religious devotion of the Jewish people.
It is true, of course, that the desert of
Sinai, which witnessed the 6rst cov-
enantal encounter between the people
and their God, and which later formed
the backcloth for so many prophetic
experiences, had a lasting effect on the
very nature of Judaism and its attitude
to the human condition. The River

Jordan and the Dead Sea, Mount
Carmel and, in particular, the heights of
Jerusalem all played an important role
in the development of Biblical Heb-
raism. The very language of the Bible,
too, is saturated wirh images, meta-
phors and symbols drawn from the flora
and fauna of the Holy Land. One has

only to think of the acute need for water
in that part of the world to understand
the force of such phrases as

My doctrine shall drop as the rain,
My speech shall distil as tbe dew,
As tbe small rain upon tbe tender
glass,
And as the sbowers upon tbe herb.

(Deuteronomy y:z).

But more important than all this in the
growth of post-Biblical Judaism was the
place that the land occupied in Jewish
sentiment and emotion. In fact, for most
of the three thousand years that saw the
development of their beliefs and cus-
toms, their literature and law, the Jews
were denied self-government in the
Holy Land. After the destruction of the
First Temple in 586 BCE the Jews had
their first taste of exile - in Babylonia.
And after a comparatively brief period
in which their independence was re-
stored, they were exiled again by the
Romans who destroyed the Second
Temple in 7o cr. National sovereignty
was denied them until the foundation of
the State of Israel in 1948.

Yet throughout the exile Palestine
was still the land that they called their
own. And it was the geography of this
land rather than that of any of the
countries that they inhabited which
remained the focus of their vision. 'My
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heart is in the East, while I remain in the

depths of the rX/est' wrote the Jewish
poet Judah Haleri (d. rr4r). For him
and for all his contemporaries the land
of Israel was not only the spiritual but
also the physical centre of the world.

Jews turn towards Jerusalem when they
pray, and if they are in doubt as to
which direction they should face (if they
are on a journey, for example, and have

lost their bearings) then they should
incline their hearts towards the Holy of
Holies.

The land itself is holy since it belongs

to God: 'The land shall not be sold in
perpetuity, because the land is mine'
(Leviticus z5:21). Therefore, to live
there is, as it were, to live closer to God.
Indeed to reside there was considered to
be equivalent to practising the totality
of all the 613 commandments. Some of
these commandments, in fact, can be

fulfilled only in the Holy Land those

A manuscript map of the Holy Land,
attributed to Elijah. the Gaon of Wilna
(1120 97). The Mediterranean is at the foot,
and the River Jordan is at the top, flowing
into the Dead Sea at the right. The areas

occupied by the tribes are marked, and the
dotted line at the right indicates the route
taken by the lsraelites from Egypt to Canaan
Jewish National and University Library,
Jerusalem.

concerned with agriculture, for exam-
ple, which enjoin that the land should

lie fallow every seventh year (although

this is a matter of controversy among

the rabbis.) Only there may one sdvour
to the full the seven species of food for
which the land is renowned: barleY,

wheat, honey, grapes, 6gs, pomeg-

ranates and olives.
The whole land is holy, but the

holiest city is Jerusalem, and within
Jerusalem the holiest spot is the site of
the Temple. Sfe shall discuss later (p.

rz4) the stories about the building of

Solomon's Temple. Here we are con-

cerned with the place it occupies in

Jewish religious consciousness. The
Temple was the House of God and

consequently the chief focus of worship.
Three times a year, on the pilgrimage
festivals, every male Jew was in duty
bound to visit Jerusalem and bring an

offering to the Temple. The sacrificial
and other rites practised there by the

priests were the principal means by

which the Jews could express their
gratitude to God for his bounty and

seek atonement and forgiveness for
their sins. Therefore, the Temple's
destruction delivered a shattering blow
to the .fewish faith and nation, and

indeed engendered a transformation in
subsequent Jewish practice and belief.

However, the Temple and its memory
continued to exert a magnetic altractioll
for the Jewish people. The last visible
remnant, part of Herod's Temple, now
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known as the Wesrern (formerly, the
\Tailing) Wall is the destination of
Jewish pilgrims from all over the world.
It is both a vestige of former glory and a

symbol of national calamity.
The superior sanctity of the actual

Temple precincts has, however, put
their location out of bounds for
traditional, observant Jews. Only those
in a state of ritual purity were allowed
to enter the confines of the Temple, and
today this state cannot be attained
because the necessary purification rites
depend on the Temple's restoration for
their fulfilment. Therefore, the visitor
will 6nd large notices forbidding Jews
access to the site beyond the Western
'!7all, a site occupied by two Muslim

r4

shrines: the Dome of the Rock and the
El-Aksa Mosque.

The Temple has been an important
symbol of Jewish identity and future
regeneration for centuries. The Temple
candelabrum (menorah) was one of the
earliest national and religious signs. It is
to be found on Jewish coins of Roman
times, and in Jewish burial sites in the
catacombs of Rome and elsewhere.
Paintings of the Temple appear in
eleventh century Hebrew manuscripts
from Egypt, and pictures of Temple
vessels are a particular feature of
medieval Hebrew Bible manuscripts
from Spain. Such Bibles were called
mikdash yab (the Temple of the Lord),
and the underlying motive for these

paintings seems to be messianic, be-

cause the rebuilding of the Temple and
the restoration of the sacrificial cult are
connected in traditional Jewish belief
with the coming of the Messiah. For the
same reason the laws and regulations
concerning Temple rituals are read and
studied regularly, this being recognised
as the best substitute for the actual
practice of the ritual, which ceased with
the Temple's destruction in 7o cr.

Jerusalem, and the Temple in par-
ticular, was always regarded as the
physical and spiritual centre of the

Jewish faith. In whatever part of the
world Jews found themselves, their eyes

were always turned towards Jerusalem.
Jews of Spain who lived under Muslim
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rule in the early Middle Ages were

greatly influenced by Arabic poery, but
the images which the Muslim poets used

to praise the beautiful cities of Anda-
lusia were borrowed by the Jews to
glorify Jerusalem. In Eastern Europe in
more recent times, the city of Vilna, a

vital centre of Jewish learning and

culture, was kno.rn as 'the Jerusalem of
Lithuania', the most exalted accolade

that could be bestowed upon it.
The concept of 'holy site', with the

exception of Jerusalem and the Temple,
hardly figures in early rabbinic litera-
ture. Some of the Biblical places became

identified with the later site of the

Temple: Mount Moriah, where Abra-
ham bound Isaac; and Bethel where

accorded Jewish heroes. The rabbis cite
in support the fact that Moses' burial
place was purposely kept secret (p. 8l).
It is also significant that Mount Sinai,
the mountain of God, otherwise known
as Horeb, where God revealed his law
to the Hebrews, did not become a place

of Jewish pilgrimage. This is possibly
because God specifically prohibited the
people from drawing close to the
mountain during his communion with
Moses (Exodus rgir.z) 2r-24). In any

event the Jews ma.de no official attempt
even to identify the mountain until
recent times.

In addition to Hebron and Bethlehem
two other sites are specifically con-
nected with Biblical personalities: the

justice and helping the poor, other
places particularly in North Africa are

associated with him and Jews offer
prayers there for his assistance.

Among the shrines connected with
post-Biblical figures special importance
is attached to the tomb of Rabbi Simeon
ben Yohai at Meron in Galilee. A rabbi
of the second century he is credited with
the authorship of the Zohar, the basic
work of Jewish mysticism (p. r8). The
traditional date of his death is Lag Ba-

Omer,that is, the thirty-third day of the
Counting of the Omer, the period
between Passover and Pentecost. The
period as a whole is one of semi-
mourning (no marriages, for example,
are permitted at this time). But on the

Jacob had his vision and on awakening
declared 'This is none other than the

house of God, and this is the gate of
heaven' (Genesis z8:ry). But it was only
comparatively later, after the com-
pletion of the Talmud, that other sites

became shrines, and places of pil-
grimage. It is possible that in this regard
the Jews were influenced by the
Christian and Muslim communities
among whom they lived.

Indeed, the elevation of Hebron, the

site of the Cave of Machpelah, where
the patriarchs were buried, and of
Rachel's tomb near Bethlehem, to the
category of 'shrines' seems to run
counter to the earlier rabbinic view that
excessive adulation should not be

Above.fhe Passover Seder, being celebrated
by a Persian Jewish family. The Seder is a

meal at which the Passover story is narrated,
from a book called Haggadah. Special
symbolic foods are on the table, including
matsah, unleavened bread.

Opposite. The ceremony of Havdalah
(division) at the close of the Sabbath, which
separates the Sabbath from weekdays. The
child holds a candle which will be doused in
wine. By his left hand is b spice-box from
which members of the family will savour the
sweet scent of the sabbath as it departs.

supposed tomb of King David on
Mount Zion, and the cave of Elijah on
Mount Carmel, near Haifa. Since Elijah
in Jewish folklore was considered to
wander about the world, dispensing

thirty-third day the restrictions are

relaxed and joyous festivities take place,

particularly at Meron.
Later figures are closely connected

with other holy sites in Galilee. There
are two sacred cities there, Safed and

Tiberias, both of which are centres of
pilgrimage. The former contains the

graves of Isaac Luria (1534-72) and
Moses Cordovero (r5zz-7o), two pro-
minent kabbalists, as well as that of

Joseph Caro (r488-r 575), a codifier of
the law and mystic. Tiberias contains
the burial-place of Moses Maimonides
(n15-rzo4), the most renowned Jew of
medieval times in the fields of medicine'
philosophy and law. His remains were

transported to Tiberias from Egypt.
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The city contains also the burial-sites of
many rabbis mentioned in the Talmud,
including Akiva, Johanan ben Zakkai
and Meir.

The latter's tomb is actually outside
the city and has a special signiGcance. It
is called the 'Tomb of Rabbi Meir BaaL

Ha-Nes' that is, Rabbi Meir, the
Miracle-worker. Some authorities con-
nect him with other rabbis of the same

name, and not the lMeir of Talmudic
times. Be that as it may, the site became
not only a shrine for pilgrims, but also
the destination of messages and charit-
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able contributions from all over the

Jewish wor1d, the senders hoping to
achieve thereby :rssistance for their or,vr-r

private needs, as well as expressing their
love for, and devotion to the Holy Land.

The central role played b), the Land
oI lsreel in Jewish colls\'iousr]ess \v.l\
thus far more influential on their
religious traditior-rs and expression than
the phvsical geographical features of
their prst or pre\ent envirorrmerrt.

Judaism is firmly anchored in a literary
past, and the community's leaders, the
rabbis, perceived the physical cradle of

1$#e,'

their faith primarily through the des-
criptions of it to be found in the Bible
and post-Biblical texts. Geography was
therefore indissolubly connected with
narrative, liturgy and law. The foun-
dations of political Zionism were iaid
long before in that religious Zionism
which saw the Holy Land both as the
source of divine truth (the Torah) and
prophecy, and also as the scene on
which the final Messianic d6nouement
would be enacted.

When the Jews from the Yemen were
flown to Israel in the years r949-So

w' -3,
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many of them thought that they were re-
living rhe iourney from Egypt to the
Promised Land, when God 'bore you on
eagles' wings and brought you to
myself' (Exodus r9:4). So deeply iden-
tified were they with the history of their
people and with the land of their
ancestors-

It is clear from what follows that I have
been constrained by availability of
space to select drastically from an
enormous range of material. I have
deliberately omitted the vast number of

A panoramic view of the walled old city of
Jerusalem. The Temple Mount is dominated
by the El Aqsa Mosque on the left. and, in
the centre, the Dome of the Rock.

legends and stories that do not impinge
directly on Biblical motifs. I have not
therefore drawn upon the Hasidic
corpus, which is mainlv concerned with
the dicta of, and legends concerning, the
Hasidic rabbis; nor have I chosen tales
about the individual rabbis of Misbnah
and Talmud, except in so far as they
incorporate themes connected with the

Bible. I have also tried to present those
stories which lend themselves most
readily to pictorial illustration.

Source references are given in the text.
They include the various collections of
midrashim; the Jerusalem and the
Babylonian Talmuds; the Targumim,
(Aramaic translations of Biblical books,
often containing midrashic elements);
medieval Bible commentaries; and a few
secondary sources from which I have
drawn, for example, Muslim parallels.
References to the Bible are to the
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Hebrew editions, and chapter and verse

numbers do not always tally with the

E,nglish translations.
A few words about the major sources

used will help to put the material in a

chronological framework. The two
Talmudim are both expansions of the
Mishnah , a corpus of Jewish law which
was compiled by Rabbi Judah the

Prince in about zoo cE. The Jerusalem
(otherwise known as the Palestinian)
Talmud was written in Palestine, and

reached its present form by the mid-6fth
century. The Babylonian Talmud is

both more extensive and more authori-
tative. It was finished in Babylonia,
modern Iraq, by the mid-sixth century.
Both Talmuds are cited by their various
tractates, e.g. Sanhedrin, MegiLlah,
Berakhot, etc.

The most basic collection of mid-
rashim is the Midrasb Rabbah, or Great
Midrash. It is a midrash on the

r8

Although the actual site of Mount Sinai has

not been positively identified, this engraving
gives a powerful impression of the awesome
scene of divine revelation.

Pentateuch, and on the five so-called

megillot, comprising the Song of Songs,

Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and

Esther. Its oldest section, that on
Genesis, goes 'back to the fifth century
cE, but additions were made over a long
period of time, and the complete work
reached its present form not earlier than
I IOO.

'lhe Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer (Chapters

of Rabbi Eliezer) is a midrashic work on

Genesis and parts of Exodus and

Numbers, and was ascribed to the first
century cE Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus.
But it was probably written in Palestine

in the eighth century.
The main work of kabbalah is the

Zobar (Splendour), which although
attributed to Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai
of the second century cp did not appear

until the end of the thirteerrth century in
Spain, and was probably compiled there

by Rabbi Moses de Leon.
Very often a particular story occurs

in more than one source, and is

expanded, or shortened, or changed in
some way from one source to another'
This is to be expected in the trans-
mission of legend which was partly oral
in character. The references do not
denote necessarily the earliest source)

but the one which has served as the basis

for the version of the story I give.
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The details of tl-re creatior.r story (or,
rather, stories) that we finc1 in the Bible
may be profitably compared with
accoulrts in the mythologies of the
ancient Near Eastern wor1d. Man's
imagir-ration created stories in order to
explair-r the natural phenomena lr.hich
surrounded him, forces which were
stronger than hin-r, and upon which he

deper-rded for his very existence. The
heat of the sun, the fructifying por,ver of
the rain, the destructiveness of the
storm-wind, the threatening expanse of
the sea, and the r-rever-ending cycle of
life and decay, these were some of the
main elements which filIed him with
dread and also with wonder. He was at
their mercy. By er-rdowing them with a

personality which was similar but in
every way superior to his own he was
able to effect a means of com-
munication with them. He could talk to
them, plead with them, make prornises
to them, ar-rd engage in a series of ritual
acts which could control or at least
influer-rce them. It is possible, of course,
that ritual preceded mythology, that
man first made obeisar.rce before the
forces of nature, and ther-r became
conscious of 'events' in the life of these

forces. Be that as it may, the whole
natural u,orld seemed to man to be

endowed r,vith divinity. Every part of it
l-rad its owlr life, and it had a

relationship - of dependence, super-
iority, hostiLty or friendship - rvith
other parts. \(ater, fire, and the 'vind;
the earth, slln) moor-I, and stars;
mountains, sprir-rgs and groves, formed
the sacred environment in u,hich man
lived, worked and brecl.

The mythologies which grew up
around these phenomena explained
their origins and the functions they
performed in the whole natural drama,
in which man played but a small and

generally insigni6cant part. The ancient
gods of sea and sky, of fire and fertility,
were at times locked in divine combat,
and at others united in divine love, and
the experiences 'in heaven' had a direct
effect on the terrestrial sphere, and thus
on man. Indeed, on occasions, and
particularly in later Greek mythology,
man himself was called upon to play an

active role in the affairs of the gods. The
interdependence of the human and the
divine, which is such a prominent
feature of religion, can thus be said to
originate in mythology.

In the pages that follow we shall be

able to find parallels in Near Eastern
mythology for Biblical stories or for
specific features in those stories. How-
ever, it is important to realise that the
mythological content of the Biblical
narratives themselves is very weak. The
underlying myths have undergone a

transformation which has practically
deprived them altogether of their
mythical element. The stories have been

recast or retold in such a way that \4/e

sometimes have to exercise consider-
able ingenuity to find the underlying
mythological idea. What we have
before us in the early chapters of
Genesis is no less than a process of
demythologisation.

The change in religious approach is

absolutely fundamental and perfectly
clear. The basic elements of nature have
been robbed of their divinity. The
heavenly spheres are no longer gods.
The wind and the rain have no divine
independence. They are all subservient
to one God. This God has no rivals, and
his existence is accepted as a fact
beyond both dispute and enquiry.
Preoccupation with the origin of the
divine powers, a major theme of ancient
mythology, is completely absent from
the Biblical narrative. It was enough
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simpiy to state 'God said', 'God saw'.
Indeed, one might say that the most
significant influence of myth in the

Biblical presentation of God is the

attribution to him of human actions,
and this remains a problem which has

exercised the minds of all Western
theologians. For how can one talk of
God at all without using the terms of
speech which are common to us?

There are two main accounts in the

Bible of the creation of the world. They
are different in style and in content, but
they are not really contradictory. The
second account beginning with Genesis

z:4 is more dramatic and picturesque,
and is concerned principally with
Adam, the first man, and God's
relationship with him. The first account
(which immediately precedes the

second) is strictly chronological in style,

and is more analytic and abstract; one

might even say more 'scienti6c'. Here
too man is presented as the crown of
creation, the master of the animal and

vegetable world, but the account con-
cludes not with man but with a

description of the first Sabbath, and it is
likely that this story of creation in six
days was intended to be a iustification
of the institution and observance of the

Sabbath.
This ordered presentation of the

divine creative process is meant to
portray with complete clarity and

certitude the way in which God
imposed order on chaos. The Bible does

not speak of creatio ex nihilo:'The act

of creation consisted in bringing order
out of chaos, not of bringing matter into
existence out of nothing."i The first
words of the Bible should properly be

rendered 'When God began to create

heaven and-earth, the earth was a

formless waste.' A significant feature of
this chaos was the existence of a

turbulent and unconstrained watery
deep (Hebrew, tebom).

The Lower Waters
The creation story in the Babylonian
epic Enuma Elish also speaks of the very
beginning when Tiamat, the ocean of
salt water, united with Apsu, the ocean

of sweet water, to bring forth all the
gods. The primal e xistence of water is a

Above. An ivory cherub from the palace of
Ahab in Samaria, three inches high. Rockefeller
Archaeological M useum, Jerusalem.

Opposite. Silver breastplate for the scroll of
the Torah. Early eighteenth century, probably
from Frankfurt am Main. Mus6e de Cluny,
Paris.

common motif in many ancient mytho-
logies, in some of which the god or
goddess of the sea, perhaps in the form
of a great watery serpent, has to be

overcome by a more beneficent power
before the world as we know it could
come into beir-rg. Only remnants of this
idea remain in the Bible in the shape of
the monster Leviathan and it is worth
noting that Genesis r:zr states un-
equivocally that 'God created the great
sea-monsters' as if to scotch the idea
that these monsters had any part to play
in the divine cosmogony. They like all
other creatures are subservient to him.

The primal nature of water is also
evident in the Bib1e, in the second
account of creation, where we read that
before the appearance of vegetation,
and before there was any rain 'an ed
went up from the earth and watered the

whole face of the ground' (Genesis z:6).
Ed is traditionally translated 'mist' but
it almost certainly means an upsurge of
water. Speiser (p. r4) translates 'A flow
would well up from the ground' while
rhe New EngLish Bible renders'A flood
used to rise out of the earth'" This
subterranean water made a contri-
bution to the Flood in the time of Noah:
'all the springs of the great abyss

Itehom) broke through' (Genesis 7:rr).
In order to make the world as it now

appears God had to keep these waters in
check. He divided them horizontally,

stretching over them a rakia, which
denotes a sheet of beaten metal, a

'firmament', and he then gathered the
water below the rakia into specific areas

so that the dry land could appear
between them. He 'set the springs of
ocean firm in their place' and 'pre-
scribed limits for the sea' (Proverbs

8:28-9).
This theme represents the later

mythological one of the gods' contest
with and ultimate subjugation of the
'lower waters'. And although in the
Bible we hear only faint echoes of this
struggle, in later Jewish literature it
comes to the fore again.

Patai in his Man and T emple (p. 6z ff)
p()ints out that in some midrashim the
lower waters are considered to be

female and the upper waters male. It is
their constant desire to unite which
threatens universal devastation. God,
therefore, had to separate them.

ln the Jerusalem Talmud there is a

story of how David was one day digging
the foundations of the Temple. He
penetrated more than two thousand feet

below the surface of the earth, and he

came across a shard. David bent down
to lift the shard, but it cried out and
advised him not to. 'Why not?' said
David. 'Because,' replied the shard, 'I
cover the abyss.' The shard goes on to
say that God had placed it there when
he proclaimed at Sinai, 'I am the Lord
thy God.' Other versions say that the

shard had been there since the creation
of the world. David, however, took no
notice. He lifted the shard, and the
waters began to rise from the abyss,

threatening to engulf the whole earth.
David knew that it would not help
simply to throw the shard back into the
warer, since it might sink without
reaching the exact spot from which it
came. He appealed for help from those
around him. Ahitophel came forward
and had the divine name inscribed on
the shard. The shard was thrown into
the abyss and the waters begarr to
subside. In fact they sank so quickly that
David was afraid the earth might
become entirely dry and wither away.
So he composed the fifteen Psalms

entitled Song of Ascents, to encourage
the water to rise again to an acceptable
Ievel (/. Talmud Sanbedrin ro, z9a).

The Zohar (II, 9rb) tells us that man'sHooke, Middle Eastern Mlttbology, p. ro9.
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Left. fhe three angels being hospitably
welcomed by Abraham. Sarah hides behind
the door. An early nineteenth-century silver
wine cup for Kiddush, in coconut form
Jewish Museum, London.

Opposite. A carpet page from a Hebrew
manuscript Pentateuch, copied in the Yemen

in 1 469. The central panel and those above

and below it are made up of micrographic
designs, consisting of verses from the Psalms

British Library, London.

moral conduct has an influence on the

shard's ability to restrain 'the lower
waters'. 'Whenever a man swears falsely

by God's name, the letters of that name

on the shard disappear, and the waters

burst out to destroy the world. God has

therefore put the angel Yazriel in charge

of the shard. This angel has in his

keeping the seventy graving tools and

with these he ensures that the le'tters of
the divine name are constantly replaced

on the shard, thus saving the world' In

kabbalah, the power of evil, 'the other

side', otherwise designated as the

serpent, has his abode in 'the crevices of
the great deep' (tehom rabba). 'fhe

rising of the lower wate(s is therefore a

continual threat to the existence of the

world.

Light
It was not only the unruly waters that
God needed to control. The deeps were

covered by 'thick darkness'. And the

very 6rst divine act was the creation of
light. Yet there is a problem here if the

worcis of Scripture are to be interpreted

literally, because the source of light, the

sun and moon, were not created until
the fourth day. The midrash solves the

difficulty by supposing that the light
created on the first day was not the light

we know on earth, but a sPecial

supernal light, reserved for heavenly use

only. It is the light that is stored up for
the pious and the good, the 'light that is

sown for the righteous' (Psaim 97tr).
As such it became the object of all

mystic contemplation and endeavour. It
is noteworthy, however, that unlike
some ancient myths, that of Prometheus

being the most well known, there is no

hint in the Biblical story that God was

ever jealous of his light, or attempted to

deny mankind the abilitY to make it
himself. The forbidden area' as we shall
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see, was 'knowledge of good and evil'
and consequent immortality.

God created the two lights, 'the
greater light' and 'the lesser light', that
is, the sun and moon, to rule respec-

tively over the day and the night. Once

more, the plain, direct statements of
Scripture rule out any possibility of
these heavenly bodies being credited
with an independent power of their
own. Their power is subject to the

suzerainty of their Creator. It was

necessary to state such irrefutable
beliefs, because there were times when
the Jews did fall to worshipping
celestial beings, as is evidenced by
prophetic denunciations of the practice,
in Jeremiah for example, who con-
demns the vows that the people made
'to the queen of heaven', and libations
that were poured out to her (44t5 ffi.
Indeed, small figures of Astarte, the
moon-goddess, the queen of heaven, are

among the most common images found

z4

by archaeologists, even on sites which
must have been occupied by Jews.

The fascination of the moon re-

asserted itself in Jewish tradition at a

much later date, in the kabbalistic view
of the universe, which was dominated
by the mystic world of the sefirot.
According to the Zohar, the thirteenth-
century foundation work of Jewish
mysticism, the moon is a symbol of the

Sbekhinah (divine presence), that aspect

of the divinity which is the most closely

involved with the world. The Shek-

hinah is female and is the partner of
Tiferet, symbolised by the sun, from
whom she receives influence and power,
just as the moon possesses only reflected

Iight from the sun, without having any

light of its own. For the kabbalist, the

fulfilment of the commandments, and in
particular the recital of prayers, cannot
be directed towards the true essence of
God who is far beyond human per-
ception and understanding. The mystic

concentrates on the Shekhinah and tries
by his good deeds to 'elevate' her

towards her 'husband' Tiferet, and thus
initiate a process of harmony in the

upper worlds.
The lower world in which we live has

its counterpart in the upper, divine
world. The sun, moon and stars, the

Temple, the patriarchs, the people of
Israel - are all patterned on the supernal

types in the world above. And anything
that happens in this world has an effect,
either beneficial or detrimental, on a

corresponding feature in the upper
world. Although the full-detailed rami-
fications of this idea are not spelled out
until the medieval period, its seeds were

sown in the rabbinic interpretation of
the creation story which we find in the

Talmud and midrash. And the rabbis
themselves may well have been in-
fluenced by the Platonic theory of the

existence of ideal abstract types in

'heaven', which have their concrete

parallel images on earth.

Torah and Creation
The bare bones of the creation story as

narrated in the first chapter of Genesis

were 6lled out by later Jewish tradition.
The biblical account assigns no place,

for example, to the Torah in the creative

scheme. And yet for the rabbis the

Torah, God's teaching, revealed to man

on Sinai, was his supreme gift. It was

natural to presume, therefore, that it
was amone. the 6rst thines to be created.

Accordrng to one tradrtton God actually
created the Torah first, and then
consulted it before creating the world.
This was often adduced as an in-
terpretation of Proverbs 3: 19, 'The Lord
by wisdom founded the earth; by

understanding he established the heav-

ens' ('wisdom' and'understanding'
being synonymous with Torah); and

especially of 8:zz,'The Lord made me

[i.e. wisdom] as the beginning of his

way, the first of his works of old. I was

set up from everlasting, from the

beginning. . . .'The Torah then became

personalised as a kind of artisan, a

medium by which the creation of the

world was set in motion, and the whole
creative process planned. In this sense it
may be seen as the Logos, or the divine
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Opposite. The three angels being entertained
to a meal by Abraham, with Sarah just behind
the door. According to the midrash one angel
came to heal Abraham after his circumcision,
one to foretell the birth of lsaac. and the third
to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. From the
Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

Right. Jacob's dream at Bethel of a ladder
stretching up to heaven with the angels
ascending and descending. An angel's head is

at the top of the ladder. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library.
London.

Torah was present at God's side at the
creation is the view that the letters of the
Hebrew alphabet were themselves in-
strumental in the formation of the
world. This view is most directly put at
the beginning of the Sefer Yezirah (The
Book of Formation), which was attri-
buted to the patriarch, Abraham, but is

by an unknown author from the third
(?) century cE. It states there that the
world was created by the twenty-two
letters of the Hebrew alphabet and the
ten numbers, which together form the
thirty-two paths of understanding.

A deiightfui midrash tells the story of
how all the letters of the alphabet vied
with each other for the honour ,if b"i.,g
the first to be written in the Torah. The
claim of each was examined and
rejected until the letter beth presented
itself. Because she begins the word
barukh (blessed) and is therefore the
means by which the whole of mankind
bless and praise God she was selected.

So the Bible begins with the Hebrew
word bereshlr (in the beginnilrg). The
first letter of the alphabet alef was
extremely humble and did not press her
claim at all, and for this God rewarded
her by putting her at the very beginning
of the Ten Commandments in the word
anokhi (l).

Angels
The origin of the angelic beings is not
systematically presented in Jewish
tradition. Their creation, nature and
function are variously portrayed in the
different stages of Jervish religious
development and in the literature
produced by each stage.

Angels do not figure in the Biblical
creatiolr story at all. God himself and
alone is in charge. They do make an

appearance in iater parts of the scrip-
tural narratire, brrt their nrtrrre is not
defined. The Hebrew word r-rsually

translated'ar-rgel' is maLakh, which

r_.

means simply 'messenger' (as does the
Greek rendering angelos). Malakh is

used in the Bible of both human and
superhuman beings. Jacob's adversary
at Penuel (Genesis 3z:25 ffl is described
as 'a man', and as 'God', but Hosea in
his reference to the struggle calls him a

malakh (Hosea rz:5). The prophet
known by the name 'Malachi' was
simply designated thereby as '*y
messenger'. The being who announced
the forthcoming birth of Samson to
Manoah's wife (Judges ry:z ff) is called
an 'angel [malakh] of the Lord', but
when she tells the story to her husband
she says, 'A man of God came to me.'
This, however, may be because she did
not recognise him as ar-r angel. The
narration, in fact, says specifically of
Manoah that he 'did not know that he

was the angel of the Lord'. It was only
when the angel 'ascended in the flame of
the altar' that they realised who he

really was. In the famous story of
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Balaam's ass (Numbers 22:zr ff), the

angel with a sworci in his hand appears

to the ass but is invisible to Balaam.

Only in the Book of Daniel, .'arhich is the

youngest of the Biblical books, are

actual names given to angels. There we

read of Gabriel and Michael.-
Angels are not described in anY

physical detail in the Bible, except in so

far as they appear in human form.
Isaiah sees a great vision of the seraphim

in the Temple (Isaiah 6:z)' They were

part of God's retinue, and were it seems

creatures of frre (sarapD means 'burn'),
but they were also winged. 'Each one

had six wings: with two he covered his

face, with two he covered his feet, and

with two he flew.' But Isaiah does not
identify the seraphim with angels. Nor
are the cherubim to be so identified.

These were sphinx-like creatures with
human heads, the bodies of a lion, and

wings. They are mentioned as providing
the base for the divine throne in the

sanctuary. The great guardians of the

gateways of Assyrian Nineveh were

probably quite like the cherubim in

form. The description that Ezekiel gives

of his vision of the chariot-throne of
God is full of complex images: 'they had

the likeness of a man. Each one had four
faces, and each one had four wings, and

their feet were straight feet; and the sole

of their feet was like the sole of a calf's

foot; and they sparkled like the colour

of burnished brass' (Ezekiel r:5 ffl. But

here again they are not identified as

'angels'.

Job r:6 and z:r speaks of 'the sons of
God' who come 'to present thernselves

before the Lord'. Among them is one

called satan, the adversarY, who aP-

pears again in a vision that is revealed to

Zechariah by an angel (Zechariah 3:r
ff). The'sons of God'are also the

subject of an episode narrated in

Genesis 6:r ff (see p. z8) but what their

true natu re and purPose were is not

clear.
We may suggest two hYPotheses

about this wealth of unsystematised

material concerning superhuman be-

ings: either there was no clearly formed
view of the celestial divine entourage, its

hierarchy and nornenclature; or there

was such a view but it was so well

known to their audience that the

Biblical writers did not need to spell it

z6

out. One thing is certain, however, and

that is that all these powers are subject

to the authority of God, and are not his

rivals.
In post-biblical Jewish writing angels

assume a much larger and more

important role. This is especially so of
those books which have an eschatologi-

cal theme, such as the First Book of
Enoch. There we encounter four angels

by name, Michael, Gabriel, RaPhael

and Phanuel, who were Portrayed as

'angels of the presence'. In rabbinic
literature the place of Phar-ruel is taken

by Uriel. The writings of the Dead Sea

sect found at Qumran- also contain

many references to angels and other

celestial beings involved in the struggle

at the end of time: the war between the

sons of light and the sons of darkness.

There are many references to angels

in Talmudic and midrashic literature.
Accordir-rg to one view theY were

formed on the second day of creation,

and not on the 6rst, so that men should

not believe that they were responsible

for the existence of heaven and earth
(Gelnesis Rabba ry y8), and according

to another they were created with the

birds on the fifth day. There is a

hierarchy of ten stages, headed by the

four angels of the presence already

mentioned. Every nation in the world
(in the rabbinic view there were seventy

in all) has its own prince in the celestial

sphere, who looks after its inrerests.



When the nation suffers, the prince
suffers too.

Sometimes this is expressed in as-

trologicai terms, every nation being

under the jurisdiction and guidance of
one specific planet or star. The excep-

tion is lsrael. En mdzzdl le-Yisrael:
'Israel has no presiding star', God
himself being solely responsible for
Israel's destiny (Shabbat r56a). (Maz-

zal,'planet', came gradually to mear-r

'1uck'; hence the congratulatory phrase'
mazzal tou, 'good luck'.)

One of the angels' main tasks is to
praise God. Some are created only for a

moment, utter their praises and then
vanish. There are several statements to
the effect that the recital of praises in

heaven depends on the praising of God
by human beings on earth. The angels
'r,r,ait for the Jews below to say their
prayers. This imposes a great res-
ponsibility on the human worshipper
(Hullin 9ra). lfhen the angels protested
at this state of affairs God reprimanded
them saying that in one respect human
beings were their superiors in that they
had to overcome their evii inclinations
by which angels were not troubled.
There was anolher [amorrs occesron on
which the praising ar.rgels incurred the
divine displeasure. This was wher.r they
began to heap eulogies upon the
Almighty at his miraculous feat at the
Red Sea," where the Egyptiar-rs were
drowned. God stopped them, sayir.rg, 'lt

Opposite. The first three days of Creation,
showing from right to left, top, the earth
'waste and void', and the separation of light
from darkness; below, the creation of the
firmament, and the appearance of dry land
and the first plants. From the Sarajevo
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrevv
manuscript from Spain. Zemaljski Muzej,
Sarajevo.

Left. The last days of creation, showing from
right to left, top, sun, moon and stars, anC the
creation of fish and birds; below, man and the
animals, and the Sabbath. From the Sarajevo
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. Zemaljski Muzej,
Sarajevo.

is my creatures who are drowning. How
dare you sing?' (Sanhedrin 39b).

In rabbinic literature the angels retain
their original significance as the
messengers of the divine. God used

them with admirable economy. 'No one

angel performs two missions; nor do
two angels perform the same mission.'
Therefore, when two or more angels

appear together they must have separate
and different tasks to perform. This
explains why no less than three angels

visited Abraham (Genesis rB:r ff). The

''We have retained this name as being the one

most generally known. Modern critical scholars
believe that the correct translation should be

'Sea of Reeds', and that it is a lake in Egypt
near the Mediterranean shore.

z7



midrash tells us they were Michael,
Gabriel and Raphael. Raphael came to
heal Abraham, who had just fulfilled
God's command to circumcise himself.
Michael bore the news that Sarah was
to have a son. And Gabriel's purpose
was to overthrow Sodom and Gomor-
rah and the other 'cities of the plain'
(Baba Mezia 86b). The land of Israel
being the most sacred of all countries in
the world has special angels of its own,
who do not venture beyond its borders.
This explair-rs the dream that Jacob had

at Beth El. He saw a ladder with its top
in the heavens, and 'the angels of God
ascending and descending on it' (Gen-

z8

esis z8:rz). One might have though that
the order of the verbs should be

reversed. Surely angels come down
from heaven first, and then go up again!
But Scripture is really telling us that the

angels who had accompanied Jacob so

far were returning to heaven, and others

were descending, because Jacob was

about to leave the Holy Land, and a

different angelic retinue was required.
(Commentary of Rashi.")

"The name by which Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac

is commonly known. He is the most popular of
all commentators to the Bible, and lived in

North France, ro4o-rroj.

Evil
The angels are, of course, by nature
beneficent. They are the instruments of
good. But one of the major problems
that beset Jewish thinkers, as well as the
proponents of any religior-r postulating
the existence of a God who is both
omnipotent and all-good, is the source
of suffering and of evil. Judaism with its

very strong emphasis on monotheism
rejects utterly the existence of any

power of evil that is equal in strength or
authority to God. The Persian doctrine
of two powers, one of light and one of
darkness, threatened to encroach upon

Jewish belief for a time, but was ousted,

leaving only traces of its influence in
some popular beliefs and customs.
These, although not a significant area in
what one might term 'mainstream' or
'normative' Judaism, do give rise to a

wealth of legend and folklore, border-
ing on superstition on the one hand and

mystical contemplation on the other.
The Bible already credits the one

divine being as the source of all things.
Isaiah says: 'I am the Lord, and there is
none else. I form the light, and create

darkness. I make peace, and create evil.
I am the Lord that does all these things'
(Isaiah +S:6f). How the spirits of evil
actually came into the world was

elaborated in later tradition. The
concept of'the fallen angels' appears in
Pseudepigraphic literature, especialiy in
the Book of Enoch (6-8; rz-16), where

there is an extensive interpretation of a

passage from Genesis (6:r-4). These
puzzling verses describe the infatuatior-r

of 'the sons of God' with 'the daughters

of men' and how as a result of their
union 'mighty men' were born. That
God disapproved of this state of affairs
is deduced from the very next verse,

which tells us that 'God saw that the

wickedness of man was great in the

earth and that every imagination of the

thoughts of his heart was only evil
continually.' To the author of the Book
of Enoch the 'sons of God' were angels

who lusted after women on earth. Their
progeny were giants and evil spirits. But
the traditional Jewish commentators do

not follow this interpretation. To them
the 'sons of God' were human beings,
judges and other men of authority, who
acted presumptuously. For the origin of
evil spirits they looked to another
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Opposite. An amulet against the evil eye from
seventeenth century Persia. ln the centre is a
Tree of Life surmounted by a cock. Below are

sacred names, some of which are made up of
the first or last letters of Biblical verses.
Einhorn Collection, Tel Aviv.

Right. An amulet for the protection of a new-
born child, from Baghdad, sixteenth- or
seventeenth-century. To the right and left of
the head are the names of male and female
Biblical figures, beginning with Adam and
Eve. The divine benediction is written at the
top, and within the body 'Lilith is bound'.
Einhorn Collection, Tel Aviv.

tradition which maintained that they
were created by God at the very last
moment, on the eve of the first Sabbath.
He created spirits, but before he could
clothe them in corporeal form the day of
rest began, and so they remained
without bodies. The fact that evil
spirits, in popular imagination, do not
throw shadows, is probably connected
with this legend about their origin.

The world is populated by evil spirits,
who occupy the same position in the
realms of evil - 'the other side' as

angels do in heaven. They are presided
over by two arch-demons, one female
and one male: Lilith and Samael.

Although popular etymology derives
Lilith from layLab (mght) her origin is

probably to be sought in a Babylonian
fernale demon named Lilitu. She rvas

destined to be Adam's first wife, but she

quarrelled with him and flew away.
God sent three angels after her. They
were called Snwy, Snsnu,y, ar-rd Smnglf,
and they found her ur the Red Sea. Thev
threatened her with the daily death of
one hundred of her children if she did
not return with them to Adam. But she

stubbornly refused, and suffered the
threatened punishment. (z ALpbabet of
Ben Sira : ,a-b, 11a-b.) Thenceforward,
sl-re attacked the newborn children of

others. A baby boy is subject to her

attacks for the first eight days of his 1ife,

and a baby girl for the first twer-rty days.

In order to protect their children Jewish
mothers in many parts of the world
have resorted to magical amulets. These

are of several kinds, and may bear the

design of a hand, a menorah, a 'Star of
David', a 'Seal of Solomon', or other
geometrical patterns, with the accom-
paniment of suitable verses from Scrip-
ture, sometimes abbreviated to the 6rst
letter only of each word. Amulets were

used to ward off sickness, to afford
protection during a journey, and es-

pecially during childbirth. These latter
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Left. An amulet for pregnant women, printed
in the Book of Raziel, Amsterdam, 1701 . ln
each of the two compartments are
representations of the three angels who
captured the female demon Lilith, namely
Snwy, Snsnwy, and Smnglf.

Left. fhe so-called 'alphabet of the angels'
from the Book of Raziel, Amsterdam, 1701 . lt
was used for magical purposes, and little is
known of its origin. The forms of the letters
bear some similarity to the Hebrew and
Samaritan alphabets.

Opposite. Top, magic serpents. Pharaoh
seated on the right watches while Aaron
touches the tail of his serpent which
swallows those of the magicians, who are on
the left. Moses stands behind Aaron. Bottom,
the plague of blood initiated by Aaron who
is shown on the left touching the water with
a rod. Pharoah and his attendants ride in from
the right. Moses stands between them. From
the John Rylands Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain. John
Rylands University Library of Manchester.
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often contain an image of Lilith,
sometimes in chains, coupled with the
names of the three angels who captured
her. Occasionally, amulets bear a

strange Hebrew alphabet, termed 'the
Kabbalistic alphabet' or 'the alphabet
of the angels', which has not yet been

satisfactorily explained.
Lilith's progeny of evil spirits

(shedim) is enormous. She could well
afford to lose one hundred a day. In
thirteenth-century kabbalistic literature
she is known as the spouse of Samael,
the prince of demons. Samael occurs in
much earlier sources. In midrashic
literature he appears as the guardian
angel of Esau, and in the Pirke de-Rabbi
Eliezer he rides the serpent who tempts
Adam and Eve. He occupies an impor-
tant place in the Zohar and in
kabbalistic writings in general. One of
the main ambitions of both himself and
his supporting powers is to gain some
hold on the Shekhinah (see p. z4). He is

7z

aided in this elrterprise by the sins of
man. But he can be placated or bribed.
The sacrifices offered in the Temple
were partly intended for the forces of
evil to prevent them from interfering
u,ith the communion between man and
the Shekhinah that took place at such
times. The goat that was despatched to
the demon Azazel on the Day of
Atonement (Leviticus 16:ro) was to the
kabbalist an obvious offering of this
type. The Zobar also states that the
water used for washing the hands at
meal times should be thrown away, as a

bribe for'the other side'in order to keep
him at a proper distance.

The end of the sixth day of creation,
that is, just before the beginning of the
first Sabbath, was also the time when,
according to rabbinic legend, the mir-
aculous things were created, among
them the mouth of Balaam's ass who
spoke, the rainbow, the manna, Aaron's
rod which turned into a serpent, the

Left. Adam naming the animals. Having a
knowledge of names whether of plants,
animals or human beings gave one great
power. The fact that Adam named the animals
is therefore connected with his domination of
the animal kingdom. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from'Spain. British Library,
London.

mouth of the well that sang (Numbers
zr:16), and the shamir (see p. rz5) that
helped to construct the Temple
(Mishnab Auot 5:9). God also planned
in the first days of the world that certain
miracles should be performed for Israel:
the Red Sea would part for the Israelites
as they fled from Egypt; the sun would
stand still for Joshua at Gibeorl; the
ravens would feed Elijah (Genesis
Rabbah S:4).This appreciation of
divine foreknowledge was much ap-
proved by the great medieval Jewish
philosopher, Maimonides, who saw in
it an explanation of how the physical
laws of nature could be interrupted by
miraculous events. For him the miracles
had already been 'written in' the laws
that controlled the universe. They were
not new phenomena, but old creatiolrs
that had reached the time for them to be

revealed.
When God created the world he was

conscious of its whole destiny, and the
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destiny of the peoples who were to
inhabit it. This is one of the most crucial
of rabbinic insights into the nature of
creation. God made a world which
could endure. The aggadah tells us that
he had created many worlds before this
one, but none of them could survive
because they had been ruled by the law
of strict justice. Before he created the
present world, therefore, he made
repentance, so that human beings could
temper divine justice with their own
contrition. 'We have already seen (p. z4)

that the Torah also existed before the
creation. With these two elements, the
divine law to guide mankind and
repentance to bring him back from his
erring ways, the world could escape

annihilation.

Man
Man is at the centre of the world that
God created. The first Biblical account
places the creation of man at the very
end of the sequence - the culmination of
the divine activity. As the midrash
points out it is only after the creation of
man that God sees that his workis'uery
good'. He is 'made in the image of God'
himself, and he is given dominion over
all the other creatures on earth. The
second account of creation places man
even more 6rmly in the seat of power.
Everything revolves round him. The
whole story is about man his
potentiality, his vacillation and his
failings.

The Biblical presentation of man's
origins is not without its diffic,lties.=llr-
the first place, God's statementl 'Let us

make man' (Genesis r:26) implies that
others beside God were involved in his
creation, although modern scholars
would say that here we have an example
of the use of the 'royal we'. This phrase ,

led the rabbis to propose that God was 
,

speaking to the angels, his retinue, and j

inviting them to loin him in the creation I
of man. Many of them oblected, I
pointing out man's future disobedierye./
But they were overruled by God, who
compared man favourably with the
angels, remarking that man had an evil
inclination to overcome, whereas they
were made without one. Hence the
rabbinic dictum that 'where the peni-
tent sinner stands, the perfectly right-
eous cannot stand'. This act of con-

sultation on God's part, however, does

display his humility and his willingness
to seek the opinion of others, thus
establishing a standard which human
beings would do well to adopt for
themselves. In the same way, God set an
example to all judges by investigating
himself the conduct of the builders of
the Tower of Babel, since Scripture tells
us 'The Lord came down to see the city
and the tower . . .' (Genesis rr:5). It was
only after verifying their wickedness
with his own eyes that he punished
them.

The idea that man is made in the
divine image is also a difEcult one for us

to accept, especially since we have been

brought up with the concept, derived
from the Bible itself, that images of God
are to be frowned upon. The context of
the prohibition in the Ten Command-
ments about images is, of course,
idolatry, the worshipping of physical
figures or shapes which purport to
represent some aspect of the divine or
even an individual deity. The context of
the creation story is quite different.
Here we are dealing with a comparison
between the power and position of man
in relation to the physical world and
that of God himself in relation to the
universe. God gives man dominion over
one, retaining for himself overriding
control of all things. Man is therefore a

finite model of the divine. This is not an

uncommon feature in ancient Near
Eastern mythology. In the Egyptian
Teachingof Arl we read that'Man is the
counterpart of God', while The
Maxims of Kbety, which derive from
the Middle Kingdom, teach us that
human beings are 'replicas of God,
which issue from his limbs'.

This correspondence between the
human and the divine finds expression
in reverse form in the Talmud, where
we come across descriptions of God
conducting himself in a quasi-human
way, which go beyond the normal use of
physical terminology to describe the
divine. ln Berakhot 7a we ate told that
God actually wears tefillin (phylac-
teries) when he prays. But what does he

say in his prayers? 'May it be my will
that my compassion overcome my
anger, and that it may prevail over my
attributes Iof justice and judgment], and
that I may deal with my children

according to the attribute of com-
passion, and that I rnay not act towards
them according to the strict line of
justice.' Rabbi Judah, in the name of
Rav, tells us how God spends his
twelve-hour day: 'In the first three God
sits and occupies himself with the
Torah; in the next three he sits and
judges the whole world, and whenever
he sees that the whole world is guilty he

rises from his throne of justice, and sits

on the throne of mercy; in the next three
he sits and feeds the whole world from
the horned buffalo to the eggs of the
louse; in the last three he sits and sports
with Leviathan, as it says "Leviathan
whom you have made to sport with"
[Psalm n4z6| (Auodab Zarab 1b).
These anthropomorphic descriptions of
God are, of course, no more to be taken
literally than the Biblical statement that
man was created in God's image.

Mythological parallels can also be

adduced for the idea in the second
account of creation that man was made
from 'the dust of the ground'. The Epic
of Gilgamesb tells how Enkidu was
created by the goddess Aru who
'pinched off clay' and formed it in the
divine image (235 ff). Notice also how
Elihu says to Job, 'I am related to God
as you are. I also am formed out of clay'
flob y:6). The Biblical story has the
additional signi6cance that man's
earthy origin explains his name. He is
called 'Adam' because he was taken
from the ground (adamah). This
became the Hebrew term for the whole
human species, so that when Jews wish
to refer to the individual, Adam, they
call him Adam ba-rishon 'the frrst
Adam'.

According to the aggadah, God took
a sample of earth from each of the four
corners of the globe in order to create
man, so that in whatever part of the
world he died the earth could not
disown him and refuse to receive his
body. It is clear that the first man had to
be of a universal type, representing the
whole of mankind, and the Talmud
(Sanbedrin 38a-b) even goes into speci-
fic details: the torso was taken from the
soil of Babylon; the head from Palestine,
and the extremities of the body from all
the other parts of the world; while the
genitals came from the site of a town
called Akra de-Agma, which was
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notorious for the lust of its inhabitants.

The Soul
The earth, however, provided only the
physical form of Adam. The soul came
from God himself. At the end of human
life 'the dust returns to the dust as it
was, and the spirit returns to God who
gave it' (Ecclesiastes v:7). The soul, or
spirit, or breath, which was breathed
into Adam by God, is that element
which turns matter into a living entity.
There are three Hebrew words which
designate this element: ruah, which also
means'wind' ; neshamah, which means
more specifically 'breath'; and nefesh

which can also designate'life' and'self'.
God breathes into Adam 'the neshamah
of life', and he then becomes 'a living
nefesh' (Genesis z:7). The same phrase
'living nefesh' is used of animals too, in
Genesis r:3o; while the living creatures

that died in the Flood are designated as

'all that have in their nostrils the breath
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of the spirit of life' (nishmat ruah
hayyim), (Genesis 7:zz).

The fact that more than one term
existed for 'soul' facilitated the view
among medieval Jewish philosophers
and mystics that there were three
aspects of the humar-r soul, or even three
different souls within man, the lowest
being the nefesh, which he had in
common with the arrimal world, and the
highest being the neshamah, with which
he communicated with the divine.

Since the soul comes directly from
God and is, in fact, the divine element
within man, it is logical to assume that it
pre-existed the creation of the world, or
that, at ieast, it was among the first of
created things. If it is identified with 'the
spirit of God that hovered over the
waters' it clearly preceded creation. In
any event, it is a recognised rabbinic
view that the souls of all mankind
existed at the very beginning of crea-
tior-r, and that they remain stored
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beneath the divine Throne of Glory.
According to another view, the souls

are all painted on the curtain which
hangs in front of, and conceals, the

divine throne. When a child is conceived
God selects a parficular soul from this
store, and, despite its protests at being

forced to leave the divine realm, plants
it in the new embryo. God's selectior-r is

a careful one because he knows the

future destiny of every human being

from the point of birth onwards, and he

chooses the soul that is most appro-
priate. An angel accompanies the soul
on its journey to the lower world, and

while it is still in the womb it teaches it
all the mysteries of the universe. But as

the new baby is about to be born the

angel taps it lightly on the mouth, and

the child forgets all that it has learnt. It
therefore bursts into tears. Its whole life
thence forward is a continual journey of
discovery to try to recapture the

wisdom which it has lost. (Jellinek, Beth
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Opposite. A map showing Jerusalem as
centre of the world. According to Jewish
legend the creation of the world began at the
'foundation stone', later the site of the Holy of
Holies in the Temple in Jerusalem. ln this
woodcut from a Christian book, the three
continents are shown branching out from
Jerusalem. Heinrich Buenting, ltinerarium
Sacrae Scripturae. Helmsted, 1581 . National
Maritime Museum, Haifa.

Right.The creation and temptation of Eve. On
the right Eve is emerging from Adam's ribs.
On the left, the Tree of Knowledge, with the
serpent coiled round it, and Adam and Eve on
either side, already clothed in fig leaves. An
angel is about to drive them out of Eden.

From the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.
British Library, London.

ha-Midrash I, ,53-5.)
The Platonic overtones of this view

are quite evident, and it is easy to see

how medieval Jewish philosophers
could elaborate it in order to explain the
human aspiration for knowledge of the
divine.

The soul comes unsullied from its
divine source. Part of the traditional
morning liturgy reads 'O my God, the

soul which you have given me is pure;
you created it, you formed it, you
breathed it into mel you preserve it in
me; and you will take it from me, but
will return it to me in the time to come'
(Singer p. 6). It therefore exists uneasily
in the world of matter. It yearns to
return to its real home. The kabbalists
maintained that the soul (or the highest
aspect of it) does in fact visit its celestial

abode at night while man is asleep, and
is restored to him in the-morning. This
accounts for the visions of God that
appear to the righteous at night-time.

They are due to the communion that the
soul is able to have with the divine. On
the other hand, bereft of his total
psychic faculties while he is asleep man
is particularly vulnerable to evil spirits.

Regularly, however, man is able to
have a foretaste of the life of the spirit
even while he is bound to his terrestrial
existence. The Sabbath is 'a foretaste of
the world to come'. Talmud Bezah r6a
tells us that man receives an additional
soul on the eve of the Sabbath. And
there are frequent references to the fact
that two angels descend on the Sabbath
to accompany the Jew to and from the
synagogue, in order to record re-
spectively their pious and wayward
deeds. Both the additional soul and the
angels depart as the Sabbath terminates.
One of the purposes of the ritual of
Haudalab which marks this termination
is, symbolically, to prolong the sweet-
ness of their presence by inhaling
perfumes from a spice-box.

The Afterlife
The fate of the soul after death is the
subject of much conjecture in Jewish
tradition. Judaism is more concerned
with fulfilling the commandments of
God in this world than with any
rewards in the world to come. And so

there is no detailed systematic account
agreed by all of the soul's progress after
death. Furthermore there is an age-old
exhortation not to speculate over much
on 'what is above, what is beneath,
what was before time, and what will be

hereafter' (Mishnah Hagigab z:r). Nev-
ertheless, this advice did not prevent
many and varied views of the afterlife
emerging. They all agree that the soul
emanating from God himself must be

immortal. But what happens to it once it
leaves the body? The Bible speaks only
of a shadowy world called Sheol,which
is derived from a verbal root meaning
'ask'. This undefined area seems to be a

kind of Hades, where recognisable
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individuals are to be found after their
death. Isaiah refers to it in his prophecy
concerning the King of Babylon:

Sheol below is all astir
To meet you at your coming;
The sbades are aroused for you,
All tbe cbief ones of the eartb;
All the kings of the nations
Are raised up from tbeir thrones . . .

Your pride has been brought down to
Sheol . . .

(Isaiah r4:9-n).

It is no doubt from Sheol that the dead

Samuel was raised at Saul's request by
the witch of Endor.

The clearest enunciation of the

concept of reward and punishment in
the afterlife occurs in Daniel (rz:z-3),
the youngest book in the Hebrew
canon: 'Many of them that sleep in the
dust of the earth shall awake, some to
everlasting life, and some to reproaches

and everlasting abhorrence. And they
that are wise shall shine as the

brightness of the firmament; and they
that turn many to righteousness as the
stars for ever.'

In post-Biblical times, however, the
emphasis on reward and punishment in
the afterlife became stronger. And the

Jewish preoccupation with the subiect
grew more intense as the rabbis
grappled with the eternal problem of
theodicy: the suffering of the righteous,
and the prosperity of the wicked. How
could a just and loving God allow this
state of affairs to prevail? One solution
of the problem, very commonly ad-

duced in Jewish tradition, is that the
righteous suffer in this world for the few
sins they commit but will reap a great
reward in the world to come; while the

wicked are rewarded in this world for
the few good deeds they have done and

will suffer grievously in the next world.
Another solution, which the kabbalists
favoured in particular, was to interpret
events in terms of the soul's previous
life. That a soul could transmigrate
from one body to another was accepted

by most Jewish mystics, and an
individual's undeserved suffering could
be laid at the door of the soul's previous
habitation.

The custom in some Jewish com-
munities of 'the beating at the grave' is

connected with the expiation of sins in
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this world in order to avoid suffering in
the next. As the coffin is taken to the
grave it is lowered to the ground at

regular intervals, this being a symbolic
'punishment' of the body. The soul is

thought to hover near the body for some

days after the burial, some authorities
say for a much longer period - for
almost a year - until a memorial stone is

erected over the grave. Once this act of
commemoration has been accom-
plished the soul can depart, but if the
deceased's family fail to ful6l this
obligation they condemn the soul to a

terrestrial wandering existence.
The supreme reward of the righteous

in paradise is 'to sit enthroned with
crowns on their heads and enjoy the

radiance of the Shekhinah' (Berakhot
r7a). This is interpreted by some to
mean that the righteous study Torah
with God himself as their teacher. The
connection between the good life in this
world and bliss in the hereafter is pithily
summarised by a certain Rabbi Jacob:
'Better is one hour of repentance and

good deeds in this world than the whole
life of the world to come; and better is

one hour of blissfulness of spirit in the
world to come than the whole life of this
world' (Auot 4:zz). A more materialistic
picture of the reward in store for the
righteous is the great banquet which
God has prepared for them, in which
they will eat the delicious flesh of the

sea-monster Leviathan.
The fate of the wicked in Gehinnom

(hell) is not elaborated in the gory detail
that we find in Christianity. This may be

due not only to the reluctance of the
rabbis to speculate over'much on the

afterlife but also to the absence of a

pictorial tradition. The sufferings of the
wicked are real but according to most
accounts not permanent, Gehinnom is a

land of purgatory, and once they have

paid for their iniquities the wicked can

escape into a happier world. In any

event, the torments of Gehinnom cease

on the Sabbath, when even the wicked
can enjoy God's peace.

It is a principle of traditional Judaism
that the dead will experience physical
resurrection at the end of days, and that
this resurrection will take place in the

Holy Land. One of thb reasons why
orthodox Jews will not permit crema-

tion of the dead is the belief that

resurrection will commence at one of
the lower vertebrae of the spine, and

that if therefore this vertebra is missing

resurrection will be forestalled. The fact
of resurrection in the Holy Land was
taken literally enough to cause the

rabbis some consternation about the

underground journey that the dead who
are buried outside the land will have to
travel - a painful and troublesome
experience. The midrash tells us that it
was the thought of this journey that
prompted Joseph to make his des-

cendants swear that they would take his

bones from Egypt with them when they
eventually set out for the Promised

Land. And still today pious Jews in the

Diaspora keep by them a small bag of
earth from the Holy Land which is to be

put in their coffin, so that when the time
comes they may be resurrected on the

spot, on the soil of Israel, and avoid the

long and tedious journey.

Clearly, some kind of judgment has

to take place before the fates of the

righteous and the wicked can be

decided. Jewish tradition is vague

concerning the order of events after
death. The common phrase, 'the world
to come', signifies both the immortal life
of the spirit after death, the resurrection
of the body, and the coming of the
Messiah, or any one or more of these.

Opposite. Three mythical animals. On the
right Leviathan, on the left Behemoth, and
above, the bird Ziv. Below them is depicted
the feast of the righteous in the world to
come, who eat the flesh of these animals.
From the Ambrosian Bible, a thirteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from South
Germany. Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan.
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Opposite. A man with a tal/? (prayer-shawl)
over his head sounding the shofar (ram's
horn). The sound of the shofar has a
profound significance for Jews. reminding
them of the revelation at Mount Sinai. when
trumpets were heard, and summoning them to
repentance. lt is sounded particularly on Rosh
Hashanah (the New Year), which is held to
be the anniversary of the creation of the
world. lt is associated also with the Binding
of lsaac and Abraham's perfect faith, for he
offered a ram instead of his son.

Right. Leviathan, at the end of days,
swallowing a city, or possibly destroyrng
Sodom. From a late thirteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript miscellany from North
France. British Library, London.

But opinions vary concerning the
relative positions of these phenomena in
the chronological scheme of the last
days. Somewhere within this sequence

is the act of divine judgment.

Accounts of the divine judgment are

many, and involve the full panoply of
the court: angels for the prosecution,
angels for the defence (these often being
identified respectively with a man's evil
and good deeds), clerks of the court,
heralds, and God himself on the
judgment-seat. The Jewish tendency to
avoid an absolute dichotomy of body
and soul is well illustrated in a parable
related tn the Talmud (Sanbedrin 9ra).
'A certain Antigonus said to Rabbi

Judah the Prince: Both body and soul
could exempt themselves from punish-
ment. The body could plead: "It was the
soul that sinned. Since she left me I have
lain here in the grave silent as a stone."
And the soul could plead: "It was the
body that sinned. Since I left it I have
been flying in the air like a bird." Rabbi

[Judah] said to him: Let me illustrate
this with a parable. A king once had an

orchard of beautiful fig-trees, and he

appointed two men to guard it. One was

lame and the other blind. The lame one
said to the blind one: "I can see some
beautiful figs in this orchard. Let me

climb on your back, and I can pick them
and tl-ren we can eat them." After a few
days the owner came and said: "'V7here

are my lovely figs?" The lame man said:
"Can I walk about on these feet to get
them?" The blind man said: "Have I got
eyes to see them?"

'\7hat did the king do? He put the
lame man on the blind man's back and
judged them both together. Likewise
the Holy One, blessed be He, will take
the soul and put it back in the body and
judge them both together.'

The final judgment is but the
culmination of a series of annual
judgments. And it is these latter which
have indelibly imprinted themselves or.r

the Jewish mind. The Yaruim Nora'im
(Days of Awe) which usher in the New
Year set the scene for this divine
assessment of human deeds. The theme
is expressed in the image of a God who
keeps a book of accounts of our actior-rs.

On the first day of the New Year he

opens his book and begins to inscribe
therein the names of those who are to

survive throughout the coming year.
Everything depends on the individual's
past deeds, on his willingness to confess

his sins and his determination not to
repeat them. The opportunity to repent
extends until the end of the tenth day,
the Day of Atonement, when Jews fast
as a token of contrition. The custom of
visiting the graves of the deceased just

before the Days of Awe is connected
with the idea that the dead can intercede
in heaven on behalf of the living, and
goes back to the old belief that the
patriarchs had stored up too much
merit for themselves alone and could
use the surplus for the benefit of others.

The desire to be inscribed in the Book
of Life for the ensuing year is the
overriding motive, whether conscious
cr unconscious, which impels Jews to
visit their synagogues on the Days of
Awe in far greater numbers than at any
other time of the year. And the
traditional New Year greeting expresses

this desire for others: Lesbanab touah
tikateuu ue-tihatemu (May you be

inscribed and sealed for a good year),
usually abbreviated to Le-shanab touah
(For a good year).
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Eden

We have already seen that the Jewish
view of resurrection and the afterlife is

nowhere dogmatically presented in
detail, and there is indeed lack of
general agreement on many aspects of
the subject. But in most descriptions of
ultimate human destiny the Garden of
Eden plays a prominent role. Although
in later rabbinic tradition Eden became

completely spiritualised in that it was

seen as the abode of souls, both before
their entry into the corporeal world and

after their return from it, the original
Biblical description places it firmly in
the physical world. Four rivers flow
from it, two of which are positively
identified as the Tigris and the Euph-
rates, and therefore there can be little
doubt that the head of the Persian Gulf
was thought to be the geographical
location of E,den. Sumerian mythology
placed Eden, 'the abode of the gods', in
Dilmon, which has been identified with
Bahrain.

Eden became in the imagination of
later generations the setting for the
Golden Age of mankind, just as the
desert in the time of Jeremiah became

symbolic for the Golden Age of the
Hebraic faith. Adam was to live happily
here simply tending the trees which
were to provide him with food (meat

being apparently forbidden to man at

this stage), but there were two trees

which were put 'out of bounds': the
Tree of Life which conferred immor-
tality, and the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil. This latter tree was one
which conveyed knowledge in general,

not simply a moral awareness, the
phrase 'good and evil' signifying all
things, just as, for example, the phrase
'heaven and earth' indicated the whole
universe. Otherwise, it is difficult to
explain why God should not wish man

to know the difference between good
and evil. It is more comprehensible,
even if not in accord with modern
attitudes, to see God as being jealous of
his own divine knowledge of the world
in general. It is when man has achieved
this knowledge that God concedes that
he 'has become like one of us' and

ensures, by driving him from Eden, that
he does not eat of the Tree of Life and

become immortal.
In the midrash the Tree of Life and

the Tree of Knowledge are connected.

In the very centre of the garden stood
the Tree of Life and around it and
protecting it, as it were, was the Tree of
Knowledge, which was of prodigious
size. One would have to travel for five

hundred years just to circumnavigate
the trunk, let alone explore the whole
area beneath its branches (Genesis

Rabbah r5:6). Did the Tree of Life then
somehow grow out of the Tree of
Knowledge? Such, it appears, was the

view of one commentator on Genesis,

Rabbenu Bahya ben Asher (d. r34o)

who wrote that both trees 'formed one

tree at the bottom, and branched out
into two when they reached a certain
height'.

The Bible does not specify the type of
fruit which grew on the Tree of
Knowledge. The rabbis made a number
of suggestions, but, strangely enough,

not one of them mentioned the apple,

although this is the fruit which most
pegple connect with Paradise. They do

speak of'the apple of Paradise', but they
mean thereby the citron, which figures

so largely in the Jewish festival of
Sukkot (Festival of Tabernacles). Other
interpretations are the grape, because

no doubt wine was thought in the

ancient world to be the drink of the
gods, and also to arouse sexual desire

40
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Right. Adam and Eve, the serpent and the
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Notice
that the serpent has a human face and hands.
From a late thirteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript miscellany from North France.
British Library, London.

(and Adam had relations with Eve only
after they had eaten the fruit of the Tree
of Knowledge); the 69, because it was

with fig-leaves that the first human pair
hid their nakedness; and, most extraor-
dinarily, wheat, which, in Paradise,

grew as high as the cedars in Lebanon.
This last identification is based on the

similarity of the Hebrew words bita
(wheat) and bet (sin).

The snake is well known in ancient
mythology as the most intelligent and
'subtle' of all creatures, but the original
tempter in the Garden of Eden was not,
of course, a snake. It was only after the

Fall that the serpent was cursed by God
and as a result had to move on its belly
and eat the dust of the ground. Before

that time it had legs like other animals
and according to one rabbinic tradition
was like a man in appearance, standing
upright on two legs. Therefore, the

many representations of the temptation
which depict the serpent as a snake

curled round the Tree of Knowledge are

really based on a misunderstanding of
the scriptural text.

That the serpent's motive was prim-
arily one of jealousy, either of the

special favoui that God had shown to
man and woman, or of God's own
wisdom and power, is attested by many
sources. And the manner in which he

encompassed his baleful task dem-
onstrates his insidious nature. He seized

upon an error made in all innocence by

Eve. The serpent wished to ensnareher
and so he asked her whether it was true
that God had forbidden them to eat the

fruit of the trees in the garden. She

wishing to demonstrate the divine
benevolence said: 'Of course not. 'We

can eat any fruit we like. The only thing
is we must not eat of the tree in the
middle of the garden, or touch it;

otherwise we shall die.' God, of course,

had said nothing about touching the
tree. It was Adam who had told her that,

iust to make absolutely sure that she did
not fall into sin. The serpent seized his

opportunity, and pushed Eve against
the tree. When she saw that she did not
suffer as a result, she was persuaded

that there was no basis for the
prohibition. It was ail a matter of divine

1'ealousy, and if she ate the fruit she

would be like God, and would incur no
danger. (Genesis Rabbab ry.)

What a change came over Adam and

Eve after they had eaten the forbidden
fruit! They lost their pristine glory.
\fhen he was first created Adam was so

radiantly handsome that the sole of his

foot outshone the brightness of the sun,

and he was able to see from one end of
the earth to the other. He was also
protected from all possible harm by a

shell-like skin. After the Fall his
radiance was dimmed, and his skin
became soft and vulnerable, except for
his toe and finger nails which remained
in their earlier state to remind him of his

past glory. And to this day, at the end of
the Sabbath, which is an earthly
foretaste of life in paradise, Jews look at

their finger nails by the light of the

Havdalah candle to recall for a moment
the goodness which God bestowed

upon the first man in Eden.
Although Jews do not believe that the

fall of Adam involved the whole of
mankind thereafter in original.sin, the

Jewish mystics nevertheless looked
upon the 'first man' in Paradise as the

ideal receptacle for divine knowledge
and instruction. And to the kabbalist
the pristine Adam can still be revealed,

albeit in a symbolic form, because the
r.r,hole divine world of the sefirot,
commonly represented as a tree in
shape, can also be seen as forming the
body of Adam Kadmon, primordtal
man, every organ having a mystical
significance.

Cain
Cain, Abel and Seth, the three children
of Adam and Eve, formed the second

generation in the history of mankind.
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There were ten generations altogether
before the arrival on the scene of
Abraham, the first human being to
recognise the one and only God. And
these generations were, apart from a

few special individuals like Enoch and

Noah, totally wicked and corrupt. This
is not really to be wondered at because

they were largely descended from Cain,

who himself, according to legend, was

not Adam's child at all, but sired by the

serpent Samael, who all along had cast

lustful eyes upon Eve.

It seems from the scriptural story that
the conflict between Cain and Abel
represented the struggle between the

nomadic shepherds and the more settled

crop-farmers, which resulted in this

case in the victory of the former since it
was Abel's sheep-sacrifice that was

accepted in preference to Cain's offer-
ing of 'the fruit of the ground'. But

Jewish commentators preferred to ex-

plain things differently. Cain may have

brought his contribution insincerely, or
eaten most of it himself and offered God

only the remnants. Others say that they

actually quarrelled about the nature of
God himself. Still others that Cain fell in
Iove with Abel's sister (for the midrash
tells us that when Cain and Abel were

born they were each accompanied by a
twin sister), and his advances were

rejected.
Whatever the reason Cain achieved

for himself the dubious reputation of
being the world's first murderer. Fur-
thermore, since the Hebrew text, if
translated literally, reads 'Listen, your
brother's bloods [in the plural] cry to

.rf *sdt

Above. f he animals entering the Ark.

According to a Biblical tradition the 'clean'

animals came to the Ark in sevens, and the
'unclean' in pairs. At the foct, a seven
branched menorah (candelabrum) can be

seen, upside down. A floor mosaic from the
synagogue at Gerasa, fifth-century CE.

Opposite. The Festival of Sukkot
(Tabernacles) being celebrated at the Western

Wall in Jerusalem. One man carries a Torah
scroll. Others hold palm branches and citrons
One rabbinic tradition states that the citron
was the fruit with which the serpent tempted
Eve.

me from the earth' (Genesis .4:ro) we

may assume that God here accused Cain

of killing not only Abel but all Abel's
potential descendants as we1l. God,

however, did not wreak vengeance

upon Cain immediately; firstly, because

Cairr protested th.it he was ignorant rs

to rhe outcome o[ his actiolts since no

one had ever seen death before, and he

was not to know that a blow with a

heavy stone would kill; and, secondly,
because Cain was remorseful, exclaim-
ing'My sit-t is too great to bear' (Genesis

4:r3). One beautiful interpretation of
this verse makes of Cain a very pitiful
figure appealing to God with the words
'Is my sin too great [for you] to ber'r?'

And so God gave Cain 'a sign'to protect

him. What this sign actually was the

Bible does not specifv. Some say that it
was a letter of the divine name, since the

Hebrew word for'sign' (o/) also means

'letter'; others that he marked him with
the sign of leprosy; still others, most

charmingly, that God gave him a dog

for his protection.

rlf #sef#,
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Another view is that a horn grew out
of his forehead, and that it was this that
6nally led to Cain's downfall. He

survived until the seventh generatioll

and then he was killed by Lamech. It
happened like this. Lamech liked to
hunt, but he was blind, and he relied on

his son to search out his quarry for him.
One day the son saw a horned creature
and pointed his father in that direction,
telling him at the right moment to shoot
with his bow and arrow. The arrow
found its target. They approached the

body and when Lamech touched the

horn on the forehead he realised that
this was'the sign', and that he had killed
Carn. (Tanbuma Bereshit lI.)

The genealogical lists of the des-

cendants of Cain and Seth have puzzled

generations of Bible readers, parti-
cularly because of the longevity that is
assigned to them. It should be re-

membered, however, that these ante-

diluvian heroes were thought to be

something more than human, since they

were so close to the beginning of the

world, and that from that Golden Age

man has experienced a steady physical

decline. The length of their lives is

therefore symbolic of cheir supra-

human characters. The same can be said

of parallel lists in other Near Eastern

cultures: the lists of kings among the

Sumerians for example, whose Iife-

spans were longer than those of their
Biblical counterparts. Another obvious,

but often overlooked point
is that because of their longevitY
the 'generations' were for much of
their lives contemporaneous. The ten
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generations from Adam to Noah cov-
ered no more than t656 years, although
individuals lived for eight or nine
hundred years or more. Noah did not
die until Abraham was sixty! This
chronology, however, was taken seri-
ously enough by the rabbis for them to
use it as a basis for their dating system.
The Jewish calendar counts its years

from the creation of the world. Hence,
the year r986 eo (cl) approximates ro
the Jewish year 5746 trvr (anno mundi).

Among these long-lived patriarchs
Enoch is something of an exception. He
is aheady singled out for special
comment in the Bible. 'Enoch walked
with God, and was not; for God took
him' (Genesis 5:24), and the fact of the
matter is that he died young. He lived to
be only 365.The very brief reference in
the Bible to the special case of Enoch
clearly conceals a more detailed legend
about him which is now lost. But it gave
rise in turn to subsequent stories
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concerning his great wisdom and
sanctity, and the close relationship he

enjoyed with God. In the pseudepi-
graphic writings, the Ethiopian Book of
Enocb , the Slauonic Book- of Enoch, the
Book of Jubilees, as well as in the
literature of the Dead Sea sect, Enoch
occupies a very high place. He was
instructed by the angels, indeed by God
himself, in the mysteries of the universe,
and he did not die as other mortal men,
but, very like Elijah in later times, was
'taken up' to God in heaven. These
stories about Enoch, however, seemed

to circulate only in esoteric circles or
among Jewish sectarians, because there
is no reference to him in either the Baby-
lonian or the Palestinian Talmud. His
adoption by the Church as a Christologi-
cal 6gure no doubt contributed to his
being comparatively ignored in earlier

Jewish rabbinic literature. He does,

however, reappear in kabbalah where
he is identified with the angel Metatron.

lef/. Noah and the Ark. The dove is returning
with an olive branch in its beak,
demonstrating that the flood waters had
begun to subside. The raven perches on the
roof. From a late thirteenth century Hebrew
manuscript miscellany from North France.
British Library. London.

Opposite. Noah was the first man to cultivate
the vine. He is shown here, right, cutting
grapes, and on the left, in a drunken stupor.
His two sons Shem and Japhet are covering
his nakedness without looking at him. From
the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

The Flood
The story of Noah and the Flood is one
of the most familiar episodes in the
whole Biblical narrative. It has been
reworked many times in music, drama
and art, and the scene of the animals
entering the ark two by two has

impressed itself on the imagination of
countless generations of children.

The legend itself is older than its
actual narration in Genesis. It probably
arose from a real and disastrous
inundation of the Mesopotamian basin,
which *as then recounted orally in
mythological form from one age to the
next. The closest and most detailed
parallel to the Biblical story is the flood
episode in rhe Epic of Gilgamesb. There
too the hero, Utnapishtim, is warned of
the impending disaster, and advised to
make a boat. The description of the
flood itself is similar, and the hero uses

birds, including a dove and a raven, to
ascertain whether the flood waters are



decreasing. But the dissimilarities are no

less striking, especially those that
illustrate the differences in their
theological and moral backgrounds.
The reason given in the Bible for the

divine displeasure is man's moral
corruption, whereas in the Gilgamesh
epic the gods are enraged because the

noise that humanity made was so loud
that they could not sleep: 'the world
bellowed like a wild bull, and the great
god was aroused by the clamour . . . the

uproar of mankind is intolerable, and

sleep is no ionger possible. . . . So the
gods in their hearts were moved to let
loose the deluge.' Noah, to celebrate his

rescue, offered a sacrifice to God 'and
the Lord smelled the sweet savour',
whereas the Sumerian gods in addition
'gathered like flies over the sacrifice'."

The sins which were being com-
mitted on earth were of such a nature
that God felt he had no option but to
destroy that whole generation. The
Bible describes the world as being

corrupt and full of violence. The rabbis
interpreted this to mean that the people

were sexually perverse and licentious,
and that they were rapacious towards
one anorher. Even when opportuniries
were given to them to repent they were
obdurate and would not change their
ways.

Only Noah and his family were to
survive and lay the foundation for a new
world. It was obvious from the very
moment of Noah's birth that he was

destined for great things. A resplendent
iight was emitted from his whole body,
and his father Lamech went to the

child's grandfather Methuselah to as-

certain the signiEcance of this remark-
able sight. Methuselah in turn repaired
to Enoch who knew all the mysteries of
the universe. Enoch consulted the

wonderful Book of Raziel that had
originally been given to Adam, and

there he read of the part that Noah was

to play in the salvation of the human
race. Noah's future role could also have

been predicted from the,fact that he was
born circumcised, a feature that was

common only to Adam, Seth and

Melchizedek, of those born before

Abraham.

"Tbe Epic of Gilgamesh translated by
N. Sandars, Penguin, r97o, pp. ro5-9.

The statement in the Bible about
Noah's virtues is, however, somewhat
ambiguous. It says that 'he was right-
eous in his generation' (Genesis 6:9).
This ma1 mean that er ett in so r'orrupl
an age as his he u,as righteous, and he

would have been even more righteous
had he lived in a better age. Or it could
mean that compared with the rest of
humanitl'at that time he was righteous,
bur had he lived in a more virtuous age

he would not have been so outstanding.
(G ene sis Rabb ah 3o: ro.)

In contrast to later Christian stories
about Noah's wife, particularly in the

English medieval'mystery' plays, rvhere

she is depicted as a shrew, she is
portrayed in Jewish legend as invariably
helpful and supportrve of her husbar.rd.

This is not to be wondered at because

she was a daughter of the virtuous
Enoch, named Na'amah. Noah's three
sons, Shem, Ham and Japhet, also co-

operated. It was Noah himself who had

the occasional doubt, and he was not
really convinced of the immediacy of
the danger until the flood water had

reached his knees.

By this time all the occupants were

safely installed in the ark. The animals
had come to Noah of their own accord,

because it would have been impossible
for him to have collected them all
together. Only the 6sh of course had no
need to come. Noah had a particular
problem with the fabulous huge mons-
ter, the re'em. The ark was not big
enough to accommodate it, so it had to
be towed behind (Genesis Rabbab 3r).
Another survivor was the giant Og,
King of Bashan. He rode out the

emergency, sitting on the roof (Pirke de-

Kabbi Eliezer z).
The task of feeding the animals

during the year that the Flood lasted

was a monumental one. The particular
diet of each creature had to be

ascertained and provided for, and,
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Noah and the Ark. At the top he is giving
instructions for building the Ark. At the
bottom he supervises the exit of the animals
and his family after the Flood. The dove sits
on the roof. From a Spanish fourteenth-
century Haggadah. British Library, London.
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The Tower of Babel, illustrating the rabbinic
legend that the builders fought with one
another when their plans were frustrated.
From a Spanish fourteenth-century
Haggadah. British Library, London.

furthermore, their individual feeding-
times had to be strictly adhered to. It is
said that Noah was assaulted by the lion
simply because he was late with its food,
and that he limped ever after as a result.
The animals of prey had to be kept at a
distance from their natural quarries.
Noah's family had, in addition, to
attend to the problem of cleaning the
animals' quarters. According to a

tradition cited by Rashi the lowest of
the three stories of which the ark was
composed was reserved for waste
matter. These problems were made a
little easier in that there was no
procreation, either human or animal, in
the ark, for it was not appropriate that
creatures should indulge themselves in
such pleasures while the rest of the
world was plunged in tragedy.

'When the rains had ceased, and the
waters began to subside, Noah des-
patched birds to find out whether the
tops of the trees had begun to appear.

He first sent the raven, but not without
some objections on the raven's part. He
was an unclean animal and therefore
there was only a single pair of them in
the ark. 'Why not send a clean animal?'
the raven protested. 'There are seven

each of them. If I die the whole raven
species will disappear.' But Noah
insisted, and in retaliation the raven
would not come back. He found some
carrion and remained on dry land
gorging himself (Sanbedrin ro8a-b).
The second time, therefore, Noah did
choose a clean bird. The dove was more
faithful, and eventually returned with
an olive-branch in her beak, thus
indicating that the time would soon
arrive for them all to disembark.
Actually the 'sign' was not totally
reliable because the dove had taken the
twig from the Mount of Olives and the
Holy Land had escaped the Flood
altogether!

Noah and his family became the

ancestors of a new breed of men, all the
other desceryl3[ts of Adarq_h?vingbeen
destroyedf In order that future gen--'
erations should not through their folly ,

endanger the continuity of the human
race God gave Noah seven fundamental
laws which were thenceforward in-
cumbent upon the whole of mankind.
They are called 'the laws of the sons of
Noah'. The rabbis held that these
precepts were intended by God to apply
to all peoples, even if they refused to
accept all the 613 commandments of the
Torah. The seven are as follows: 'You
shall not worship idols; you shall not
blaspheme; you shall not murder; you
shall not commit incest; you shall not
rob; you shall establish courts of law;
you shall not eat the flesh of a living
animal' (Sanhedrin 56a).

This last was si nt because it
was only after the Flood that man was
permitted to eat flesh, and certain
provisos had to be instituted, including
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the prohibition of eating the blood of an

animal.
Noah is credited in Jewish legend

with being an inventor of farming
implements, since he had the daunting
task of recultivating the soil. Some of his
new discoveries, however, had unfor-
tunate consequences; for example, the
institution of viticulture which resulted
in Noah's becoming drunk and expos-
ing himself to his family.

During their stay in the ark Noah's
famiiy not unnaturally suffered con-
siderable privation and their cramped
conditions and proximity to the animals
made them ill, causing diseases of which
they had no previous experience. To
remedy this situation Shem was taken
by one of the angeis to paradise in the
East where he was given a wonderful
Book of Medicines. This book was the
origin of all later medical works.
Indeed, all the scientific and philosophic
writings of the Greeks and other nations
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were derived from the knowledge that
was granted to Shem. (Jellinek, Beth ha-
Midrash III, r55.)

Shem's descendants were allotted the
Holy Land as their inheritance, this
beir-rg at the centre of the rvorld. Ham
was the ancestor of all the inhabitants of
Africa, and among Japhet's descendants
were the Greeks. Seventy nations in all
comprised the total population of the
worlci, a figure which was deduced from
the list in Genesis rc. (Midrash ha-

Gadol l, ry6.)

The Tciwer of Babel
At first they all spoke the same language
and understood one another perfectly,
but they were deprived of this boon
because they rebelled against God.
According to most rabbinic traditions
the leader of this rebellion was Nimrod.
He is described in the Bible as a great
hunter, but he was more than that. He
was the most powerful ruler that the

Left. fhe Tower of Babel. According to
rabbinic legend, when the builders were no
longer able to understand one another, they
began to fight among themselves. Here we
can see them stabbing one another and
throwing stones. From the Golden Haggadah,
a fourteenth-century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. British Library, London.

world had seen up to that date. He
gained his prowess from the magical
clothes that he wore. They were the very
garments that God had given to Adam
and Eve when they left the Garden of
Eden. Made out of the skin of
Leviathan, they rendered the wearer
invisible and victorious over all his

enemies. They had come down by
inheritance to Noah, but Ham had

stolen them in the ark, and had given

them to his son, Cush, who had har-rded

them on to Dls son, Nimrod. (Sefer ha-
Yashar, Noab rya.)

Nimrod prevailed upon all the other
peoples to build a great tower as a

central focus to prevent their being

scattered over the face of the earth. But
his main intention was to make war
upon God in heaven. They even erected

a statue at the top of the tower with a

sword in its hand, threatening heaven.

The tower took more than forty years to
build, and a whole year was needed to
climb to the summit. One of the most
heinous sins of this generation was their
attachment to material things. If a mar-r

or woman fell from the tower during its
construction they paid no heed, but if a

brick fell they made sure that it was
retrieved (Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer z4).

On the other hand, their one redeem-
ing feature was that they lived in
harmony with one another. That was
the reason why God did not utterly
destroy them as he did the generation of
the Flood. In the end, he frustrated their
design by confusing their tongues. They
sudcienly found themselves speaking
different languages, and they could no
longer understand one another. As the

midrash puts it: A said to B,'Pass me my

axe'. B thereupon handed him a

hammer. They came to blows, and the
tower remained unfinished and even-

tually became deserled.

e

1



There were a few among Nimrod's
subjects who refused to participare in

the building of his tower. The most
famous of these was Abraham, who had
in his infancy already perceived that
there was but one God, Master of the

universe and of the whole of mankind.
'!7ith Abraham the Bible narrative

moves from the history of man to an

account of the origins of a single people,

the Hebrew nation, and of that nation's
growing commitment to the service of
God. As the scene of the action becomes
more confined. concentrrting on speci-
fic geographical areas and on particular
families, so we move from pre-history
to events which receive progressively
firmer substantiation from sources out-
side the Bible itself. Individual names,
places, customs and laws have their
parallels in the historical'documents of
other ancient Near Eastdrn peoples.

Jewish legend. however is not con-

cerned with historicity. Its. main pur-
pose is to extol the virtues of the
patriarchs, by dwelling lovingly on

every detail of their recorded exploits,
and to portray them as models of
devotion, courage, and piety. Abraham,
'the friend of God', was a figure
particularly loved and admired by the

rabbis. It was his faith and utter
subservience to God which formed the
basis of the Jewish people as 'a holy
nation'. Only Moses was able to equal

Abraham in pre-eminence in the Jewish
tradition.

The stories surrounding the infancy
of Abraham are, in fact, obviously
influenced by those in the Bible that
concern Moses. Nimrod is told by his

magicians and sorcerers that a male

child is to be born who will grow up to
be his mortal enemy. He therefore issues

an edict that all pregnant women should
be brought to a special place when their

time is nigh, and that every baby boy
born there should be killed. In order to
escape the possibility of Iosing her child
Abraham's mother conceals her preg-

nancy from her husband Terah, who is

a faithful follower of Nimrod, and goes

to a cave in a deserted spot to await the
birth of her son. She is helped by the

angel Gabriel. When Abraham is born
he, like Noah, irradiates a resplendent
light, and his mother in stupefaction
leaves him. Gabriel sees to it that the

child does not starve by causing milk to
flow from the baby's little finger.

lXuhile still in infancy Abraham
recognised the true God. At 6rst he fell
to worshipping the stars, but when the
moon rose and outshone the stars, this
became the object of his devotions. At
dawn he switched his allegiance to the

rising sun, and when this was obscured
by cloud, he realised that there was an

unseen God who controlled all these

natural forces, none of which was

worthy of his undivided loyalty. (Gene-

sis Rabbah 38.)
Abraham therefore resolved to per-

suade others of his new faith, and to
crush the idolatry that was rempant in
Nimrod's domains. He was reunited
with his mother and father, who earned

awayabraham smashed all the idols in
his workshop, leaving iust one in whose

hand he placed a hammer. When Terah
returned Abraham accused this one idol
of destroying all the other:s. Tera
protested that that was impossible.
'How then,' retorted his son, 'can you
worship an image that has no power?'

Nimrod decided that such a threat to
his authority as Abraham posed had to
be got rid of. He therefore made a fiery
furnace for Abraham. This was one of
the triais which the patriarch had to
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undergo to prove his faith. The story is
clearly based on the similar story
narrated in the Book of Daniel. And like
the three heroes in that story Abraham
survives with the aid of one of the
angelic host. Nimrod and his retinue
were amazed to see Abraham in the fire,
apparently taking his ease in what
seemed to be a reconstruction of the
Garden of Eden (.Jellinek, Beth ha-
Midrash I, AJ

Abraham, at God's behest, left
Nimrod's kingdom to journey to an

unknown destination. The fact that he

agreed to undertake such a journey was
evidence of his utter trust in God. He
took with him his wife Sarah, who was
the daughter of his older brother,
Haran, and 'the souls that they had
made' (Genesis rz:5). This phrase refers
to those who had become converted to
the new faith. Abraham converted the
men, and Sarah the women. Still today a

convert to Judaism is named 'sqn' or
'daughter' of 'Abraham, our father'.

Another trial which Abraham had to
face was the famine in Canaan. In order
to escape it he went down to Egypt, and
it was as he crossed into Egypt that he

realised for the 6rst time how beautiful
his wife was. In the words of the Bible,
Abraham said to Sarah 'Now I know
you are a beautiful woman' (Genesis

rz:rr). How is it that he had not
discovered this fact previously? The

5o

answer is that Abraham lived a very
chaste life and had not even looked at
his wife before. But as they were
crossing a river to enter Egypt his
downward g aze saw her reflection in the
water, and only then did he appreciate
her beauty (Rashi; Sifte Hdkbamim).
His ruse in passing off Sarah as his sister
worried many later commentators. S7e

now know that the Hurrians, among
whom Abraham had lived in Mesopot-
amia, had a legal custom by which
husbands 'adopted' their wives as their
sisters. This institution seems to have
become obscure by the time the Biblical
account was .written; hence the details
of the story.lThe midrash pointi out
that Abraham and Sarah's so1'ourn in
Egypt had happy results. Not only did
Pharaoh give Abraham flocks and
herds, but he assigned to Sarah the land
of Goshen, later to be occupied by
descendants, and he also gave her his
own daughter,4hqplrncess Hagar, to be

her servan t-girl\(P i r k e d e -

26).
It was soon after his return to Canaan

that Abraham had a vision at night of
the future history of his descendants.
God informed him of the four hundred
years of slavery that the Hebrews were
to suffer in Egypt; and in the Covenant
between the Pieces (Genesis 15) God
showed him how the Jews would suffer
under many foreign rulers but would

Left. Abraham destroying the idols. Jewish
tradition states that his father, Terah, was an
idol maker, and that his son perceiving the
futility of idol worship destroyed them. From
a manuscript Haggadah, painted by Joseph
Leipnik of Hamburg in 1740. British Library,
London.

Opposite. Abraham top, welcoming the three
angels to his tent, and, below, entertaining
them to a meal. From a late thirteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript miscellany from North
France. British Library, London.

eventually emerge triumphant. All this
was partly to reassure Abraham, be-

cause up to that time he had not been

blessed with the gift of children.
The divine command that Abraham

should circumcise himself and his male
descendants is linked in the Bible both
with a promise of future greatness, and
also with a change of name. This is the
first example of such a change.
Previously he had been known as

Abram and his wife as Sarai. But now he

was to be called Abraham, and she was
to be renamed Sarah. The rabbis were
not slow to point out that to both names
God added the letter H, the letter that
occurs twice in the ineffable name of
God himself, YHVH. And it is not
without significance that it was only
after the circumcision and the change of
name that Abraham and Sarah together
had their child Isaac. Circumcision has,
of course, become a most important
ritual in Jewish belief and practice. Even
the least observant Jew will not lightly
dispense with it. Name-changing too
has its place in Jewish custom. A child
who is very ill will often be given a

different or additional name, the most
common being Hayyim (for a boy) or
Hayyah (for a girl), both of them
meaning 'life'.

The birth of Isaac was foretold to
Abraham, and to an incredulous Sarah,
by three angels. Two of these went on to
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Sodom. The destruction of Sodom and
the other cities of the plain was caused
not only by the sexual perversity of their
inhabitants but also by their pitiless
voracity. They were a byword for their
hatred of strarlgers. They had strict
orders from their superiors not to offer
hospitality to passers-by. Anyone found
offering a crumb to travellers, however
needy and destitute they might be, was
put to death. They also had a perverse
scale of values. The poorer you were the

compassion, prayed to God to have
mercy on the towns because of the
righteous people who might live there.
There is a Jewish tradition that every
generatioll needs at least thirty-six
righteous men. Otherwise it cannot
survive. Abraham went even further
and pleaded for the cities provided there
were ten righteous men living there.
Abraham did not bother to proceed to a

lower figure because he knew from the
example of the Flood that it would have

Rabbi Eliezer z5). The pillar of salt was
still apparently identified in Talmudic
times, since it is stated in Beralzhot \54a-
b) that one should say two blessings on
seeing it, one praising God 'the true

Judge' which is usually recited at a time
of bereavement, and one praising God
'for remembering the righteous', i.e. for
rescuing Lot.

The promise that the angels gave to
Abraham was fulfilled when a son,
Isaac, was born to Sarah. Any doubts

R6rht. Nimrod on the right, with his wise men
seated in front of him, orders Abraham to be
thrown into the fiery furnace. But two angels
with their hands outstretched are waiting to
receive him and rescue him. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
Lo ndon.

Opposite. Abraham is saved from the fiery
furnace. On the left Abraham is being
denounced before King Nimrod. He was
committed to the flames, but rescued, right,
by an angelic hand. The Jews wear the
characteristic Jewish hat of Germany. From
the Leipzig Mahzor, a festival prayerbook,
copied in Germany in the early fourteenth-
century. U niversitdtsbibl iothek, Karl - Marx-
Universitdt, Leipzig.

less reward you received for your work.
'S7hen Abraham's servant, Eliezer, visit-
ed Lot in Sodom, he was stoned, and
blood poured from a wound in his
forehead. He went to the local judge to
lodge a complaint, and the judge told
him that he would have to pay for the
privilege of having his blood let (Sefer

ha-Yashar, Ya-yera).
Nevertheless, Abraham, who was the

acme of generosity, hospitality and

been of no use (Genesis Rabbah 4).
At the destruction of Sodom Lot's

wife was pulrished for looking back.
The similarity with the Orpheus and
Eurydice story is obvious, and it is a

common legendary motif. The rabbis
presumed that she looked back because

she was concerned about the fate of her
two married daughters who had been

left behind, ar-rd she saw the Shekhinah
at work destroying the cities (Pirke de-

that their contemporaries might have
had concerning Isaac's parentage, in

view of the great age of Abraham and
Sarah, were quickly dispelled. First of
all, Isaac looked exactly like his father,
and secondly Sarah had so much milk in
her breasts that she was able to nurse all
the babies in the vicinity. These babies
gained great advantage from the mat-
riarchal nourishment. They became the
ancestors of all the sincere proselytes to
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Judaism, and of the righteous among
the Gentile nations (Genesis Rabbah

5l).
The relationship of Ishmael and Isaac

to their father Abraham, on the one

hand, and to their spiritual descendants,
on the other, has been the subject of
profound enquiry and great con-
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troversy. The Jews trace their ancestry
to Abraham through Isaac, while the

Muslims claim their Abrahamic in-
heritance through Ishmael. This critical
difference of opinion is reflected in the

legends of the two faiths concerning
Abraham's two sons. An obvious
overlapping of tradition is seen in r

Opposite. The Binding of lsaac. An angel
reaches down to grasp Abraham's sword. This
picture makes it quite clear that the event
took place on a mountain-top. From a

manuscript of Maimonides' Mishneh Torah,
copied in Germany, c.1 295. Magyar
Tudom5nyos Akad6mia Konyvthra, Budapest.

Left. Abraham in the fiery furnace, and below,
about to sacrifice lshmael. This lslamic
manuscript from Turkey, about 'l 583, showq
how the Muslims adapted Jewish themes.
Muslims believe that it was lshmael, not
lsaac, whom God commanded Abraham to
sacrifice. The ram can be seen, top right of
the picture. Chester Beatty Library, Dublin.

story in which Abraham in disguise

visits Ishmael's home. As a result of his

visit Ishmael divorces his first wife and

marries again. The names of his two
wives are Aisha and Fatima, the same as

the names of Mohammed's wife and

daughter (Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer p).
Muslims claim that they are the triE-
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heirs of Abraham because Ishmael was
his first-born, while the Jews point out
that Ishmael's mother was a servant-
girl, whereas only Isaac shared the
blood of both Abraham and Sarah. This
competition is reflected in a midrash
(Sanhedrin 8Sb) which tells of an

argument between the two sons. Ish-
mael boasts that he is the more worthy
because he was thirteen years of age

when he was circumcised and had to
display considerable courage, while
Isaac was but a baby, eight days old,
and knew nothing at all about it. Isaac
retorts by saying that if he were required
to sacrifice his whole life in the service of
God he would willingly do so.

The Binding of Isaac

Such a sacrifice was, of course) required
of him; although Muslims reinterpret
the whole episode, believing that it was
Ishmael and not Isaac who accom-
panied Abraham on that fateful journey

Above left. Abraham seated welcoming the
three angels, with Sarah in the doorway.
From an eighteenth-century German
manuscript Haggadah. British Library,
London.

Left. The destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah. ln the centre stands Lot's wife,
turned into a pillar of salt, while on the right,
Lot takes flight with his children. From the
Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

Opposite. The Binding of lsaac. Abraham in
the centre about to slay lsaac on the altar.
The angel, top, restrains him. The ram is on
the right, and the two servants on the left,
with the mule. This silver dish, dated 1835,
probably Viennese, has signs of the Zodiac
round the edge. The Jewish Museum,
London.
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to the mountain to be sacrificed. For the

Jews, of course, there'can be no doubt
as Genesis zz specifically mentions
Isaac. The pathos and drama of this

story as well as the simple and direct
method of its teiling make it one of the

great seminal episodes in 'lfestern

cultural history. The reverberations of
the event continue to echo down the

ages. The absolutely trusting nature of
Abraham, who was willing to offer up
the son whom he had desired so

passionately for so many years, and the

noble and courageous resignation of
Isaac, who was no child (tradition states

that he was thirty-seven) and knew
exactly what was planned, have im-
pressed themselves on the Jewish mind
as the supreme example of perfect faith.
This passage is read in the syr-ragogue on

New Year's Day, the beginning of the

Season of Penitence, to remir-rd the

worshippers of what true devotion to
God might entail.

Yet and this is an obvious but
nevertheless necessary remark - Isaac

was not sacrificed. However bitter and

painful the test, it was sufficient that
Abraham and Isaac showed themselves

ready. The actual immolation was not
required. That is why the episode in

Jewish tradition is called the binding
(Akedah) of Isaac, not the sacriGce of
Isaac. By this name the Jews dissociate
themselves from Christian inter-
pretations, which see in Isaac's ex-
perience a prefigurement of the Chris-
tian storr-.

The theological problem of why God
found it necessary to put Abraham
through such an agonising experience is

one that is still actively discussed. One
of the main reasons proposed is that a

public demonstration was required of
faith in God in order to convince the

unbelievers ol divine sovereigntlAt the
is portrayed

in the aggadah as being sympathetic to

Abraham's position. His opening com- i
mand 'Take your son, your only one,
whom you love, Isaac' is seen as a

carefuily graded approach, meant to
break the news in as gentle a fashion as

possible. 'Your son' could have meant
Isaac or Ishmael: 'your only one'
likewise, because Isaac was the 'only'
son of Sarah, and Ishmael the 'only' son

of Hagar; 'whom you love' did not
make things clearer, because Abraham
loved them both. It was only when the
name 'Isaac' was pronounced that
Abraham understood exactly what
demanded (Sanhedrin 89b)

Ean also be seen

not only as a demonstration of faith but
as a rejection of human sacrifice. The
substitution of the ram is an integral
part of this view. But for the rabbis the

ram was a special one. It had eternal as

well as local significance. Its skin
provided a mantle for Elijah, its gut the
strings of David's harp, and its two
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horns the two trumpets: one to be
sounded later at the great revelation of
God at Mount Sinai, and the other to be

blown at the end of time ro announce
the coming of the Messiah (Pirke de-
Rabbi Eliezer 3r). And the actual site of

Since in the scriptural account the
death of Sarah follows soon after the
narration of the binding of Isaac, it was
natural for later tradition to connect the
two events. According to one legendary
account Satan told Sarah that Abraham

in Hebron, which has been a place of
pilgrimage for Jews, Christians and
Muslims for centuries, Abraham chose

this particular site because it was the
burial place of Adam, Eve and Seth, and
he also knew that those buried there

the altar which Abraham had con-
structed was the very same piace where
Abel and Noah had offered their
sacrifices, and the very site of the
Temple that was to be erected in years
to come. This kind of interpretation,
however far fetched in literal terms,
serves to place the Akedah in a symbolic
context. It is related in detail to all the
other significant phenomena of Jewish
religious experience, and illustrates the
rabbinic dictum that there is no 'early or
late' in the Torah, i.e. the chronology is
not important. Everything is con-
temporaneous. Or, as a more modern
observer might put it, 'every age is
equidistant from eternity'.

s8

*"" t .;-#
had gone to sacrifice Isaac, and Sarah
was so distraught that she wenr in
search of them, going as far as Hebron.
There she received news that her son
was safe, and she was overcome with
such great joy that she died (Sefer ha-
Yashar, Va-yera). Another version
states that Isaac had been slightly
harmed by Abraham during the Akedah
and that in order to be perfectly healed
he was taken to paradise for three days.
In the meantime Abraham returned
home on his own. !(/hen Sarah saw rhat
Isaac was not with him, she died of grief
(Midrasb ha-Gadol 1, 36o).

The place that Abraham selected for
her burial was the Cave of Machpelah

Opposite. The interior of the cave of
Machpelah at Hebron, a place sacred to both
Jews and Muslims. The Bible states that
Abraham purchased the site for a burial place
for his wife, Sarah. He himself was buried
here, and after him, lsaac and Rebecca. and
Jacob and Leah.

Left. f he Binding of lsaac. Abraham, left,
holding a knife is about to sacrifice lsaac, but
he looks back at the angel who points to the
ram, indicating that Abraham shculd offer.that
instead. On the right, two of Abraham's
servants wait for him with a mule, as the
Bible story requires. From ihe Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
London.

wouid be the first to be resurrected in
the latter days. The Bible goes out of its
way to stress the fact that Abraham
actually purchased the site from
Ephron, the Hittite, in the presence of
witnesses, in order to counter any claim
that the Hebrews had no right of
possession.

The Zobar (I, rz8a-b) contains the
extraordinary legend that when Ab-
raham came to bury Sarah in Mach-
pelah, Adam and Eve were overcome by
shame at their misdemeanour in the
Garden of Eden and wanted to give up
their places to the righteous Sarah. But
Abraham prayed on their behalf, and
restored them to their place of rest. Two
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other patriarchal couples are also

buried here: Isaac and Rebecca, and

Jacob and Leah. Hebron became a

centre of the national kingdom, before
the conquest of Jerusalem, because it
was in Hebron that David was pro-
claimed king. Although in the early
Middle Ages Jews had access to Hebron
and Machpelah, the actual site of the
cave was forbidden to Jews by the
Sultan Bayba rs in tz67 . It was only 7oo
years later, after the 1967 war, that Jews
were once more able to worship there.

'When Abraham himself died at the

of the rabbis that there had been a

r"d;ilrtro" bet-een Abraham and

For Jews Abraham is not only the

first monotheist. He is the father of the

Jewish people, the first of the pat-
riarchs. There are even those who
maintained that he observed all the 6r3
commandments of the Torah, even

though he died long before the Torah
was revealed to the Hebrew people at
Mount Sinai. He is characterised in
legend principally by his far-reaching
hospitality, his firm faith, and his deep

successive generations, that he will give

'the land' to the Hebrews, Abraham's
descendants. 'The land' is variously
defined, its geographical borders being
inconsistently described. But at its

narrowest it is the land of Canaan
(Genesis rz:7), while at its broadest it
stretches from Egypt to the Euphrates
(Genesis r5:r8).

The Talmud (Baba Batra 9ra-b) tells
us that when Abraham died the heads of
all the nations in the world went into
mourning, saying: 'AIas for the world
that has lost its leader! Alas for the ship

that has lost her helmsman.' And the

whole of Canaan mourned for twelve
months.

age of r-5 he was buried in Machpelah compassion for his fellow creatures.

by both his sons, Ishmael and Isaac Moreover it is with Abraham that God
(Genesis z5:9), thus showing in the view first makes the promise, repeated in
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Of the three patriarchs Isaac is the one
who is the least clearly portrayed in
Scripture, and consequently the rabbis
and the Jewish people generally were
not able to find in the Biblical text those
particular details which lend themselves
so easily to elaboration in folk-tale and
legend. It is in connection with his
father on the one hand, and his children
on the other that he really comes into
prominence. He is not so memorable as

a personality in his own right.
Nevertheless, the rabbinic tradition

insists that he be given equal respect and
honour with Abraham and Jacob. The
core of the Jewish liturgy is the Amidab,
and this begins: 'O God, ar-rd God of our
fathers, God of Abraham, God of Isaac,
and God of Jacob.' lfhy is the name of
God mentioned separately with each of
the patriarchs? \Uould it not have been

simpler to say 'God of Abraham, Isaac

and Jacob'? One of the traditional
answers to this question is that each of
the patriarchs had a different per-
ception of God, so that looked at
subjectively, from the point of view of
the individual, the 'God of Abraham'
was different from the 'God of Isaac',
who again differed from the 'God of
Jacob'; although, of course, objectively
there is only one Cod.

The institution of the three daily
prayers, Morning, Afternoon and Even-
ing, is also equally shared among the
patriarchs. Abraham is credited with
the Morning Prayer, Jacob with the
Evening Prayer; and, as for Isaac,
Rebecca encountered him for the 6rst
time 'musing in the field' (Genesis

z4:6). Some say he was lamenting the
death of his mother, Sarah. But others
maintain that he was praying, and by
doing so he instituted the regular
Afternoon Prayer (Genesis Rabbah 6o).

If Isaac is a somewhat shadowy

figure, Jacob, his son, is a fully formed
character already in the pages of
Scripture, not to speak of the many
legends that are connected with his
name and his exploits. No Biblical story
is more subtle in all its ramifications
than the story of Jacob, and the
portrayal of him is especially appealing
to us because, far more than his father,
or grandfather, he is a recognisable
human being. He has his faults and his
virtues. At one moment he seems to be a

weak, vacillating creature, a plaything
of forces that are more powerful than
he, and that he does not fuily under-
stand. At another he is a schemer and
manipulator, even at the very last when
he is very old and blind, crossir-rg his
hands over in order to bless the younger
of Joseph's sons before the oider.

The Two Brothers
The supremacy of the second-born or
younger son is a constant motif in the
Bible. In the first pages of Genesis Abel
the second son is more virtuous than
Cain. Moses, the towering figure of the
Book of Exodus, and the supreme
'teacher' in Jewish tradition, is himself a

second son, his brother, Aaron, being
the older. Isaac, as we have seen, is
preferred to Ishmael. And this theme
dominates the early chapters of the

Jacob story. Rebecca, like the other
matriarchs, Sarah before her, and
Rachel after her, was initially barren.
The birth of her children was in itself,
therefore, something of a wonder..But
she had so much pain in her pregnancy
that she wished that she had never asked
for children in the first place. She went
'to enquire of the Lord' (Genesis z5:zz)
to ascertain the cause of her distress.
Since the rabbis believed that God did
not speak to wonlen, except to Sarah,
they interpreted this verse to mean that

6o
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Right. lsaac blessing Jacob. Blind lsaac puts
his hands on Jacob's neck and hand to see
whether his skin feels like Esau's. Rebecca
stands behind. Esau on the right is just about
to come into the room, carrying game on his
back for his fathers meal. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain- British Library,
London.

she went to the House of Study that had
been established by Shem. There she

was told that she was carrying twins,
'two nations . . . and the older shall serve

the younger.'
The younger, of course, was Jacob,

and the older Esau. The struggie
between the two brothers, already
evident in the womb, was a prefigure-
ment of the continuing battle between
their descendants: Esau was the ances-

tor of Edom, otherwise known as Seir,
and Edom was a bitter enemy of Israel.
Furthermore, in later Jewish tradition,
Edom became a symbol for Rome, the
most ardent persecutors of the Jews and
of Judaism in the first two centuries cL,
and intermittently thereafter. And when
the Roman Empire udoptftIF

- Church. It is not therefore difficult to

"ndEffind 
the ignominy that is heaped

upon Esau and Edom in Jewish legend.
The rabbis could not openly attack
Rome or rhe Church. The consequences
would have been disastrous and prob-
ably fatal, not only to the perpetrators
of the attack but to their communities as

well. Therefore they resorted to vilify-
ing the symbols of their oppressors.

For example, the struggle between
the two babies in the womb was
explained like this. 'lWhenever Rebecca
passed by an idolatrous shrine Esau

struggled to get out, to participate in the
devotions there; and whenever she drew
near the Jewish House of Study Jacob
tried to force his way out in order to
devote himself as early as possible to the
study of Torah (Genesis Rabbah 67).
Other legends maintain that they were
already quarrelling over the birthright.
Esau did not believe in a future world of
spiritual bliss. Jacob therefore agreed
that Esau could have the material,

terrestrial world of this life, so long as

he could take possession of the world to
come.

\When Rebecca's difficult pregnancy
came to an end it was Esau who
emerged from the womb first. He was so

anxious to be the first that in his
eagerness he gave no thought to his
mother's welfare, and inflicted a wound
upon her that prevented her from
having other children. Indeed, God
would not have permitted Esau to be

born first at all. It was only out of
consideration for Rebecca's health that
it was allowed. Otherwise she might
have died (Midrasb ha-GadoL I, $4).
Esau was hairy (sair) ali over, and also
of a very rtddy (adom) complexion.
This explains the two names for the
nation that descended from him: Seir
and Edom. So unusual was his ap-
pearance that Isaac did not think it
advisable to circumcise him at the
prescribed age of eight days, in case the

=+
baby died.,He thought it preferable to
wait untii he was thirteen, which was
the age of Ishmael when he was
circumcised. But by that time Esau had
decided that he would not be circum-
cised, and he never was (Hadar Zek-
enim on Genesis z-5:25). (Hence neither
the Romans nor the Christians practise
circumcision.) Jacob in contrast was

born already circumcised.

The Birthright
The contrast between the two brothers
was aiso evident in their daily lives.
Esau followed the tradition of the pagan
Nimrod and became a hunter, while
Jacob stayed indoors, studying at the
Academy of Shem and Eber. The
famous account of the sale of the
birthright to Jacob, and the deceit
practised by Jacob and his mother,
Rebecca, on Isaac in order to gain the
old man's blessing have caused the
rabbis great soul searching. Jacob is

{
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shown up very unfavourably in the
scriptural narrative. Although later
interpretation does not try to conceal or
ignore the moral dilemma posed by
these passages, extenuating circum-
stances are proposed that serve to
justify them.

As far as the sale of the birthright is

concerned, stress is laid on Esau's
impetuosity in striking the bargain, and
his utter dismissal of the importance of
the birthright. This is brought out in the
actual style of the Bible with its string of
five finite verbs: 'Esau ate, drank, arose,
went away, and despised his birthright'
(Genesis z5 34). Furthermore, Esau had
just come in from hunting, an expe-
dition on which he had actually killed
Nimrod, and he was so full of his own
exploits that he had forgotten that his
father was in mourning for Abraham,
who had just died. We know this
because Jacob was cooking lentils (the

6z

famous 'red pottage'), and it is a Jewish
custom to eat lentils during a period of
mourning, for the round shape of the
Ientil symbolises the birth-death cycle of
human life. Esau was so uncouth that he

had no respect for the fbelings of his
family 

^t 
that time (Baba Batra r6b).

On the other hand, Esau is portrayed
in the Bible as having great filial piety.
He looked after his father's physical

Esau's descendants were rewarded in
this world, the Romans and the
Christians having far greater physical
power than the descendants of Jacob.

The Blessing
Rebecca was not directly involved in the
sale of the birthright, but in obtaining
Isaac's blessing she was the actual
instigator. Of the four matriarchs she

seems to have had the most forceful

Left. fhe blood-stained cloak. Four of
Joseph's brothers bring his 'coat of many
colours' to Jacob, who averts his eyes, and -
tears his garments as a sign of bereavement.
To his left stands a woman weeping. From
the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

Opposite. Jacob, top, hears the news from his
sons that Joseph is still alive in Egypt, and his
spirit revives. He decides to take his family
down to Egypt. The bottom picture shows
that they have arrived. One of the sons points
this out to Jacob, centre. Note in both
pictures the prominence of the youngest son,
Benjamin, and the fact that true to the Biblical
account they travelled in the same wagons
that they had been given in Egypt. From the
Sarajevo Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. Zemaljski
Muzej, Sarajevo.

character, compensating perhaps for
Isaac's relative weakness. It was her
plan that Jacob should impersonate his
older brother in order to gain his
father's death-bed benediction, and it
was her idea too that Jacob should
drape his arms in sheepskin so that
when the blind Isaac felt him he would
be duped into thinking that his arms
were the rough arms of Esau.

Perhaps we may digress here a

moment to speculate on the reasons for
Isaac's blindness. For the rabbis old age

was not a sufficient explanation for
such a misfortune to befall one of the
patriarchs. They therefore suggested

that his incapacity could be traced back
to the Akedah. The angels wept to see

him bound upon the altar waiting for
Abraham's knife to fall, and their tears
fell into Isaac's eyes causing his blind-
ness. Another view is that Isaac,

seemingly about to die, was accorded a

,j: ,.
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premature vision of the presence of God
(the Shekhinah) in heaven, and he was

literally blinded by such a resplendent
stght (Genesis Rabbah 65).

The drama of the blind Isaac being

deceived by Jacob, and then being
confronted by his real first-born Esau, is

one of the greatest stories in world
literature, and it is told in the Bible with
superb narrative skill. The author plays

on the reader's anticipation. During the
whole of Isaac's conversation with

Jacob the reader knows that the

identical scene has to be re-ehacted with
Esau. Esau is a pathetic character, and
his plaintive cry 'Have you only one

blessing, father? Bless me, even me, also'
is a great tragic moment.

'!7e know now from contemporary
ancient Near Eastern literature that the

first-born did not receive the paternal

blessing as an automatic right. The

father could bestow it on whichever
chiid he chose. This seems to be the

background reflected in the original
story. But by the time it was retold in the

Bible the author was living in a society

where the first-born did have a Pre-
emptive right to the blessing. And so the

episode of Jacob's and Rebecca's

deception was evolved in order to

explain the unexpected outcome. A
rational analysis of the story, however,

cannot match its dramatic impact. The

author portrays with a few deft strokes
Isaac's terror when he realises he has

been caught up in the rivalry of the two
sons, and has unwittingly thrown his

weight behind Jacob, and the intensity
of the narration is increased by the well-

worn but never-failing device of the

close proximity of events: 'No sooner

had Jacob left his father than Esau his

brother came in' (Genesis z7:3o).

It is a moot point, however, whether
the rabbis of a later age had a purely

literary appreciation of Scripture. The

stories in the Bible were useful as

pointers to moral truths or to later
historical events which concerned the

whole Jewish people, but were con-
sistently regarded as less important than
the precise and detailed laws in the

Torah. Consequently, even such a

magnificent narrative as this was not
appreciated for its own intrinsic merits,

but only in so far as it could throw light
on other things. Perhaps the most
significant aspect of the traditional
interpretation is that Isaac knew that it
was Jacob he was blessing. He realised

this from the fact that Jacob had used

the name of God when he said 'God has

prospered my way' - a phrase which
would not have come easily to Esau's

Iips. Furthermore, the smell of Jacob's
garments was the smell of paradise, not
the smell of the field where Esau hunted
(Genesis Rabbab 6t). And then Isaac

specifically states, 'The voice is the voice

of Jacob, but the hands are the hands of
Esau.' This sentence, incidentally, was

interpreted in typicai rabbinic fashion
to mean that as long as the voice of

Jacob can be heard in prayer and study

the hands of Esau can have no power or
influence over him. In other words,
while Jews are faithful in the practice of
their religion they will not be overcome
by their enemies.

,

The hostility of Esau towards Jacob
increased, and Jacob therefore had to
escape from him. In addition. lsaac and

Rebecca were both tormented by the

idolatrous practices of Esau's wives and

they insisted that Jacob should travel to
their ancestral home in Haran to find a

wife from among their own family.
''With only a single staff' did Jacob

cross the Jordan, and this implies that
he journeyed in great poverty. Some

later interpreters blamed Isaac for,
sending his son away with insufficient
means. Others say that Jacob had set

out with considerable riches but that he

had been pursued by Esau and his men

who had robbed him on the wav
(Genesis Rabbah 68).

Bethel
The first vision that Jacob had of God
occurred on this journey. A good

example of the way in which Jewish
legends can be derived from a precise

exegesis of the actual words of Scripture
can be seen here. The Biblical text
(Genesis z8:rr) says that Jacob came to

the place, not to d place. The spot is not
identified. But clearly to the rabbis
it was the one and only piace, that is, the

site of the Temple, the very spot where

Jacob's father had suffered the tri-
bulations of the Akedah. Another
example of this detailed examination of
the text is the conclusion drawn from
the fact that in one verse (28:rr) it says

that Jacob took 'of the stones of the

piace and put fthem] under his head' as

a pillow. But later (28:18) it says that
'he took the stone that he had put under
his head, and set it up as a pillar'.
Obviously, a transformation had occur-
red. Several stones had during the night
become one stone! There are two
explanations offered for this pheno-
menon. One is that Jacob took twelve
stones, representing his future sons, and

also the tribes of Israel, to see whether
they would be united into a single

people. The single stone that appeared

in the morning confirmed his hopes.

The second story is that before Jacob lay

down to sleep all the stones of the place

vied with each other for the honour

of being the pillow on which the great

patriarch would rest his head. To settle

the quarrel God turned all the separate

stones into one single stone (Rashi).
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r3rght. Scenes from the life of Jacob,
including his dream of the ladder at Bethel,
the episode at the well, his meeting with
Rachel, and shepherding Laban's flocks.
Gouache on paper by Shalom of Safed
(Shalom Moskovitz). Sir lsaac and Edith
Wolfson Museum, Hechal Schlomo,
Jerusalem.

Opposite. lsaac blessing Jacob. lsaac seated
beneath a canopy places his hands on Jacob,
who is supported by Rebecca, holding centre
stage. On the left Esau has just returned from
hunting, with a hare on his back. From a

Spanish fourteenth-century Haggadah. British
Library, London.

During his sleep Jacob r,vas accorded
a vision of the ladder that stretched up
to heaven. He saw the angels that had

accompanied him hitherto going up to
the celestial regions, and a 'relief'team
of angels coming do*r. jlg =b, ,"* ,[
the ladder the four great empires that
were later to have such a mighty impact
on the history of Israel: namely, the

the most important part of the vision
was the divine promise that had
previously been given to Abraham and
Isaac and was now given for the 6rst ,
time to their descer-rdant Jacob. 'I shall
give you ar.rd your seed the lar.rd on

which you lie' (Genesis z8:r3). 'ls that
all?'asks the rabbinic intepreter in
astonishment. Of course not. By a

miracle the whole expanse of the Holy
Land became contracted for a brief
moment into just the area that was
covered by Jacob's sleeping body
(Rashi). And anyway, the next verse

says that Jacob's descendants will
spread in all directions of the compass -
a much larger area than was promised
either to his father or grandfather! A
rather uncomplimentary phrase is the
divine statement that Jacob's children
shall be 'like the dust of the earth'. The
meaning is clear, however, with the
hindsight of history. The more you

tread upon the Jewish people the more
they will rise up and make themselves
known - just like the dust of the earth.

Rachel and Leah

The account of Jacob's love for Rachel
is the earliest romance in Jewish
literature. 'Jacob served seven years for
Rachel, and they seemed just a few days

to him, because of the Iove he felt for
her' (Genesis z9:zo).lt is important to
see with what skill the narrator weaves

this story into the whole saga of Jacob's
career. Laban is presented in the Bible in
a very bad light, and even more criticism
is heaped upon him in rabbinical
literature. But the deceit Laban prac-
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Right. Jacob blessing Pharaoh. The group on
the left consists of Pharaoh wearing a crown,
Joseph in the centre, and Jacob on the right.
Three of Joseph's brothers stand to one side.
The River Nile flows by with fish clearly
visible. From the Golden Haggadah (so called
because of the gold background to the
pictures), a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
London.

Opposite. Jacob going down to Egypt. He

travels alone in a wagon, whose wheels do
not touch the ground! He is preceded by a
herald with a ram's horn, and followed on
foot by members of his family, including two
of his sons' wives with very fashionable hats.

From the Barcelona Haggadah, a fourteenlh-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.
British Library, London.

tises upon Jacob in giving him his older
daughter Leah to marry instead of
Rachel is portrayed as a kind of come-

uppance for Jacob's own ruse against
Esau. 'When Jacob protests at the
treatment that he has received Laban
taunts him with, 'It is not done in our
circles to give the younger daughter
precedence over the first-born' (29:26).

In the midrash Leah also reminds Jacob
of his own questionable past. When
after their wedding-night Jacob up-
braids her for answering to the name of
Rachel, she says, 'That is exactly what
you did when your father Isaac asked

you: Are you my first-born Esau?'

(Genesis Rabbah zo).
Incidentally Leah is described in the

Bible as having 'tender' eyes. The
Hebrew word is ambiguous. It can

mean 'beautiful', implying that this was

her one and only mark of beauty,
whereas Rachel was entirely 'of beauti-
ful form and fair to look upon', (Genesis

z9t7). Or it can mean'weak'. In which

case, the reason for her disability,
according to a rabbinic idea, was that
she had been told that being the older
she was to marry Esau, Isaac's first-
born. This prospect filled her with such
terror that she wept continually, thus
impairing her sight (Rashi).

The Jewish custom of the bride's
circling the bridegroom seven times
before the wedding ceremony is often
associated with the Jacob story. The
bridegroom ensures that it is his real
intended that he is about to marry and
not another.

All Jacob's children were born while
he was in Laban's employ, except for
one, Benjamin. Rachel died just after
giving birth to Benjamin. She wanted to
call him Benoni (son of my affliction),
but Jacob named him Benjamin (son of
the right hand). Rachel's death, and

especially her burial in Ephrath, instead
of in the patriarchal resting-place in
Machpelah, were seen by the rabbis as a

punishment for the fact that she had

stolen her father's household gods, the
terafim. 'We now know from ancient
Hurrian texts that the household gods

gave their possessor first claim on the

family inheritance. Rachel was, there-
fore, acting in the best interests of her
husband and his children. But the rabbis
were not to know this. Indeed, the

Biblical narrator does not seem to have
known it either. The only excuse that
the midrash can give for Rachells action
is that she was trying.to wean her father
away from idolatry. Jacob was later to
destroy these figurines and bury them in
Shechem (Genesis 35:4).

Jacob's departure from Laban, his
return to Canaan, and his reconciliation
with Esau form the setting for his
dramatic confrontation with a super-
natural being at Jabbok ford (Genesis

3z:4 ffl. The identity of this being has

been the object of conjecture for
centuries. In Genesis he is simply called
isb (a man), but it is clear that he is no
ordinary human being. Modern in-

67



!
&

i

qss

terpreters have seen the story as a

representation of Jacob's struggle with
himself: it is the crucial phase in his own
personal development. The'man' is his
own conscience, reminding him of the
deceit he has practised on his brother,
Esau. By his victory in this nocturnal
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wrestling-match Jacob comes ro terms
with his past. He emerges bruised from
the conflict but with a new 'persona'.
He is no longer to be called Jacob, the
deceiver, but Israel, a prince of God.

Older Jewish commentators have
seen the struggle as a conflict between

, .{.
', i* ,!

Jacob and Esau's guardian-angel,
Samael, the power of evil. The fact that
Jacob's adversary begs him to let him go
because dawn is breaking is sufficient
evidence that we are here dealing with
a creature of darkness, which would
suit this identification admirably.
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But a very common midrashic view is

that Jacob's opponent was none other
than the angel Michael, who was later
to become the guardian-angel of Jacob's
descendants, the House of Israel. Mich-
ael was anxious to return to heaven
before the sun rose so that he could join
the angel ic ranks as they sang praises to
their God. Jacob first wrested a blessing
from him, namely, that his name would
be changed to Israel 'because you have

struggled with men and with God and

have prevailed', the word Israel
meaning 'he who struggles with God'.
An understanding of this name is, of
course, extremely important for the

Opposite. Top, Jacob asks the shepherds at
the well whether they know Laban. One of
them points behind to Rachel, who is holding
a distaff. Bottom, Jacob, right, meets Rachel
and embraces her. She takes him home to
meet her father, Laban and they eat together,
left. Rachel is in the centre, wearing a crown,
with Laban on the left and Jacob on the
right. From a fourteenth-century Spanish
Haggadah. British Library, London.

Above right. Jacob's ladder with the angels
ascending and descending. Two angels'
heads appeai in the sky at top right. From a

Spanish founeenth-century Haggadah. British
Library, London.

Right. Jacob taKes his family across the
Jabbok forci, left. He remains on his own and
wrestles with 'a man', traditionally represented
as here by an angei. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain.

Jew. It is his divine designation, and it is
not surprising that it has received many
interpretations, ranging from 'he who
has seen God' (lsb ra'ab el) to 'God's
remnant' (sbe'ar el). They can all be
justified by later Jewish historical
experience, but perhaps the original

_. t"r$j.
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derivation - the man who struggles with
God - is still the most profound and
apposite, since the Jew's relationship
with God has never been easy. The Jews
for their part have often been faithless
and have had to rely on divine
forgiveness. On the other hand, they
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have also at times been perplexed by
God's apparent neglect of his own
chosen ones; and the maintenance of
faith has not always been easy.
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Jacob becomes reconciled with Esar-r,

and thereafter Esau and his family
appear only fitfully upon the scene,

although, of course, his descendants ir-r

the shape of the arch-persecutors of the

Jews figure frequently in the rnidrashic
literature.

'!7e move from a consideration of the
personality and experiences of Jacob to
that of the history of his sor-rs. The great
saga of the sons of Jacob - that is, of
Joseph and his brothers - is the most
detailed narrative in the Pentateuch. It is
told with consummate artistic skill. The
various fhemes are interwoven with
subtlety and dramatic irony. The
climaxes are measured ir-r superb fash-
ion. And throughout we have the
pivotal figure of Jacob who looks back
to the divine promises made to his
father and grandfather and also for-
ward to the Israelite sojourn in Egypt,
and the dramatic events that flowed
therefron-r. The story is one of family
and personal intrigue, of rivalries ar-rd

jealousies, but also of brotherly affec-
tion and trust. And at the same time the
action appef,r\ to be part of rn
inexorabie divinely-planned destiny.
Although the name of God occurs less

frequentli, here than in other parts of
the Pentateuch, his presence is felr
throughout moving as it were behir-rd

the scenes, and occasionally coming
suddenly to the fore, as when Joseph
disclaims any personal ability to in-
terpret Pharaoh's dreams. 'It is not in
me. God will give Pharaoh an answer of
peace' (Genesis ,1r:16); or when Joseph
comforts his brothers and pleads with
them not to feel guilty, because 'it was
not you that sent me here, but God'
(+;,8).

The Biblical story of Joseph is more
full of cletail than an1, of the other
narratives \ve have trcatecl so far. ancl

one might therefore suppose that there
would be less scope for later legendary
additions and interpolations. But this is

not the case. The more detailed the

story, the more leads there are for the

imagination to work on. The des-

cription in Genesis of Joseph's youth
tells us that he used to tell tales about his

brothers: 'he brought evil report of
them to his father' Q7:z).What was this
evil report? He accused them of
entertaining licentious intentions to-
wards the daughters of the Canaanites,

and of transgressing the prohibition of
eating the flesh of a living animal (one of
the Noachid laws). He also spent agreat
deal of his time attending to his personai
appearance. That is why he is described

as 'being still a lad'. He would be very
particular about his hairstyle, and he

even used eye makeup (Rashi). In fact,
throughout the midrash concerning

Joseph great stress is laid on his physical
beauty. This was prompted by'the story
of his attempted seduction by
Potiphar's wife, and also by Jacob's
blessing: 'Joseph is a fruitful vine, a

fruitful vine by a fountain. Its branches

run over the wall' (49:zz). The Hebrew
of this verse is obscure and lends itself to
many different interpretations. The last
few words are sometimes explained as

'the daughters [of Egypt] would climb
on the walls' in order to gaze at the
beauty of Joseph as he passed by.

Joseph sold into Egypt

Jacob naturally loved Joseph more than
his other children because he was the
son of his favourite wife, Rachel; and he

usually liked to keep him at home. It
was with some foreboding therefore
that he sent him far afield to see how his
brothers were faring. Jacob, however,
had been reassured by the dreams that

Joseph had had. These dreams had

7o



Joseph's brothers right, discussing what they
should do with Joseph. On the left two
brothers lower him into a well. Below, they
kill a young kid and smear its blood on
Joseph's coat. From the Golden Haggadah, a

fourteenth-century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. British Library, London.
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made his brothers jealous and they
hated him for what they considered to
be his precocious presumption. But

Jacob, although outwardly angry with
him, 'kept the thing' in his heart,
because he had had personal experience
of dreams in which God had spoken to
him, and he saw Joseph as his successor
in that regard.

On his father's instructions Joseph
set off for Shechem. But his brothers
were not there, and he did not know
which way to turn, until he met a certain
'man', who told him where his brothers
were pasturing their sheep. This 'man'
is a mysterious figure. He plays an
absolutely crucial part in the story, for
had he not been there to direct Joseph,
Joseph would not have been seized by
his brothers and sold into Egypt. The
whole later history of Israel would have
been completely different! So it is not
surprising that efforts were made by

7z

later rabbinic scholars to identify him. It
rvas noted that the same word lsD (man)
is used of the strange creatllre who
wrestled with Jacob, at the ford of
Jabbok, and sir.rce he was identified with
an angel, here too a divine being is
presupposed, namely, the angel, Gab-
riel (Pirke de-Rabbi ELiezer 38).

The brothers saw him con'ring
dressed in the special tunic that his
father had made for him. It is tradi-
tior-ra1ly translated as 'a coat of many
colours', but we have no real linguistic
grounds for acceptir-rg such a trans-
lation. Other rer-rderings of the Hebrew
are 'a cloak reaching to the ground' or 'a
cloak heavily embroidered'. At any rate,
the sight of this beautiful garment
incensed his brothers even more, and
they resolved to do away with him. The
Biblical narrative at this point is a little
cor-rfused. It is clear that the original
plan to kill him was thwarted by the

lelr. Joseph's dreams. Two dreams are here
combined. Twelve sheaves are shown bowing
down to a large sheaf in the centre. And
above are the sun, with a face, and the moon.
But the twelve stars that appear in the dream
are not represented here. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
London.

Opposite. The young Joseph, left. relates his
dreams to his father Jacob and brothers.
Jacob is shown rebuking him, as required
by the Biblical account. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
London.

oldest brother, Reuben, and that it was

Judah who then conceived the idea of
selling him. But how was the transac-
tion actually effected? No fewer than
three groups of merchants are men-
tioned: Ishmaelites, who appear on the
horizon and prompt Judah's plan in the
first place; Midianites, who drag Joseph
out of the pit, and sell Joseph to the
Ishmaelites; and Medanites, who sell

Joseph to Potiphar in Egypt. Some
modern scholars maintain that here we
have a mixture of more than one
narrative tradition, and that perhaps
the Medanites and the Midianites are
the same, a siight scribal discrepancy
having crept in. The midrashic expla-
nations follow the Biblical narrative in
all its details: the Midianites take

Joseph out of the pit, and sell him to the
Ishmaelites. On their u,ay down to
Egypt the Ishmaelites meet the Med-
anites, descendants of Abraham, and

G.&,'



they sell Joseph to these Medanites,
who in their turn sell him to Potiphar.

joseph, the Chaste
The ravishing beauty of Joseph's ap-
pearance excited the passions of
Potiphar's wife. He was the most
handsome man in Egypt. He exuded a

wonderfully sweet fragrance that per-
meated the whole land, so that all that
the noble ladies of Egypt had to do was
to follow their noses and they could
then have the inestimable pleasure of
gazing on him (Midrash Shir ha-Sbirim

3a). No wonder that Potiphar's wife,
who was continually in his presence,

became so enamoured of him. Joseph,
however, remained chaste. He resisted

a1l her advances, and she became
literally sick of love for him. Once when
her companions enquired as to the cause

of her illness she invited them all to a

banquet, and put on the tables in front
of them some oranges, and knives with
which to eat them. She then ordered

-loseph to appear before them. The
ladies were peeling their oranges but
could not take their eyes off him, with
the result that they cut their hands so

badly that the blood flowed. (Sefer ha-

Yashar, Ya-yesbeu 87a-b). Traces of a

similar story may be found in the Koran
(rz:3r).

Joseph nearly gave in to temptation.
It was an important festival day in
Egypt, and everyone had gone down to
the River Nile to celebrate, so that'there
was none of the men of the house there'
(Genesis 39tr). Potiphar's wife had

excused herself on grounds of illness,

and when she was alone with Joseph she

exercised all her wiles upon him. He
was about to succumb when he

suddenly saw his father's image at the
window. Jacob told him that in time to
come the names of all his sons would be

engraved on the stones of the High
Priest's breastplate. 'If you commit this
sin,'he said, 'you will be known as "one
who keeps company with harlots"
[Proverbs z9:1). Do you want your
name to be obliterated?' This gave

Joseph pause, and he once again
rejected his ryould-be seducer. (Sotah

36b.)
She in turn became an implacable

enemy and accused him falsely of
attempting to violate her. Potiphar
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therefore had him thrown into prison.

Joseph became in later tradition the
symbol of chastity and sexual 6delity.
He is often referred to as Yoseph ha-
Tsaddik (Joseph, the Righteous). In
Kabbalah, which sees all the patriarchs
as symbols of the sefirot, that is, aspects

of the divir-re attributes, often portrayed
as parts of the body of Primordial
Adam, Joseph represents Yesod, other-
wise the male genital organ u,hich
channels the flow of beneficent influence
to the Shekhinah.

A remarkable fact in the Biblical
story is that Pharaoh 'gave him in
marriage to Asenath, the daughter of
Poti-phera, priest of On' (Genesis

4r:45).Is it possible that Joseph could
have married the daughter of the very
woman who had tried to seduce him,
and, moreover, the offspring of a pagan
priest? Could Joseph's children, Ephr-
aim and Manasseh, and all their holy

descendants trace their lineage back to
this unworthy Egyptian family? Clearly
not. Asenath was, in fact, the daughter
of Joseph's half-sister Dinah. 'il/hen she

was born Jacob put an amulet round her
neck engraved with the words 'Holy to
the Lord'. The angel Gabriel carried her
to Egypt and brought her to the home of
Poti-phera. Since his wife was barren,
Poti-phera decided to adopt the baby
girl as their own.

So it was that Joseph married a

member of his own family (marriage
between uncle and niece being per-
mitted in Jewish law). \Pirke de Rabbi
ELiezer 18.)'lUhile he was in prison Joseph
encountered Pharaoh's butler and
baker, and interpreted their dreams for
them. These dreams had more than one

significance. Joseph saw in them not
only the meanings that he actually
announced, but also other meanings
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Below. Pharaoh's dreams. Pharaoh asleep on
his side and wearing a crown, dreams of the
seven fat and seven lean kine, and of the
seven healthy and seven blighted ears of corn.
From the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.
British Library, London.

Opposite. On their return visit to Egypt
Joseph's brothers bring Benjamin, the
youngest of the family, and Joseph's only full
brother. Joseph sits on the right, enthroned as
the vizier of Pharaoh. Below, Joseph
has risen from his seat, declared his identity
and embraces Benjamin. From the Sarajevo
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. Zemaljski Muzej,
Sarajevo.
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that referred to the history of Israel, and
these he kept to himself. For example,
the butler dreamt of a vine which had
three branches. The vine was Israel, and
the three branches Moses, Aaron, and
Miriam; and the whole dream was
about the redemption of Israel from
Egyptian slavery. Similarly, the three
baskets of bread that the baker saw in
his dream symbolised the three major
powers that had oppressed Israel, and
the birds eating the bread represented
the destruction of these powers (Genesis

Rabbab 88:s-6).

Joseph, the interpreter of dreams,
soon became known to Pharaoh, and
once he had exercised his art in
interpreting the dreams of this mighty
ruler, he was appointed vizier of the
land, with complete responsibility for
preparing storehouses of grain to
prevent the famine which he had
foreseen.

z6
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The Reconciliation
The stage is now set for the recon-
ciliation of Joseph with his brothers and
his reunion with his father, Jacob. The
description of these events is without
parallel irr the Bible for its deprh of
pathos, and its portrayal of deepest

human emotions. The brothers con-
front unknowingly the man they had
earlier plotted to kill. Only Joseph (and

the reader) understand the real situa-
tior-r. On the brothers' second descent
intc Egypt, this time with Benjamin, the
tension is heightened even further. The
simplicity of the narrative style high-
lights the mixed and harrowing feelings

that sweep over Joseph. His first
question concerns his father: 'Is your
father well, the old man of whom you
spoke? Is he still alive?' (Genesis 41:27).
Ar-rd then he sees the youngest brother,
ar-rd has to ask whether this is indeed
Ber.rjamin. On receiving an affirmative

lelr. Joseph on the way to his brothers
meets 'a man' who gives him directions. The
'man' is represented by an angel, as is
required by Jewish tradition, in the same way
as in illustration on page 69. Joseph carries
his speciai coat on his back. His brothers are
shown on the left minding the sheep. From
the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

reply he just has time to pronounce a

blessing over him ('May God be
gracious to you, my son') before he
breaks down, unable to keep up the
pretence any longer. 'Joseph made
haste; for his heart yearned towards his
brother; and he looked for somewhere
to weep; and he went to his room, and
wept there. Then he washed his face,
and came out again.' But still the time
had not come for the 6nal disclosure.
The tension is maintained until to his
brothers' utter astonishment and terror,
Joseph simply says, 'I am Joseph. Is my
father still alive? . . . Come near, I pray
you. I am Joseph, your brother,
whom you sold into Egypt.'

No midrashic elaboration can 'im-
prove' on the dramatic force of this
episode. Rabbinic interpreters filled out
the characters of the individual
brothers, emphasised with one of their
favourite methods how 'measure for
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RrErhr. Joseph's brothers sell him to the
lshmaelites, centre, who are dressed in white
like Arabs. One brother hands Joseph over,
and another receives the money. The Bible
states that the lshmaelites had a caravan of
camels, but the artist seems to have depicted
mules. From the Golden Haggadah, a

fou(eenth-century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. British Library, London.

Right. Potiphar's wife attempting to seduce
Joseph. A pewter dish inscribed round the
edge with the relevant verse from the Bible,
Eastern Europe, about 1815. Joseph was
renowned in Jewish tradition for his chastity,
and is often called 'Joseph the Righteous'.
St5tni Zidovsk6 Muzeum, Prague.

measure' was effected, the brothers
suffering in the same way that they
intended Joseph to suffer. But in this
case the story is best left to speak for
itself.

Jacob, the old and ailing father, now
has to be told of the rediscovery of
Joseph. The Bible once more relates this
in the simplest manner possible. 'They
told him: Joseph is still alive, and he is
ruler over the whole land of Egypt'
(Genesis 45:26) . At first Jacob could not
believe them. But when they offer proof
he says with the minimum of words: 'It
is enough. Joseph, my son, is still alive. I
will go and see him before I die.' A
midrash points out that the brothers
would not have broached the ndws so

abruptly in case their father died of
shock. As it was, 'his heart fainted' and
he had to be revived. They therefore
asked Serah, the daughter of Asher, to
begin to prepare Jacob for the news. She
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was an accomplished musician, and
sang gently to the harp, mouthing the
words that Joseph was still alive. It is a
common rabbinic view that the holy
spirit cannot reside in a place of sorrow.
And so when, for example, a prophet is

78

bereaved or has suffered some other
misfortune his ability to prophesy is

temporarily removed from him. So it
was with Jacob. The Shekhinah, the
divine presence, had not been with him
since the day of Joseph's disappearance.

'When, however, he heard Serah's sweet
tones he felt the holy spirit revive
gradually within him, and so he was
prepared for the glad tidings when they
came. (Sefer ba-Yashar, Va-yiggash,
rogb-r roa) .
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Jacob went down into Egypt with his
whole family, seventy in number. Thus
began the sojourn of the Israelites in a

land which was later to be the land of
bondage, and from which they would
emerge as a nation with a divine destiny.
The aged patriarch made the express
wish not to be buried in Egypt, and he

asked Joseph to promise to take his
coffin up to the Holy Land (Genesis

4730). Jacob knew that the resurrection
of the righteous would take place there,
when the Messiah came, and he did not
relish the thought of a journey under-
ground from Egypt to Canaan before
being resurrected (Rashi).

Before his death Jacob blessed

Joseph's sons, Ephraim and Manasseh.

the very end Jacob, though ill and blind,
was a master of intrigue. The reason,
however, for the specific blessing of
these two grandsons was to ensure that
the Holy Land should be divided up into
twelve shares, one for each tribe. Levi,
the priestly tribe, was not to have a

territorial portion at all. Consequently,
one of the twelve had to have two
shares. This was to be Joseph, whose
two sons took a share each.

$fhen the aged patriarch died Joseph
placed his body on a couch of ivory,
which was plated with gold, studded
with precious stones, and surrounded
with linen and purple hangings. Jacob's
sons poured spiced wine around the
body, and burnt incense by its side. In

trumpets; and levites singing to their
stringed instruments'. Joseph simply
fell upon Jacob's face, and wept over
him, and kissed him. (Targum Yeru-
shalmi.)

Joseph obeyed his father's last wish,
and with a large escort of brothers and
of Egyptian nobility, took Jacob's body
to the cave of Machpelah, the burying-
place of the patriarchs (Genesis: 5o:r3).
And when his turn to die came Joseph
also left a request that his 'bones should
be carried up from here' (5o:25). This
request was fulfilled by Moses. The
midrash states that Joseph's coffin in
the meantime was placed in the Nile.
The Zobar maintains that this was done
by his brothers so that the Egyptians

Opposite. The dying Jacob blesses Ephraim
and Manasseh, Joseph's children. Jacob,
who is propped up on a large embroidered
cushion, crosses his hands over, to bless
Ephraim first. Joseph remonstrates with him,
pointing out that Manasseh is the elder, and
should therefore receive the first blessing.
From the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.
British Library, London.

Frght. Mourning over Jacob. Jacob died in
Egypt. Here we see Pharaoh and his courtiers
on the left, and other mourners (who look
very like Christian monks) on the right
lamenting over Jacob's coffin. According to
the Bible the Canaanites also mourned Jacob,
and this is expressed in the picture by the
non-Jewish garb of the mourners. From the
Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. British
Library, London.

Although Joseph placed his first-born
Manasseh at Jacob's right hand so that
he might receive the blessing appro-
priate to the first-born son, Jacob
crossed his hands over, so that it was
Ephraim who was blessed 6rst. Right to

attendance were the chiefs of the house
of Esau, and the rulers of the house of
Ishmael. Judah proposed that a cedar
should be planted at the head of Jacob's
grave, 'for', he said, 'from him twelve
tribes shall arise; and priests with their

should not worship his body. Other
authorities say that it was done by the
Egyptians on the advice of their
sorcerers, who tried to hide the body
because they knew that the Hebrews
could never leave Egypt without it.
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lefr. Potiphars wife seizing Joseph's cloak as

he escapes her embraces. Potiphar himself
with his companions is about to enter the
house. Below, Joseph, on the left, in prison

interpreting the dreams of the baker and the
butler. A raven is pecking at a basket of
loaves on the bakers head. The butler right
sits below a vine, and is squeezing grapes

into a cup. From the Golden Haggadah, a

fourteenth century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. British LibrarY, London.

It was Moses himself who fulfilled the

pledge of taking Joseph's coffin out of
Egypt. Serah, Asher's daughter, told
him that it was in the Nile, but Moses

did not know how to raise it. In the end

he used Joseph's own silver divining
cup. He cut four pieces from it. On one

he engraved a lion, on another an eagle,

on the third a bull, and on the fourth a

man. He threw the first one into the

river, imploring Joseph to aPPear

'because the time has arrived for the

redemption of Israel'. But nothing
happened. He was equally unsuccessful

with the second and third. But after he

had thrown the fourth piece of the cup

into the water, and had made the same

plea, Joseph's coffin floated to the

surface. Moses took it, and it accom-

panied the Israelites on their long
journey to the Promised Land (Midrash

ha-Gadol I 886-z).

Left. Pharaoh, left, wearing a crown relates

his dreams to Joseph, who interprets them.

On the right, thr:ee of Pharaoh's magicians,
who were unable to explain them adequately
From the Golden Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.

British Library, London.
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Moses Egypt and Sinai
With the Book of Exodus the story of
the Jewish people enters a completely
new phase. One might indeed say that
Genesis is a prologue to the great events

that are to take place in Egypt, and on
the journey from Egypt to the Promised
Land. The patriarchal narratives con-
tailr the prehistory of the Hebrew
people, emphasise the promises that are

later to be fulfilled, and introduce the

ancestors not only of the Jews but of the

other nations in the ancient world who
are going to play such a large part in
their development.

The stories of Abraham, Isaac and

Jacob illustrate the 6rst communication
in Israelite history between man and the
one God. But, apart from the divine
pledges concerning their descendants,
the patriarchs' experiences remain on

the personal, local level. 'With Exodus
we move from the plane of the

individual to that of nations. The

Jewish people here emerge on to the

stage of history. The family of Jacob
that has moved freely into the land of
Goshen becomes enslaved. A nation is
formed in bondage. Their liberation -
the exodus - is their 6rst taste of
independence. And while they are still
homeless they receive the impress of the

divine charge. They commit themselves

to fulfil God's commandments, revealed

to them at Mount S:inai. With this
responsibility upon their shoulders, this
burderr that was later referred to as 'the
yoke of the kilrgdom of heaven', they
move towards the Promised Land.

The very fact that the birth of the

Jewish people was inextricably bound
up with the experience of slavery made

a very deep impression on the later
deveiopment of Judaism. In the Bible
itself it is cited as a fundamental reason

for correct moral conduct: 'You shall

love [the stranger] as yourself, because

you were a stranger in the land of Egypt'
(Leviticus r%)4). The exodus is recalled
at every conceivable opportunity in

Jewish religious life. On the eve of the
Sabbath, for example, when Kiddwsb"
is recited over wine, the head of the
household recalls not only the creation
of the world - when God rested on the
seventh day - but also designates the
Sabbath 'as a memorial of the exodus
from Egypt'. And, of course, the whole
cataclysmic event is narrated ir-r detail
and with great celebration on the
Festival of Passover. Every year at this
time the Jew is enjoined to act 'as if he

had just come out of Egypt', and for
many Jews in the long and painful saga

of Jewish history not much imagination
was required.

Release from imposed subjection to a

foreign tyrant was swiftly followed by
self-commitment to the divine will. The
experience of the Hebrew people at

Sinai where they received the Torah, the

instructions of God himself, again left
an indelible impression. All later reli-
gious ideas and practices are derived,
either directly or indirectly, from this
Torah. Indeed the word 'Torah'
became synonymous with Judaism
itself, and to study and fulfil the Torah
is the supreme goal of the traditional
Jew.

Naturally, therefore, the legends that
surround these two critical moments -
the exodus from Egypt, and the

revelation at Sinai - are very numerous
and varied. Many of them concern

Moses, the principal figure in both
events. If he had played a leading role in

iust one of them he would have been

assured of a place in world history. But
to lead the Jews out of Egypt and, in
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addition, to bring them the Torah
from Mount Sinai, should surely have
crowned him with eternal glory. Juda-
ism does not glorify its heroes, however,
and no exception is made for Moses. He
is revered, of course; but not in his own
right, only as the servant of God. His
good qualities are praised: his courage,
perseverance, humility, and concern for
the weakest among his people. At the
same time his faults are not overlooked:
especially his short temper and im-
patience. Because of his failings he was
r.rot allowed to enter the Promised Land.
He died on the 'wrong' side of the

Jordan, and the Bible tells us that no
man knows where he is buried; in order,
add the rabbis, that the people should
not turn his grave into a shrine.

Perhaps it is because Judaism's two
daughter-religions, Christianity and Is-
lam, focus so much attention on the
personalities associated with their
origin that Judaism plays down the role
that Moses had in the foundation of its
faith. In the HaggadaD, the book which
is used on Passover-eve, and which
relates the events of the exodus, Moses

Above. Ihe burning bush. Moses comes from
the right, leading his flock. He is attracted by
the bush which burns 'but is not consumed'.
On divine instructions he takes off his shoes
(his right one is shown falling to the ground)
because he is standing on holy ground. From
a fourteenth-century Spanish manuscript
Haggadah. John Rylands University Library of
Manchester.

Opposite. Moses receiving the Ten
Commandments on Mount Sinai. The
mountain is covered with fire and smoke. and
an angel above is blowing a trumpet. The foot
of the mountain is fenced off, because the
lsraelites were not allowed to come near.
From the Rothschild Siddur, a manuscript
prayerbook copied in Florence in 1492.
Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
New York.

is not even mentioned. To God alone is
the glory given. Moses is not a hero. His
name is, however, given the most
honourable epithet that Jews can
bestow. Heis Mosheh rabbenu, 'Moses,
our teacher'.

Enslavement
The express reason for the enslavement
of the Hebrews in Egypt was that they
were considered by the 'new Pharaoh'

to be a foreign body who might ally
themselves with an enemy attacking
from without. They were also becoming
very numerous. Jacob and his house-
hold were seventy in number when they
went down to Egypt. But when the
Israelites emerged into freedom there
were six hundred thousand of theml
Pharaoh consequently decided not only
to remove their liberty but also to
decrease their fecundity by the simple
method of killing all their male children
soon after birth. The Bible tells us that
he entrusted two Hebrew midwives
with this murderous task. They are

named as Shiphrah and Puah (Exodus

r:r5), whom a midrash identifies as

Jochebed, the mother of Moses, and
Miriam, his sister. They, of course,
refused to carry out his wishes, and
when Pharaoh demanded to know why,
they replied that the Hebrew women-
folk had their babies quite naturally,
and did not need midwives. And so they
did not know when the children were
born. (Sotah lrb.)

Pharaoh therefore decided on a new
plan. He would search for the Hebrew

83



boys and throw them into the river. He
did not expect God to punish him in the

same way, because he had sworn not to
destroy mankind again with a flood. But
he did not realise that that promise
applied to the whole human race, not to
any one part of it. So Pharaoh's hosts

were destroyed in the waters of the Red

Sea. It was a case of exact retribution:
measure for measure (Exodws Rabbab
r:zz).To forestall the Jews'attempts to
hide their babies, the Egyptians took
their own babies with them when they
searched the houses. The Egyptian
children cried, and the Hebrew babies

would cry in sympathy and so betray
their presence.

An extraordinary story is told in
Sotab rrb of how God looked after the

chiidren of his people. 'lVhen they were

about to give birth the Hebrew women

84

would go out into the fie1d and have

their children under the apple-trees.

God would send someone from heavet-t

to help them in their labour. When the

babies were born, he would take two
pebbles. From one the baby sucked oil
ar-rd from the other hor-rey. When the

Egyptians discovered them they would
come after them, but God wrought a

great miracle. He made the earth
swallow the children. The Egyptians
then brought oxen ar-rd tried to plough
them up, but to no avail. After a time
they arose like grass from the ground,
and returned in great numbers to their
homes. These were the first io recognise

the work of Gocl at the Red Sea, sayit.tg,

"This is my God and I shall glorify
him,"' because they had already ex-
perienced the selection that he would
eventually perform for the people.

Lelt. Building cities for Pharaoh. The lsraelites
in bondage engaged in constructing a tower.
From the Barcelona Haggadah, a fourteenth
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain. The
artist depicts building work as he saw it in
Spain, not as one would imagine it in ancient
Egypt. British Library, London.

Moses'Youth
Moses' parents were Amram and

Jochebed. Amram was not only a

Levite, but also the head of the

Sanhedrin, and therefore he set an

example to the other Jews in Egypt.
When he heard of Pharaoh's evil decree,

he resolved to have no more children,
and ceased having conjugal relations
with his wife. The other Jews followed
his example. His daughter, Miriam,
however, showed him the folly of his

decision. 'Pharaoh has condemned the

boy-babies,' she said, 'but you have

condemned both the boys and the gir1s.

Pharaoh's decree may not be carried
out, but because you are righteous and

so highly thought of, your conduct will
be imitated everywhere.' Amram saw

the wisdom of his daughter's reasoning.

He resumed living with his wife, and

Moses was born (Exodus Rabbah rr7).
Similar stories are told about Moses'

early days as are recounted about Noah
and Abraham. The place where he was

born became 6lled with a celestial light;
he began to walk and talk immediately;
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and in Moses' case he started to eat

adult food right away. His exposure to
risk and danger in his little ark of
bulrushes is not only part of a common
motif in many heroic stories, but also

recalls the binding of Isaac. In the earlier
story it is the angel of God himself who
protects the child, but here it is Moses'
sister, Miriam, who stands watch to see

that he comes to no harm (Exodus z:4).
The romantic account of his rescue

by none other than a princess of the

Egyptian royal house almost brings a

touch of faery into the otherwise grim
and relentless struggle which is about to
confront Moses. And yet the Bible itself
does not seize the opportunity to
expand on his childhood and upbring-
ing in the Egyptian court. It was left to
rabbis - and modern critical scholars -
to do that. Some of the latter go so far as

to suggest that Moses was an Egyptian
prince by birth. They point to the fact

that his name is the Egyptian equivalent
of the Hebrew ben, meaning 'son of', as

in the Pharaonic names Thut-moses,
and Ra-meses. In their view, the story of
his rescue from the water was an

attempt by the Biblical author to derive

the name (in Hebrew, Mosbeh) from
the verb masbah, which means 'to draw
out'of the water (Exodus z:ro).
However, there is no need for such a

drastic reconsideration of accepted

tradition, for even if 'Moses' is Egyptian

it could still be the name given by an

Egyptian princess to a Hebrew child. To
suppose that Moses was not originally a

Hebrew at all raises more Problems
than it solves.

No such problems, of course, worried
the Jewish interpreters of the text. They

tried to fill in the missing years at court
by recounting stories of the effect Moses

had on his new environment. One of the

most popular of these legends tells of
how the baby Moses, being fondled bY

Pharaoh, seized the royal crown from
his head and put it on himself. The court
were aghast, and Pharaoh was advised

to kill this child who obviously had such

overweening ambition. But Jethro,
Moses' future father-in-law, suggested

that the baby be put to a test, to see

whether he acted with intent or not.

Two obiects were brought on a tray
before him: a golden dish on one side

and a burning coal on the other. If

Moses stretched out his hand to the dish
then his previous act was a conscious

one. Otherwise it could be disregarded.
The young child attracted by the

shimmering gold began to put out his

hand to take it, but the angel Gabriel
knocked his hand to one side, and
Moses picked up the burning coal
instead. And so he was saved. But this
was not all, because just like a baby,
Moses immediately put the coal to his

mouth and burnt his lips. That is why
later he had a speech impediment, being
'slow of speech and of a slow tongue'
(Exodus 4to; Exodus Rabbah l 3r).

Moses'Marriage
Moses' discovery of his own Hebrew
identity is told very briefly in the Bible:
'he went out to his brethren, and looked
upon their burdens' (Exodus z:rr). His
passionate anger, which was to prove

one of his dominant characteristics in
subsequent events, caused him to kill
one of the Egyptians. This deed

obviously worried later interpreters
because they went out of their way to
show that Moses knew that the
Egyptian had violated the wife of the

Hebrew slave whom he was striking;
that he also foresaw that the Egyptian
was not destined to have any righteous
descendants; and that he 6rst enquired
of the ministering angels whether the
Egyptian deserved to be put to death, or
not (Exodus Rabbah r:1).

His deed was witnessed by two of his

brethren, identified in the midrash as

Dathan and Abiram who were later to
cause Moses so much trouble, and he

was forced to flee. His long absence

from Egypt is the cause of much
speculation in Jewish sources. Numbers
12:r states that Moses 'had married a

Cushite woman' and a story evolved to
the effect that Moses was embroiled in a
war between the Ethiopians and the

Egyptians, and that he was appointed
general of the Ethiopian forces. After
their victory he became the King of
Ethiopia (Ginzberg ll, 281-).

The Biblical story, however, is that he
journeyed to Midian, and there married
Zipporah, the daughter of Jethro, a

pagan priest. This Jethro, the midrash
tells us, later became a convert to
Judaism, since he proclaimed, 'Now I
know that the Lord is greater than all

gods,' and offered sacrifice to the God
of the Hebrews (Exodus 18:rr-rz).

The circumstances of Moses' wooing
and marriage to Zipporah are similar to
those of Jacob's meeting with Rachel,

and of Eliezer's encounter with Re-

becca. In all these a well provides the

focus, and Moses displays his strength
just as Jacob did earlier. According to
one story the shepherds had actually
thrown Jethro's daughters into the well,
and Moses had to drag them out of the

water. Is this story another attempt to
derive the name 'Mosheh' from the

Hebrew verb meaning 'to draw out'?
(Exodus Rabbah r:38.)

The Midrash Vayosha gives us more
details of Moses' marriage toZipporah.
In this midrash Moses speaks in the first
person and relates how Jethro tested

him by asking him to uproot a tree from
his garden. This tree was originally the
rod which God had created on the eve of
the 6rst Sabbath. God gave it to Adam
and it was passed on to the patriarchs

and had finally found its way with
Jacob's family into Egypt. There it had

come into the possession of Jethro, who
was one of the advisers at Pharaoh's
court. Jethro had taken it home and

planted it. To Jethro's amazement

Moses did as he was asked, and the

priest realised that this was the man

who was to rescue the Hebrew people

from Egypt. He therefore threw Moses

into a pit. Zipporahcunningly managed

to keep him alive by giving him food in
secret. This lasted for seven years. At
the end of that time she reminded her

father of the man he had cast into the

pit. 'Either take his corpse out because

of the strench,' she said, 'or, if he is still
alive, you will know that he must be

perfectly righteous.' Jethro had to be

reminded of his name, but when he

called Moses, Moses responded. 'He
pulled me out,' continues Moses, the

narrator, 'and kissed me on the head,

and said: "Blessed is God who has

preserved you in this pit for seven years.

I now believe that it is he that kills and

revives the dead, and that you are

perfectly righteous. . ." He then gave

me much wealth, and his daughter
Zipporahto wed. And we agreed that of
any children born in his house, half
should be brought up as Jews and half
as Egyptians.'
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This last statement serves to explain
why it happened that one of Moses'
sons was not circumcised. The strange

story in Exodus (a:24 ff) of how God
sought to kill Moses, and how Zip-
porah saved him by circumcising their
son, is explained in this midrash in a

curious fashion. Satan in the guise of a

serpent met the family as they were

returning to Egypt, and began to
swallow Moses head first. He was,

however, forced to stop when he carne

to the sign of the Abrahamic covenant.
Zipporah immediately understood that
the reason for the attack was Moses'
neglect to circumcise their second son,

Eliezer. She performed the rite herself,
and so saved her husband.

The Mission
Moses, again like Jacob before him, had
been working as a shepherd for his
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father-in-law. And it was while he was

searching for a stray lamb that he was

confronted with the awesome vision of
the burning bush. The midrash points
out that it was when God noticed the

care that Moses expended on his flock
that he decided he was a fit man to lead

the Hebrew people. The thorn-bush is

the most lowly of all nature's trees, and
Rabbi Joshua ben Korha pointed out
that God selected this bush to show that
there is no place so humble that it
cannot be the abode of the divine
presence (Exodws Rabbah z:5). In order
to avoid alarming Moses who was not
used to the divine voice God first of all
spoke like his father, Amram. Moses

immediately responded, 'Here I am,
father.' God then told him he was not
his father but, 'I am the God of your
father, the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob' (Exodus

Opposite. The Exodus. Moses wearing a large
feathered hat leads the lsraelites out of Egypt,
watched by the Egyptians from a tower. At
the right, just coming into the picture, is
Pharaoh in pursuit with a crown on his head.
From the Kaufmann Haggadah, a fourteenth-
century Hebrew manuscript from Spain.
Magyar Tudom5nyos Akad6mia Konyvt5ra,
Budapest.

lelt. Slaying the lsraelite children. Pharaoh
tells the Jewish midwives that every male
lsraelite baby is to be thrown into the river,
and his instructions are being canied out, on
the right. From the Golden Haggadah, a

fourteenth-century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. British Library, London.

3:6). Hence the remarkable fact that
Moses' father is mentioned by God in
the same breath as the patriarchs.

Moses received the summons to
return to Egypt and rescue his people.

But he was a reluctant ambassador. In
this he was like some of the other
prophets who succeeded him. To be the

bearer of a divine charge is an awe-

inspiring, daunting and often dangerous

task. Moses raised not only the objec-

tions mentioned in the Bible itself,
namely, that the people would not
believe him, and that he was an

imperfect vehicle for the divine word,
but, according to the midrash, he also

reminded God that he had promised the
patriarchs that he himself, and not a

human being, would bring the Hebrews
out of Egypt. Furthermore, Moses

protested, the 4oo years of oppression
that God had foretoid to Abraham had
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Left.fhe finding of baby Moses. One of the
handmaids of the Egyptian princess opens the
floating basket and discovers the baby. ln the
distance to the right, Miriam, Moses' older
sister, keeps watch. From a manuscripl
Haggadah, painted by Joseph Leipnik of
Hamburg in 1740. British Library, London.

not yet elapsed. Only zro had gone by
since Jacob had descer-rded with his

family into Egypt. To both these

objections God responded. He prom-
ised to care for the Israelite people
himself, and he pointed out that the

time of oppression had to be dated from
the birth of Isaac, and so 4oo years had

ir-rdeed gone by (Exodus Rabbah y3'4).

Before Pharaoh
The care with which the rabbis studied
the Scriptural text is evident in that they

up with Moses, who said to them ''Wait

here until we come back' (Exodus

z4:r4). (Exodus Rabbab 5:ry.)
The dialogue between Moses and

Aaron on the one hand and Pharaoh on
the other is portrayed in the Bible
principally as a conflict concerning the

release of the Hebrew slaves. But it is, of
course, also God's struggle, a contest by

which God can make his power known
to succeeding generations. The
theological conflict is spelled out quite
explicitly by the midrash, which seizes

Above. Moses returns to Egypt from Midian.
Egypt is shown on the left and Midian on the
right. Moses walks behind the donkey that is

carrying his wife, Zipporah, and their two
sons. On the left, foreground, Zipporah
circumcises her son, a ritual which Moses had
neglected, so endangering his own life. From
a Spanish manuscript Haggadah of the
fourteenth-century. John Rylands University
Library of Manchester.

noticed that of a1l the Israelites only
Moses and Aaron appeared before
Pharaoh, ar-rd yet in Exodus 3:r8 God
says to Moses 'thou shalt come, tholr
and tbe elders of lsrael, to the king of
Egypt'. They explair-red this discrepancy
by saying that the elders did set out with
Moses and Aaron for the palace, but as

they got nearer they became more and

more afraid, and they sloped off one by

one. God pulrished them for their lack
of faith and courage, and when the

Torah was given to Moses on Mount
Sir.rai the elders were not allowed to go

on Pharaoh's simple words, 'Who is the

Lord that I should listen to his voice. . . ?

I do not know the Lord' (Exodus 5:z),
and explains that Pharaoh looked for
the name of the God of the Hebrews
among his sacred records but could find
only such gods as those of Moab, and

Ammon, and Sidon.
"'You are looking for a living God

among the dead," retorted Moses and

Aaron.
'Pharaoh enquired, "Is your God a

young or an old man? How old is he?

How many cities has he conquered?
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How many countries has he taken?

How long has he reigned?"
"'The power and might of our God

fill the world," they replied. "He existed
before the world was created, and he

will exist at the world's end. It was he

that created you and bestowed upon
you the spirit of life."

"''What has he done?" asked Phar-
aoh.

"'He has stretched out the heavens
and established the earth. . . . He splits
mountains and shatters rocks. . He
covers the hills with grass. He brings the
rains and provides shade. . . . He creates
the embryo in its mother's womb, and
brings it to birth . . ."

"'You are liars," exclaimed Pharaoh.
"I am the lord of the universe, and I
created myself, and the Nile as well."'
(Exodus Rabbah 5t8.)

This dialogue is clearly aimed at
contemporary idolatry, the worship of
the ancient gods of Greece and Rome;

9o

and it is important to realise that the
redemption of Israel from Egypt was
r-rot only a matter of liberation from
servitude; it was seen by the midrash
additionally as a release from a pagan

idolatrous environment. Moses had a

double task: a physical and a spiritual
redemption. The latter was the more
difficult, as can be seen from the
subsequent history of Israel in the
wilderness of Sinai, which included the
worship of the Golden Calf.

The plagues which, one after the
other, gradually compelled Pharaoh to
let the Hebrews go, are the object of
much speculation and elaboration in
Jewish legend, and we cannot go into all
the details here. It is interesting to note,
however, that Moses had no hand in
three of the plagues. These were
instigated by Aaron instead. They were
the 6rst three: blood, frogs and lice. The
reason given by the midrash is that
Moses owed his life to the water and

Opposite. Moses carrying his staff leads the
lsraelites through the Red Sea. The artist
interprets the Biblical account literally, the
waves standing up like walls on either side.
At top left a worried Pharaoh listens to his
magicians who tell him that it is the work of
'the finger of God'. From a fifteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript prayerbook, copied in
Germany in 1427. Staats-und Universitdts-
bibliothek, Hamburg.

Left. fhe crossing of the Red Sea. Moses at
the rear of the lsraelites looks back at the
Egyptian force drowning in the sea. One man
carries a child on his back, and a woman has
a baby in her arms. From the Golden
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. British Library,
London.

therefore could not be involved in
turning the water into blood, or
bringing the frogs out of it. As for the
lice, these were produced by striking the
dust of the ground, and here again the
dust had helped Moses in the past by
hiding the Egyptian whom he had slain,
and so Moses was spared the task of
striking it. An amusing sidelight on the
plague of frogs is that it helped to settle
a border dispute between Egypt and
Ethiopia. The frogs covered the whole
land of Egypt - but no further. Their
presence therefore showed quite plainly
the limits of Egyptian territory! (Exodus

Rabbah rc:2.)

The Exodus

Just before the Exodus the Hebrews
celebrated the first Passover, a cere-

mony which although changed exten-
sively over the centuries is still observed
by Jews to this day to commemorate
that great event of liberation from
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bondage. The narration of the story
includes a recital of the plagues, and in
order to express sorrow for the suffer-
ing that they entailed a drop of wine is

taken out of the wine cups as each
plague is enumerated. The Bible not
only describes the first Passover but
actually lays down its ordinance for
successive generations (Exodus rz:z).
So we can say that here we have the first
laws given to Israel as a people, as

distinct from those given to the pat-
riarchs as individuals, or to mankind as

a whole. Little wonder that one rabbi,
Rabbi Isaac, declared that the Bible
should have begun with this section and
not with the account of Creation
(Rashi, Genesis r:r).

The Hebrews left in great haste, not
allowing sufficient time for the dough
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they had kneaded to rise. Her.rce, the
explanation for eating unleavened
bread on Passover. They also le[t with
great riches. 'They despoiled the Egyp-
tians' (Exodus rz:36). The midrash tells
us that the Egyptians were only too glad
to get rid of them, and showered them
with gifts. Not that these riches were of
benefit to them. On the contrary, they
proved a stumbling-block. It was from
Egyptian goid that the Golden Calf was
fashioned in the wilderness, which is

not surprising since the possessions of
idolaters will naturally lead to idolatry.

As we have already said, the nar-
ration of the Exodus story in Jewish
homes at Passover does not mention the
part piayed by Moses. It is God who is

the sole object of praise. This attitude is
sfrengthened even further by a reading

of the crossrnlt of the Red Sea. The
miracle that took place there was clearly
God's work alone. The elaborations of
this episode in later Jewish tradition are

many. Not only is it an exciting story in
its own right, but the Song of Moses
which praises God for his great exploit
(Exodus 15) lends itself to extensive
interpretation. This song is given a

special place in the weekly reading of
the Torah in the synagogue. A parti-
cular chant has been evolved for its
recitation, and it is customary in some

communities for the congregation to
stand while it is being read.

Exodus Rabbah (23:4) points out that
this was the first song of praise that
mankind had ever addressed to God.
'Adam did not sing, nor Abraham after
being rescued from Nimrod's furnace,
nor Isaac after surviving the Akedah,
nor Jacob after being delivered from the
angel and from Esau.'Furthermore, the
women led by Miriam joined in the song
too, and, the midrash continues, God
prevented the angels from praising him
until both the Israelite men and women
had finished their song: 'My children
come before my servants.' At the Red
Sea the most humble female slave saw
more of the divine glory than the great
prophet Ezekiel.

According to some traditions, the sea

did not divide until the Hebrews had
6rst demonstrated their faith in the
divine salvation by wading into the
waters. Some credit a member of the
tribe of Benjamin with this courageous
feat. Others maintain that it was
Nahshon, the prince of Judah. Accord-
ing to one view twelve different roads
opened up in the sea, one frrr each of the
twelve tribes, and each one with
massive walls of sea on either side. But
the sea became clear as crystal so that
each tribe could see the others crossing
over.

Traditions vary irs to the fate of
Pharaoh. Some maintain that he per-
ished with all his host. Others say that
he was saved because at the very end he

proclaimed the greatness of God and
forswore idolatrous beliefs. He suffered
grievously, however, and at the end was
installed as king of Nineveh. It was he

who believed Jonah's threat of des-

truction, and called upon his people to
repent.



Opposite. The plagues as poftrayed in
woodcut by Jakob Steinhardt, Berlin, 1 923.
They are from right to left, beginning at the
top, blood, frogs, lice, wild beasts, murrain,
boils, hail, locusts, darkness, and slaying of
the first-born.

Right. The plagues of frogs, top, and liie,
bottom. Both these.plagues were instigated
by Aaron who is shown on the left with the
rod that worked miracles. Pharaoh is on the
right with his magicians behind him. ln the
centre of both panels is Moses, drawing
Pharaoh's attention to Aaron's feais. From a

Spanish fourteenth-century manuscript
Haggadah. John Rylands University Library of
Manchester.

The Torah
The Hebrews were released from
Egyptian bondage for a higher purpose

than simply to achieve freedom. God's

demand was: 'Let my people go, that
they may serve me' (Exodus 7t6). The
exodus was but a necessary prelude to
the total commitment of the Jewish
people to the service of God, and this

commitment was given by them at

Sinai. Here the Torah, God's teaching,

was revealed to them through Moses,

his prophet, and thenceforth the Torah
became the solid foundation of Jewish
religious life.

The stories and legends extolling the

virtues of the Torah, and the prophetic
and rabbinic exhortations to the people

to remain faithful to it are innumerable.
The Torah takes second place only to

God himself in the veneration and

respect accorded to it. It is the source of
light and life. It is the vehicle through
which man can approach God and

indeed irnitate his ways. By observing
the commandments of the Torah the

Jews are able to hasten the time of
redemption and the establishment of
God's Kingdom on earth. Equally,
neglect of the Torah and failure to fulfil
its precepts bring suffering and disaster.

e@tthe
midrash regards the Torah as having
existed potentially before the creation
of the world. In fact, God is portrayed
as consulting the Torah before embark-
ing on the act of creation. The
revelation of the Torah at Sinai,
therefore, was simply a communication
to mankind of a source of wisdom, a

code of conduct, which pre-existed man

himself. This concept is borne out, in
the rabbinic view, by the fact that long
before the revelation ar Sinai the

patriarchs had observed at least some of
the precepts contained in the Torah. A
few commandments had already been

explicitly stated: Adam had been in-
structed'to bear fruit and multiply', and

Abraham to circumcise his sons. But

implicitly too, it was pointed out, the

patriarchs had kept the command-
ments. Abraham had 'ioved the stran-
ger' by providing hospitality to the three

angels. Joseph had observed the pro-
hibition against committing adultery by

resisting the seductive advances of
Potiphar's wife. (Jellinek, Betlt-!a-
Midrasb VI 4o-4r.) And such-examples

could be multiplied.
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Opposite. Moses and the lsraelites sing the
song of the Red Sea (Exodus 15). From the
Kaufmann Haggadah, a fourteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript from Spain. Magyar
Tudom5nyos Akad6mia Konyvt5ra, Budapest.

Right. A page from the fifteenth-century
Darmstadt Haggadah showing the Passover
meal (seder) at which the story of the Exodus
is related. Hessische Landes und
Hochschulbibliothek, Darmstadt.

Furthermore, God began to give the
Hebrews a taste of the Torah before
they actually arrived at Sinai. After they
had crossed the Red Sea they came to a

place called Marah, where the water
was too bitter for them to drink
(Exodus r5:4 tf). The people lodged
one of their frequent complaints against
Moses, who on God's instructions
threw a certain tree into the water, and
the water became sweet. What the
actual tree was the Bible does not tell us.
But a midrash tays that it was none
other than the Torah, which is 'a tree of
life to all those who cling to it' (Proverbs

3:r8). This view is supported by the fact
that the Bible goes on to say that at
Marah 'God made for them a statute
and an ordinance' - a foretaste of the
Torah. These statutes, the rabbis
declared, concerned the Sabbath and
honouring one's parents (Targum
Pseudo-J onatban).

The regulations were also obviously
in force when the miracle of the manna
begar.r, because the Bible tells us that 'on
the sixth d"y . . .it will be twice as much.
. . . See that the Lord has given you the
Sabbath; therefore he gives you on the
sixth day the bread of two days'
(Exodus r6). This was because it was
forbidden to leave one's house on the
Sabbath in order to gather food. As a

reminder of this event .Jews still today
have two loaves (cballot) on the table
for the Sabbath meal on Friday evening.
The challot are covered by a Sabbath
cloth, to recall the fact that dew covered
the manna when it fell in the wilderness.

The full revelation of the law did not
take place until the people had assem-

bled at Mount Sir-rai, ar-rd there they
'perceived the thunderir-rgs, and the
lightnings, and the voice of the trlrmpet,'
and the mountain smoking' (Exodus
zo:r5). This was a corporate
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experience, shared not only by the

Hebrews but also by 'the mixed
multitude' of non-Jews who had come
out with them from Egypt. Judah
Halevi, a twelfth-century Jewish philo-
sopher, wrote that the Torah must be

the very word of God because six
hundred thousand people actually wit-
nessed the revelation at Sinai.

It was here that the special bond was

forged between God and the Jewish
people. A covenant was drawn up and a

pact agreed. The Jews were to have the
special responsibility of bearing witness
to God's existence and of carrying out
his commandments. The relationship
was not one of 'most favoured nation'.
The fact that the Jews were chosen does

not imply any automxtic pre-eminence

over other nations. It signifies only a

special role in the world, a particular
task. This point is emphasised in the

rabbinic interpretations of the great
event at Sinai.

'The Torah was given publicly and
openly, in a place to which no one had
any claim. For if it had been given in the
land of Israel, the nations of the world
could have said: We have no porrion in

it. Therefore it was given ir-r the

wilderness, publicly and openly, and in
a place to which no one had any claim.
Everyone who desires to accept it, Iet
him come and accept it.' (Mel<hilta
Y itro.)

Although rhe Torah is writtetr in

Hebrew, God actually declaimed it at

Sinai in seventy different languages, at
one and the same time, so that all the
inhabitants of the world could hear it
and accept it (Sbabbat 88b). But they
did not do so. '$fhen they were asked

whether they would obey God's law
they enquired as to its contents. One by
one they refused. The descendants of
Esau said that they could not live by the
commandment 'Thou shalt not kill',
and the descendants of Ishmael could
not promise to observe the precept
'Thou shalt not steal', and all the other
nations hesitated in a similar way. Israel
was the last nation left, but they did not
ask first what the law contained. They
immediately replied, 'We shall observe

it'. (Sifre Deuteronomy.) Their eager-

ness to agree to the divine offer is

explained by the story that God
suspended Mount Sinai over them like a
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basket, and threatened to bury them
underneath it if they did not im-
mediately accept his 1aw (Auodah
Zarah zb). This idea that Israel accept-
ed the law only under duress gives

added meaning to the common phrase
'the yoke of the Torah'.

In a beautiful portrayal of the
revelation of the Torah Exodus Rabbah
z9:9 describes how the whole natural
world was cor-rscious of this awe-
inspiring moment. '!(/hen God revealed

the Torah, no bird sang, no fowl beat its
wings, no ox bellowed, the angels did
not sing their songs of praise, the sea did
not roaf, no creature uttered a sound;
the world was silent and still, waiting
for the echoless divir.re voice which

\i
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proclaimed:', ,- ,n. Lord. thy cod.'
This last sentence forms the opening

of the Ten Commandments. The gen-

eral view is that the whole people heard
the divine voice proclaiming the Ten
Commandments, but there is a conlrary
idea that they heard only the first two
and that they were then so overcome
with terror that they pleaded with
Moses to be their sole represetrtatir e, so

that God could communicate the rest of
the commandments through him (MaA-
hot z4a).

In the Hebrew scroll from which

Jews read the weekly portions of the

Torah in the synagogue some of the

letters are decorated with little
'crowns', called taggin The Talmud
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relates that when Moses went up to
heaven he saw God putting these taggin
on the letters himself. Moses asked him
what he was doing. God replied, 'In
time to come a man will arise who will
interpret these taggin and suspend
mountains upon mountains of laws
from each one.' 'I should like to see this
man,' said Moses. God granted him his
request and sat him in the eighteenth
row of the disciples listening to Rabbi
Akiva, one of the greatest teachers of
the law in the second century cE. Moses
did not understand what Rabbi Akiva
was saying, and did not even recognise
Akiva's presentation of the law as

bearing any resemblance to the one he
had received from God at Mount Sinai.

, ot. $t,on6 1,94
42fr *,hl

He was therefore very upset. He was
consoled by the fact that when Rabbi
Akiva was asked by a student the source
of his authority he replied, 'It all goes

back to the law that Moses received at
Sinai.' The story ends on a very sober
note. Moses asked to see how the great
scholar Akiva would be rewarded. God
thereupon showed him Akiva being
tortured by the Romans. Moses pro-
tested, but God reprimanded him: 'Be

silent. Such is my decree.' (Menahot
29b.)

This last story, of course, begins in
legend and ends in historical fact. Many
rabbis (and many ordinary Jews and

Jewesses) were martyred for their
beliefs by the Romans. For these Jews

Opposite. The Egyptians pursuing the
lsraelites as they leave. They are portrayed as
medieval soldiers on horseback. From the
Second Nuremberg Haggadah, a Hebrew
manuscript from fifteenth-century Germany.
Schocken lnstitute Library, Jerusalem.

Left. The lsraelites leaving Egypt. Some of
them are armed. The women and children are
being carried in a wagon. From the Second
Nuremberg Haggadah, a Hebrew manuscript
from fifteenth-century Germany. Schocken
I nstitute Library, Jerusalem.

the Torah was more important than
life. Rabbi Hanina ben Teradion was
asked by the Romans why he spent so

long studying the Torah. 'lt is because
God has commanded it,' he said. They
sentenced him to be burnt at the stake.
'He was wrapped in a scroll of the
Torah, and bulrdles of willow wood
lvere heaped around him, and set on
fire. . . . His disciples said to him, "What
do you see?" He replied, "The sheets of
the scroll are being burnt, but the letters
are flying up to heaven."' (Auodah
Zarah ryb.)

In Rabbi Hanina's view the letters of
the law could not be destroyed. Rabbi
Akiva, too, had no doubts about the all-
demar.rding nature of the Torah. Wher.r
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asked why he risked death in order to
study and teach the Torah, he told a

famous parable. 'There was once a fox
walking by the side of a stream. He saw
some fishes moving hurriedly through
the water. He said, "What are you
running away from?" They replied,
"From fishermen who have nets."
"Why do-you not come up on the dry
landl" the cunning fox suggesred, "and
we can live in peace together." "lf we
are afraid while we are in our element,"
they retorted, "how much more afraid
should we be if we left our element!" So

it is with us, said Rabbi Akiva. We run
risks while we sit and study Torah,
which is described as "Thy life and the
length of thy days" [Deuteronomy
1o:zo). What greater risks we would run
if we neglected the Torah.' (Berakbot
6rb.)

That Moses remained on Mount
Sinai forty days and forty nights gave

rise to the idea that he must have gone

up to heaven to receive the Torah,
because only in heaven could he have

survived for so long without food and

drink. The rabbinic view is that there is

no eating or drinking in heaven. The
angels do not need it. The angels 6rmly
resisted Moses' attempt to take the
Torah away, maintaining that it
belonged with them in the celestial

spheres. Moses, however, persuaded

them by force of argument that man-
kind needed the Torah more than they
did.

'lt is written in the Torah, he said, "I
am the Lord who brought you out of the
land of Egypt." Were you enslaved in
Egypt? It is also written "Honour your
father and mother." Do you have
parents that you need such a command-
ment? It is also written "Thou shalt not
commit adultery." Are there any
women in heaven that you need a

prohibition like this?' He went on
through the commandments until the
angels conceded the justice of his
argument, and allowed him to take the
Torah away. (Pesikta Rabbati.)

it is a fundamental part of orthodox

Jewish belief that the Pentateuch (i.e.

the Torah in its narrowest sense) was

dictated verbatim by God to Moses.
Every word of it is therefore true and
unalterable. Modern critical scholar-
ship does not accept this view, pointing

,)8

out some inconsistencies in the text, a

few anachronisms, and the indisputable
fact that the Pentateuch describes
Moses' death, adding that 'no man
knows of his burial-place down to this
day' (Deuteronomy 14:6). There are
rabbinic counter-arguments for all the
criticisms of modern academics. Even
the last point can be answered, for
although some medieval rabbis con-
ceded that the verses describing Moses'
death were in fact written by his
successor Joshua, there is also an older
midrashic view proposing that Moses
did himself write down these verses at
God's dictation, and that he wept when
he was told to describe his own
departure from the world!

In addition to the Torah that Moses
wrote down, God gave him another
Torah which he communicated by word
of mouth only, and this oral Torah
Moses handed down accurately to his
successors. This oral Torah was a

commentary on and an expansion of the
written one, and was later committed to
writing inthe Mishnah (zoo cE). During
the forty days, therefore, that Moses
spent in heaven he had to devote himself
assiduously to learning God's law. The
midrash says that he sperrt the days
studying the written Torah and the
nights familiarising himself with the
oral Torah.

Although the rabbis did not dispute
the divine origin of the Torah, the
privilege and duty of interpreting it
belonged to man alone. Even the
prophetic spirit, in the view of the
rabbis, ceased with Malachi, and they
were suspicious of claims to divine
communication. This is illustrated by a
very famous story in the Talmud (Baba

Metsia 591'). Rabbi Eliezer and the sages

were arguing about the ritual cleanli-
ness of Akhnai's oven. Rabbi Eliezer
declared it to be clean, but they thought
otherwise.

'Rabbi Eliezer said to them, "If I am
right, let this carob-tree prove it." The
carob-tree uprooted itself and moved a

hundred cubits. Some say, four hundred
cubits.

'They said to him, "You can't prove
anything from a carob-tree." Rabbi
Eliezer said to them, "If I am right let
this stream prove it." The stream
started to flow backwards.

'They said to him, "You can't prove
anything from a stream."

'Rabbi Eliezer said to them, "If I am
right, let the walls of this schoolroom
prove it." The walls started to fall.
Rabbi Joshua arose and rebuked them
saying, "Scholars are arguing here.

What business is it of yours?" The walls
stopped falling, out of respect for Rabbi

Joshua. But out of respect for Rabbi
Eliezer they did not straighten up either,
and they are still bent over to this day!

'Rabbi Eliezer then said, "lf I am
right, let it be proved from heaven." A
voice from heaven proclaimed, "Rabbi
Eliezer is always right." Rabbi Joshua
got to his feet and said "[The command-
ment] is not in heaven" [Deuteronomy
1o:.rzl.

'What did he mean by that? Rabbi

Jeremiah said, "He meant that since the
Torah has been given on Mount Sinai,
we no longer pay any heed to a voice
fromheaven..."

'Afterwards Rabbi Nathan met
Elijah. He asked him what God did at
that time.

'Eliiah replied, "He smiled, and said:
My children have defeated me. My
children have defeated me."'

The Golden Calf
The most common image of Moses
accepting the Torah both in the Jewish
and Christian pictorial tradition repre-
sents him receiving two tablets of stone
on which are engraved the Ten Com-
mandments. Moses, however, was so

incensed by the sight of the Hebrews
worshipping the golden calf that he

refused to give these commandments to
the people and smashed the tablets. It
would seem that the Hebrews could not
be weaned away so easily from the
idolatry that they had witnessed in
Egypt, and, believing that Moses would
not come back to them, they demanded
a substitute 6gure who would go before

Opposite. The revelation at Sinai. Moses
receiving the Ten Commandments here
depicted in gold. He is surrounded by flames,
because the mountain burned with fire and
smoke, according to the Bible. A shofar
(trumpet) appears from heaven to announce
the revelation, while the people wait
trembling below. From the Sarajevo
Haggadah, a fourteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript from Spain. Zemaljski Muzej,
Sarajevo.
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them. The actual Biblical details are

slightly ambiguous. The people gath-

ered round Aaron and ordered him to
'make us a god who shall go before us;

for as for this Moses, the man that
brought us up out of the land of Egypt,
we know not what is become of him'
(Exodus 3z:r). \07ere they asking Aaron
to make them a physical image of a god,
or a representative of Moses? or was

their sin that they thought of Moses as a

god in human form? Or did they desire a

god to lead them, because in their view
'the man'that had brought them out of
Egypt had failed them? Aaron's part in
the affair also needs explanation. \Why

did he give in to their demands so

readily? Did he have no faith that his

brother would return?
The rabbis in interpreting the story

naturally tried to exculpate Aaron, the

6rst High Priest of the Jewish people,

who could not in their view possibly fall
into the grave error of manufacturing
an idol. They maintained that in
appearing to accede to the people's
request he was simply playing for time.
This is shown by the fact that Aaron
announced 'Tomorrow shall be a feast

to the Lord.' Furthermore, the midrash
maintains, Aaron thought that by

asking the people for their gold with
which to make the calf he would
discourage them, and they would desist.

He was amazed at their eagerness to
surrender their riches. In order to show

that they were demanding a foolish and

iniquitous thing he threw their gold into
a fire. He was surprised at the result: 'I
cast it into the fire, and out came this
calf' (Exodus p:24). Aaron himself
made the excuse that it was none of his

doing!
When Moses witnessed his people

dancing round the golden calf his

reaction in smashing the tablets of stone

was not simply one of anger. He knew
that they had already transgressed the

prohibition against idolatry, and were

liable to be punished with death.
Therefore, he thought, it were better
not to give them the commandments at

all. Some traditions state that as Moses

drew nearer to the Israelite camp, he

saw that the writing on the stone tablets
was beginning to fade, and so he

realised that there was no point in
giving them to the people.

This first pair of stone tablets was

created by God himself. According to
Mishnah Auot 5:6, they were created on
the eve of the very first Sabbath, while
the Zohar (I, r3rb) states that they were

hewn from the foundation-stone at the

centre of the world. Others say that they
were made of the sapphire that is

beneath the divine Throne of Glory.
The second set, however, were hewn by

Moses at God's command (Exodus

34:r). !7hen he descended the mountain
with the second set of tablets his face

shone, or, more literally, 'beamed'.

Rays of light were emitted from his skin.
This seems to be the meaning of Exodus

34:p. k was a reflection of the divine
radiance, according to rabbinic in-
terpretation. In some representations of
Moses, the most well known being the

sculpture by Michelangelo, he is de-

picted as having horns growing out of
his forehead. This is a misunderstand-
ing of the scriptural verse.

Tabernacle and Temple
A large part of the Book of Exodus is
taken up with the construction of the

Tabernacle in the wilderness. This
description is paralleled in its detail and

complexity only by the account of the

building of Solomon's Temple in the

First Book of Kings. The gods of the

ancient world all had their particular
'homes'. These were temples, shrines'
natural groves or streams, or even

specific areas in individual houses. The
Israelites were, therefore, in the main-
stream of ancient Near Eastern religion
in constructing an abode for their own
God. However, one of the maior
differences was that any representation
of their God was forbidden. There

could be no image, or idol. Con-

sequently, the central focus of the

temple or shrine could not be, as in most
pagan sacred places, a sculptured image

of some kind. Their place was taken by

the Ark of the Covenant' which in
essence was a simple rectangular port-
able chest that contained the stone

tablets of the law. Above the Ark were

two sculpted cherubim with wings
outstretched; not, of course, a repre-

sentation of the deity, but a throne on

which the unseen God was thought to
rest. There are many representations in

other ancient religions of divine figures

standing on sculpted animals who are

meant to be their thrones. The idea of
God resting between or over the

cherubim may be considered in this
light. This concept of the invisible God
meant that the physical focus of the

sanctuary had to be the Ark, containing
the divine law. And this is still the case

today, nearly two thousand years after
the Temple was destroyed: the central
feature of the synagogue is the Ark
which contains the sacred scrolls of the

Torah, the divine law.
But could God have a physical'home'

on earth at all? Solomon Posed the

problem better than any one: '\(lill God

in very truth dwell on earth? Behold,
heaven and the heaven of heavens

cannot contain thee. How much less

this house that I have built!' (I Kings

8:27). The rabbis summarised the

position even more pithily: 'God is the

place of the world. The world is not his

place.' In fact, the midrash tells us that
originally it was not God's wish that a

sanctuary should be built for him. He

only acceded to the demands of the

people. When they expressed the wrsh

to build God a palace, like the kings on

earth, God replied: 'My children,
earthly kings need this, but I do not. I
have no need for food and drink. And as

for light, the sun and moon are my

servants and they illumine the whole

world with the light that I gave them.'

The people, however, insisted. God

then agreed saying, 'It is customa ry for a

father to care for his son, wash him, feed

him and carry him, and then for the son,

when he is grown uP, to Provide his

father with a room, a table and a

candlestick. When you were young, I
provided for you, gave you bread to eat

and water to drink, and carried you on

eagle's wings. Now that you are older,
you should provide for me a room, a

table and a candlestick.' (Midrasb
Aggada Exodus z7:r.)

Of all the apPurtenances of the

sanctuary it is the 'candlestick', the.

menorah, that has become the most

significant as a symbol of Judaism and

the Jewish people. It is found inscribed
on ancient Jewish tombs, patterned on

early synagogue mosaic floors, and was

used as a symbol of national inde-

pendence on Jewish coinage from
Roman times. It is little wonder that the
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menorah figures prominently among
the booty captured by the Romans at
the sack of Jerusalem in the year 7o cr
and represented on the Arch of Titus in
Rome.

The description of the original
menorah in the sanctuary is com-
plicated, so much so in fact that the
midrash tells us that Moses had great
difficulty in remembering all the details.
God had given him a plan, a blueprint of
the whole tabernacle construction with
all its component parts, but Moses had
to go back to be reminded of the details
of the menorah. God then showed him a
replica of fire, but still Moses could not
keep all the information in his head.
Finally, God told him to give the work

Challah cloth for Sabbath-eve, showing two
loaves of bread (challoth) to represent the
double portion of manna that fell in the
wilderness on a Friday, so obviating the
necessity to collect manna on the Saturday
which would contravene the Sabbath laws.
German, nineteenth-century. Hebrew Union
College Skirball Museum, Los Angeles.

the festival of Hanukkah has nine-. This
festival which falls in December com-

@of ;udahttlac-

anes, in r65 ece. Antiochus had tried
to obliterate the Jewish religion by
making the practice of it a capital

to that accomplished artisan, Bezalel, paign againsr rhe rroops of Antiochus,
the son of Huri. He made the complete
candelabrum out of his own head cont
without even seeing the plan, and it
turned out exactly as God had intended
(Nwmbers Rabbah r5:).

The Temple menorah, like the one in the Talmud (shabbat zrb) to the effect
the desert-sanctuary before it, had seven that when the Maccabees searched for
lamps. The menorah that Jews use on the sacred oil with which to kindle the
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lightsin the Temple they could find only
sufficient to last for one day. By a

miracle this small amount lasted for
eight days until they found the store of
oil which had been concealed by the
priests during the previous years of
oppression. To commemorate this story

Jews light the menorah in their homes
for eight nights, kindling one candle on
the first night, two on the second, and so

on, until at the end the whole candela-
brum is lit. (The ninth lamp is an extra
one called the shammas#, or 'servant',
and is used simply to light the others.)

The garments of the High Priest are

also explained in great detail in the
Bible, and these descriptions were

subjected to intensive scrutiny by later
commentators. The panoply of sacri-

ficial worship in the sanctuary and in
the Temple must have had inner
meaning because communication bet-
ween man and God is the most
mysterious of all religious acts. This
was the view particularly of the Jewish
mystics for whom all precepts in the
Torah were a means by which the Jew
on earth could attempt to promote
harmony in the celestial spheres. For an

example of this type of interpretation let
us look at the twelve stones which were
in the breastplate worn by the High
Priest. Each of them was engraved with
the name of one of the twelve tribes.
Rabbenu Bahya Ben Asher (d. r14o) in
his commentary on Exodus 28, points
out that these stones have a close
connection with the creation. Each

stone in his view bore six letters,
representing the six days of creation,
and the totai number of letters was

seventy-two. This figure stands not only
for the fuli seventy-two lettered name of
God, but also for the seventy-two hours
which it took God to create the world,
reckoning each day as twelve hours,
since God did not create at night. Then
Bahya goes on to interpret each stone

one by one. Judah's stone was the

emerald, which brings victory in battle,
Issachar's was the sapphire, because the

tribe of Issachar were rvell known for
their study of the Torah, and the two
tablets of stone were hewn out of
sapphire. Zebulun was a trader and

supported Issachar in his studies. So his

stone was the pearl which comes from
the sea that was traversed by Zebulun's

merchant ships. Reuben's stone was the
ruby, which promotes fertility. This is

appropriate for Reuben because it was

he who, when a lad, found the
aphrodisiac mandrake-root and
brought it home to his mother, Leah.

Other stones are interpreted by Bahya
in a similar way.

These stones were also used accord-
ing ro a rabbinic tradition in connection
with the mysterious Urim and Thum-
mim, an oracle which was in the charge
of the High Priest. 'Sfhen someone came
to enquire of this oracle, the High Priest
would look at the stones on his
breastplate, and the answer would be

revealed by certain of the engraved
letters shining more brightly than the
others.

The hem of the High Priest's robes

was decorated with little bells. On only
one day of the year did he go into the
inner sanctum of the Temple. This was
the Day of Atonement, when he would
make an offering of incense there. The
people in the Temple courts would not
be able to see him perform his
ministrations because he was shielded
from their sight by thick curtains. But
they could hear him moving about from
the tinkling sound of the bells on his
robe. To commemorate this Jews
decorate their scrolls of the law with
silver bells. The scrolls have silver
breastplates too; so that one can say

that the role of the High Priest has been

symbolically assumed by the Sefer

Torab.

Exile
The destruction of the first Temple by
Nebuchadnezzar tn 586 ecE, and the

destruction of the second by the
Romans in the year 70 cE, were two
great national and religious tragedies.
Only in the Temple could sacrifices be

offered. Therefore its destruction meant

an interruption in the ritual com-
munication between man and God.
Offerings could no longer be brought,
for example, in order to atone for sin.
Temple sacrifice on the holy days, as

well as the norrrial daily ritual, ceased.

Later tradition tried to find reasons for
these catastrophes. Invariably, the

blame was laid at the door of the Jews
themselves. They had been unfaithful to
the Torah. They had relapsed into

idolatry. They had failed to educate
their children. They had indulged in
slander. All these and many more sins

were cited which led to national
collapse and exile. Indeed, it is only in
comparatively recent times that Jews
have sought other reasons for their
calamities than their own misdeeds.

Legend relates that-Moseil the three
patriarchs, Rachel, the Torah, and all
the individual letters of the Hebrew
alphabet tried to intercede with God on

the Jews' behalf, begging him to prevent
the destruction of the Temple, but all to
no avail ,

In ar.rcient times the defeat of a

nation, and the capture of its sanctuary,
invariably meant also the defeat of the
national god. This was a concept which
could r.rot possibly be related to the

situation of the Jews, because the

Jewish God is r-rot simply the God of the

Jews. He is the God of the whole
universe, who uses nations in order to
accomplish his purposes. On the other
hand, the destruction of the Temple did
involve the loss of God's 'home'. This is

beaurifully expressed in the rabbinic
view that when the.fews went into exile,
the presence of God, the Shekhinah,
accompanied them. The Shekhinah
wanders homeless with the Jewish
people, and when they suffer, she too
suffers. This idea is crucial in Jewish
mystical circles, and in a1l their dis-
cussions concerning the goal of Jewish
religious observance. This goal is none

other than to restore the Shekhinah to
her rightful_home in the Temple of
Jerusalem.,The Temple will be rebuilt
when the Messiah. son of David, c9m9!.
A1l the Temple furniture, which was
hidden away before the destruction,
will be revealed once more, and the age-

old rituals will recommence.

Opposite. Aaron pouring oil into one of the
seven lamps of the candelabrum (menorah) in
the Tabernacle. f he menorah in the Temple
was very large, and the priests had to use
ladders to tend it properly. lt has remained
one of the oldest and most cherished symbols
of Judaism and the Jewish people. From a
late thirteenth-century Hebrew manuscript
miscellany from North France. British Library,
London.
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Giants
The entry of Israel into the Promised
Land was delayed for forty years

because they believed the majority
report of the spies that it was too
dangerous a place for them to go
(Numbers rTr4).They did not have

sufficient faith that God would protect
them. Yet it was not surprising that ten

of the twelve spies that Moses sent

should express their fears for they had
seen giants in the land across the

Jordan, who were called Anakim. Once

when they had visited the city of Kiryath
Arba, they saw Anak himself and his

three gigantic sons. They were so

terrified they hid in what they thought
was a cave. It turned out to be a

pomegranate skin that one of the giants
had thrown away. A woman came by
and, picking up the skin with the twelve
men inside, threw it to one side as if it
were as light as an egg shell. The size of
the pomegranate gives us some idea of
the fertility of the Holy Land. It was in
truth 'a land flowing with milk and

honey', and lust as beautiful as God
himself had promised. The two faithful
spies, Caleb and Joshua, insisted on
taking back some of the fruit to the

Hebrew camp in order to show what a

lovely country it was. They cut down a

vine, and it was so heavy with fruit that
eight men were needed to carry it (Sotah

74a).lt produced enough wine to supply
all the libations for the sanctuary for the

next forty years.
'While we are considering the nature

of the giants we must not overlook Og,
King of Bashan, about whom many
tales are told. He was supposed to be the
son of Ham, and he survived the Flood
(see p. 45). His bed was noted in the
Bible itself as an obiect of wonder: 'his
bedstead was a bedstead of iron . . . nine
cubits was the length, and four cubits
the breadth' (Deuteronomy 1:rr). From
this description it was deduced that
Og's waistline measured about half his
height! Abba Saul related that he once
pursued a stag which escaped into a

dead man's thigh bone. He went in after
it and chased it for nine miles before he

reached the end. The thigh bone later
turned out to be Og's (Niddah zab).

The death of Og came about in an

extraordinary way. Being so tall he

could see for a very long distance.

r04

Surveying the horizon he perceived the

Israelite camp many miles away march-
ing towards him. He calculated that
they covered an area of about nine
square miles. He therefore picked up a
mountain whose base covered exactly
the right area and ran towards them
intending to cast it upon their heads,

and thereby killing them all at once.

God, however, frustrated his design. He
sent a swarm of rock-eating ants against
him. They bored through the mountain
so that it fell from his hands and slipped
over his neck. He could not remove it,
because his teeth jutted out. It was in
this parlous state that he encountered
Moses. Moses himself was no stripling.
He was fifteen feet tall. Moses took a

lance fifteen feet long, and iumped
fifteen feet into the air, and struck Og on
the ankle. Og collapsed, and because of
the weight of the mountain round his

neck could not rise again. And so he

perished. (Berakhot 54b.)

Moses' Punishment
The most fateful event that occurred to
Moses happened at the waters of
Meribah in the wilderness of Zin
(Numbers zo). Once more the people
complained against him, this time
because of their lack of water. This
dearth was caused by the death of
Miriam, Moses' sister. 

.While 
she was

alive a miraculous well, called 'the well
of Miriam' travelled with the Israelites
through the desert. It began its journey

soon after they had left Egypt and had
come to Marah, where the bitter waters
were made sweet. As a reward for
Miriam's piety, these sweet waters
accompanied her everywhere. But when
she died they disappeared. The Israel-
ites therefore gathered around Moses

demanding water.
Moses appealed to God for help and

he was told to speak to the rock which
would immediately produce sufficient
water for the people. God also told him
to take his rod, but did not order him to
use it. The Bible tells us that Moses
struck the rock twice with the rod and
water poured out. This was one of the
occasions on which Moses disobeyed
God. Furthermore, he ascribed the
miracle to himself and to Aaron, saying
to the people, 'Listen, you rebels; shall
we bring water out of this rock?'

(Numbers zo:ro). His anger also impell-
ed him to address the people harshly.
For these reasons God prevented Moses

from entering the Promised Land,
saying, 'You did not believe in me, nor
sanctify me in the eyes of the children of
Israel.'No punishment could have been

more painful to Moses than this. Aaron
too was punished in the same way
because, the midrash says, he failed to
stop Moses acting as he did. Other
reasons were also advanced by the

rabbis for Moses' punishment. One is

that he actually denied his Jewish
identity. The occasion was long before
when he first encountered the daughters
ofJethro. They announced his arrival to
their father by saying, 'An Egyptian
rescued us from the hands of the

shepherds' (Exodus zt9). k may be

assumed, therefore, that Moses made

himself known to them as an Egyptian
and not as a Hebrew (Deuteronomy

Rabbah z:8).

Death of Aaron
Of the two brothers Aaron was the first
to die. Moses'task on this occasion was

to take the priestly garments from
Aaron and put them on his son and

successor, Eleazar. In order to avoid the

unseemliness of Aaron's appearing
naked, God covered him with a garment
from heaven to replace every garment
that was removed by Moses. Others say

that Aaron was hidden by a cloud of
glory. When Moses and Eleazar came

down from Mount Hor, where Aaron
had died, the people did not believe that
he had departed this life in an innocent
and natural way. They thought that
perhaps Moses and Eleazar had killed
him. In order to quell their suspicions,
God commanded the angels to carry
Aaron's bier over the heads of the
assembled multitude. This dem-

onstrated that Aaron's death was God's
wlll (Beth ha-Midrash,I, 95). There is a

famous saying in Mishnab Auot r;rz,in
the name of Hillel: 'Be of the disciples of
Aaron, loving peace and pursuing
peace, loving mankind and bringing
them near to the Torah.' He was much
loved by the people, and there are many
traditions to the effect that they shed

more copious tears for Aaron than for
Moses. Moses was at times severe and
irascible, although the humblest of all



Moses bringing the Ten Commandments
down from Mount Sinai, and delivering them
to Aaron and the elders at the foot of the
mountain. From the Regensburg Pentateuch,
copied in Bavaria, about 1300. lsrael
Museum, Jerusalem.

men. Aaron, however, was lovable.
Only the men mourned for Moses, it is
said, while both men and women
mourned for Aaron.

An example of the way in which
Aaron promoted peace between man
and his fellows concerns a married
couple, where the husband was about to
divorce his wife. Aaron went to the

husband and said, 'If you do divorce
your wife, remember that your second

wife will almost certainly not be as good
to you as this one; for when you have a

quarrel with her she will accuse you of
being an argumentative type because

you divorced your first wife.' Agair-r, he

would go in turn to each of two
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quarrelling parties, ar-rd point out to
each hou' very contrite and distressed

the other was. It'r this rvay, he u'ould
bring them togethcr.

Balaam
One of the most curious personalities in
the Hebrew Bible is Belaan'r. B:.laam

was a heather-r propl-ret and sorcerer
u irh r wiJe.prerJ repurxtiorl :ls il
successful miracle-rvorker. Jeu'ish
tradition regards him as one of the

magicians and advisers in the court of
Pharaoh in Egypt. (Another or.re, by the

way, was Job.) It is orre of the iror.ries of
the Jeu,ish liturgy that the verses read or
sung at the beginr-ring of the Morning
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Service were originally spoken by a

pagan, Balaam, who came to curse

Israel but stayed to bless them, saying:
'How goodly are your tents, O Jacob;
your dwelling-places, O Israel' (Num-
bers z4:5).

Balaam sets out on his ass to curse

Israel. On the way they are confronted
by an angel with a sword in his hand.
But only the ass can see it. And the

animal deviates from the path into a

field. Balaam beats him, and they
resume their journey. Once more the

angel appears, at a spot where the road
is bounded by a wall on each side. The
ass veers and crushes Balaam's foot
against the wall. A third time the angel
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Opposite. Bezalel, right, sculpting the
cherubim. A midrash states that Moses did
not have the skill to perform this work even
though God showed him an exact plan of
what was required. On the left, Moses
receives the tablets of the law. Ark doors
designed by Milton Horn in Temple lsrael,
Charleston, West Virginia.

Right. Balaam, a heathen sorcerer, who was
commanded by Balak, King of Moab, to curse
lsrael. But instead he spoke the words that
God put into his mouth, saying 'How goodly
are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places,
O lsrael'. He holds some kind of magical or
divining instrument. From the Kennicott Bible,
a fifteenth-century Hebrew manuscript from
Spain. Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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appears, and this time the ass cannot
move to right or left, but just sits down
in the road, unable to proceed further.
Balaam is furious, and strikes his animal
several times. The ass thereupon opens

its mouth and speaks to Balaam,
protesting its innocence. Balaam's 'eyes

are opened' and he sees the angel. The
lack of any surprise on Balaam's part
when his animal speaks gives the
impression that this sort of encounter
was not uncommon in ancient Near
Eastern legend, and we must assume

that there were many other stories of
this type now lost. The conversation
between Eve and the serpent is, of
course, another example.

Despite Balaam's enmity towards the

Jewish people he is held in high esteem

in later Jewish tradition. He occupies

the place among the heathen prophets
that Moses enjoys among the Hebrews.
Indeed, he has some advantages over
Moses: 'No prophet has arisen like
Moses in Israel, but there has been one

among the other nations, namely
Balaam. . But there is a difference
between Moses' prophecy and that of
Balaam. Moses did not know who was

addressing him, but Balaam knew. . . .

Moses did not speak with God till he

had stood up, but Balaam spoke with
God "fallen down, yet with opened

eyes"' (Sifre Deuteronomy).

Death of Moses
Moses, having intimations that he was
soon to die, was instructed by God to
pass on the leadership to Joshua. Joshua
had already distinguished himself as

one of the two spies who had brought
back a good report about the Promised
Land. In that incident he is called
Hoshea (Numbers r3:8), but his name
was later changed to Joshua. This was
done partly to accommodate the com-
plaint of the smallest letter of the
Hebrew alphabet, the letter yod. !7hen
Sarai's name was changed to Sarah, the
yod was displaced, and the letter
protested to God at being removed from
the name of the first Hebrew matriarch.
God made amends, saying, 'I shall take
you from the end of the name of the
matriarch, and place you at the very
beginning of the name of the leader who
will bring Israel into the Promised
Land.' Joshua deserved to succeed

ro8

Moses, because he had for long
ministered to him, fulfilling the impor-
tant and honourable role of serving the

most renowned teacher of all. Moses

did not, however, fulfil God's command
to the letter. He had been told 'to lay
your hand' upon Joshua (Numbers
z7t8), but when he came to pass on the

leadership to him, he in fact used both
hands (Deuteronomy 34:9). The result
was that he not only conveyed to Joshua
his wisdom and understanding of the

Torah, but he also passed on to him
something of the radiance which was

always visible on Moses' face (Sifre

Numbers).
The time drew near for Moses to die.

He appealed to God to grant him a

longer life. He appealed to the world of
nature and to the patriarchs to intercede
for him, but they all replied that they
could not influence God for their own
benefit, let alone on behalf of someone
else. Moses thought to himself that if
God wanted him to die in order to make

way for Joshua he could step down
from the leadership of Israel and show
the people that they should obey

Joshua's authority and not his. In this
way perhaps he could prolong his life.
'Every morning and evening he would
minister to Joshua, as a disciple
ministers to his master. . . . At midnight
he would arise and go to Joshua's door.
He would take the key and unlock the

door. After entering, he would take a

shirt, shake it out, and lay it by his
pillow. He would then take his shoes,

and clean them and put them by the side

of the bed. After this he would take his
vest, and his cloak, his golden helmet
and his bejewelled crown, examine,
clean and polish them, and lay them out
in order on a golden chair. He would
then fetch a jug of water and a golden
bowl and put them in front ofthe chair-
and all this while Joshua was still asleep

. . .' But all this was of no avail, because

the people could not reconcile them-
selves to seeing the roles of Moses and

Joshua reversed. (Jellinek, Beth ha-
Midrasb l, rz7.)

r0fhen the last moments came Samael,
the angel of death, begged God to let
him have the pleasure of removing
Moses' soul. After much deliberation
God consented, and Samael set off. But
he found Moses studying the Torah,

and such a resplendent light flashed out
of his eyes that Samael was afraid to
draw near.. Therefore God took upon
himself the duty of taking the great
man's soul. 'Three angels descended
with the Holy One, blessed be he:

Michael, Gabriel, and Genael. Gabriel
laid out Moses'couch; Michael spread a
purple sheet over it; Genael prepared a

woollen cushion for a pillow. The Holy
One, blessed be he, stood at his head,
Genael at his feet, Gabriel at one side
and Michael at the other. The Holy
One, blessed be he, said, "Cross your
legs," and he did so, "Put your hands
upon your chest," and he did so. "Close
your eyelids," and he did so. Then the
Holy One, blessed be he, called to
Moses' soul, "I have allotted you one
hundred and twenty years in Moses'
body. Now come out, do not delay, for
your time to emerge has arrived." The
soul replied at once, "I know that you
are the God of spirits and souls, and that
in your hand are the souls of the living
and the dead, and that you have created
me and formed me and placed me in the
body of Moses for one hundred and
twenty years. \Who else has a body as

pure as Moses? I do not wish to leave
it . . ." The soul persistently refused to
forsake Moses' body of her own accord.
In the end, God had to take his soul
himself with a kiss, as it is said "Moses,
the servant of the Lord, died there in the

land of Moab, at the mouth of the
Lord"' (Deuteronomy 3415). (Jellinek,
Beth ba-Midrash, Yl, 77.)

Opposite. The brazen serpent constructed by
Moses at God's command. ln the wilderness
there were venomous snakes. lsraelites who
had been bitten could be restored to health
simply by looking at the serpent. Hezekiah
destroyed it when the people began to make
offerings to it. From a late thirteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript miscellany from North
France. British Library, London.





Saul and
David

Saul

The fierce controversies that regularll'
took place between king and prophet in
Israel began at the very inceptior.r of
Israelite kingship with the appointment
of Sau1. According to the Biblicai record
this appoir-rtment indicated a rejectior.r

by the people of God's direct leadership
through the prophet Samuel. 'They
have not rejected yor-r,' God says to
Samuel, 'but they have rejected me' (I
Samuel 8:7) . Subsecluently, therefore,
al1 the kings of Israel were jLrdged by
their contemporaries and by later ages

according to whether thev had acted in
accordance with the cli-,,ine lalv or not.
Their political achievements lvere offset
against their moral failings.

According to the midrash it lvas orrly
after Saul had been anoir.rted king that
he begar.r to sin at all. Before that he u,as

as inr-iocent as a new-born baby. This
led to his selection, but cor-rpied lvith
this self-commer-rding quality he was tall
and handson're, and much beloved of the
womer.rfolk. The Bible itself tells us that
'there was not among the children of
Israel a goodlier person than he: from
his shoulders and r-rpward he was taller
than ar-ry of the people' (I Samr,rel 9:z).
He also had an horrourable lineage. The
tradition does not tell us a great ciea,l

about his father, Kish, but his grand-
father, Abiel, was remembered for the
fact that he ir-rtroduced public street
lighting so that the people could find
their r,vay to the houses of study after
dark. So Saul benefited from 'the works
of the fathers' (.Leuiticus Rabbab 9:z).
However, even when Samuel had
broken the news to hin-r of his selectior-r,

he was so humble and self-effacing that
he i,vould not accept the throne until the
appointment had been confirmed by the
Urim and Thummim on the breastplate
of the High Priest.

Saul's greatest sin, as recorded in the
Bible, is that he failed to carry out the
divine command to exterminate the
Amalekites (I Samuel r5:9 ff).lt was
because of this that the royal in-
heritance was taken from Saul's family,
and a new king, David, was chosen to
succeed him. The fascinating re-
lationship between the young David
and the ageing Saul is not elaborated
upon much in later Jewish sources,
although the picture of the young David
playing his harp to Saul in order to
lighten his depression is a familiar one
in the 'ifestern tradition.

The midrashic elucidation of Saul's
encounter with the witch of Endor,
however, is more detailed. The witch,
identified in some sources as Zeph-
aniah, the mother of Abner, did not
recognise Saul because he had disguised
himself (I Samuel z8:8). But she realised
that it was the king who had asked her
to raise up the spirit of the dead Samuel,
when Samuel appeared at her bidding
the right way up. If it had been any other
person apart from the king the spirit
would have been upside down. Such are
the rules of necromancy. Another rule is
that the necromancer can see the dead
spirit but not hear him, while the
enquirer can hear but not see him. That
is why Saul had to ask the witch to
describe Samuel to him (Leuiticws
Rabbab z6:7).

Samuel's spirit did not arise alone.
The ascent of Samuel into the world of
men prompted other dead spirits to
think that 'the end of days' had arrived,
and that the resurrection was about to
take place. Moses rose with Samuel,
and others too (Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer

fi).
Samuel told Saul that it was time for

him to make atonement for his sins.
And so, on the next day, Saul showir-rg



more bravery than his successor David,
who was not wont as king to lead his
troops into battle, appeared at the head
of his army with his three sons. They
engaged the Philistines on Mount
Gilboa and were all slain. And there is

no greater atonement than death.

David and Goliath. The young David with a
slingstone confronts the heavily armed
Philistine. The Hebrew caption at the foot
reads 'This is Goliath the Philistine. and David
taking aim at him surrounded by rams and his
dog'. From a late thirteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript miscellany from North France.
British Library, London.

David's Ancestry
David can lay claim to be the greatest of
all the kings of Israel. He is not
associated with the royal pomp and
splendour that accompany his son,
Solomon, in Jewish legend. Nor did he

have Solomon's mastery of wisdom. But
historically speaking he laid the foun-
dation for the most powerful period of
the Jewish monarchy. He captured
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Jerusalem and made it his capital city.
He extended the borders of his domain.
And moreover he is linked in the
religious literature of the Jews, ar-rd in
their prayers, with the Messiah; the
traditional belief being that either he

himself or a descendant of his will come
'at the end of days' to restore the Jewish
people to their ancestral glory and
inaugurate the Kingdom of God on
earth.

His ancestry, however, is not without
its problemsJThere is a genealogy at the

end of the Book of Ruth which
specifically links David directly with
Ruth. Ruth and Boaz had a child named

Obed, who is 'the father of Jesse, the
father of David' (Ruth 4:r7). Ruth was
therefore David's great-grandmother.
However, she was not a born Israelite.
She came from the people of Moab. And
there is a Biblical injunction that 'An
Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter
into the congregation of the Lord, even

to the tenth generation' (Deuteronomy

4:4). lf applied strictly this would
exclude David! This became the subject

of great controversy, and was settled, in
the view of the midrash, in David's own
time. Doeg, who was constantly hostile
to David, maintair.red that the law
affected David. Abner, however, point-
ed out that the Deuteronomic phrase-

ology was in the masculine form, ar-rd

referred to males only. Ruth, the

Moabitess, was outside the scope of the

law, and there was no question but that
David, her descendant, had every right
to be included in the congregation of
the Lord'. The prophet Samr-rel had

finally to be summoned to arbitrate
between them, and he upheld the view
of Abner (Ruth Rabbah z:5).

The kabbalists regarded David's
descent from the Moabites as a definite
advantage, indeed an absolute nec-

essity. The pagan Moabites represent
'the other side' the power of
uncleanness, or evii and the future
Messiah has to have experience of evil
before he can finally overcome it, at the

end of time. The Messiah, therefore, in
the kabbalistic view, has evil within his

very nature, and only through this

left. Since Moses was not allowed to enter
the Promised Land, Joshua led the lsraelites
in their conquest of Canaan. His capture of
Jericho is here depicted in a Judeo-Persian
manuscript of the seventeenth-century. Seven
priests encircle the massive walls of the town,
blowing rams' horns. British Library, London.

Opposite. The ark on a wagon drawn by two
oxen. Before the Temple was built in
Jerusalem there was no permanent home for
tne ark of the covenant. ln this reconstructed
copy of a wall painting from the synagogue
at Dura Europos (second-century CE) the ark
is being sent on its way by the Philistines.
They had captured it, but wherever it went it
caused havoc, including the destruction of
their god Dagon in the temple at Ashdod.
Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven,
Connecticut. Dura-Europos Collection.

personal involvement with, and know-
ledge of, 'the other side' can he restore

the world (Joseph Caro," Maggid
Mesharim).

In other respects David's lineage was
impeccable. A rabbinic tradition main-
tains that he was descended from
Moses' sister, Miriam, who had mar-
ried Caleb. He therefore had priestly
ancestry, since Miriam and Moses were

of the tribe of Levi. It is clear therefore
that the future Messiah would be

directly connected both with the priest-
ly line and with the royal house of
Judah. (Sifre Numbers, 78.)

The Brave Youth
Like Saul before him, David was
renowned for his handsome ap-
pearance. 'He was ruddy, and withal of
beautiful eyes, and goodly to look upon'
(I Samuel 16:rz). This was not the main
feature, however, that commended him
for the royal throne of Israel. It was

"Rabbi Joseph Caro, r488-r575. Born Spain

and died in Safed. He was both a mystic and
the last great codifier of Jewish law.
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rather the care and courage that he
displayed in looking after his father's
sheep. In this respect he was like Moses.
Both of them impressed God as

shepherds. As a shepherd-boy David
was fearless. On one day he killed four
lions and three bears (ibid. 17:34) with
no weapons except stones from the
ground, thus giving earnest of the more
famous contest yet to come. His most
extraordinary adventure, however, was
with the re'em, usually translated in the
traditional Bible versions as 'wild ox'
but in reality a mythical creature of
enormous size and ferocity (see p. 45).
On one occasion David mistook the
sleeping re'em for a mountain, which he
started to climb. The beast suddenly
roused itself and David was lifted high
in the air on its horns. He prayed to God
promising that he would build a Temple
as high as those very horns. God
Iistened to his prayer and sent a lion of
whom even the re'em was terrified. The
huge monster bowed down to the lion,
thus enabling David to dismount; and
he was saved from the lion. too. because

God sent a deer who drew the lion away
in pursuit. (Midrash to PsaLms zz; 9r;
92.)

David's most famous exploit, of
course, was his defeat of Goliath, the
Philistine giant. The Biblical account (I

Samuel 17:4-54) is in itself a masterpiece
of story-telling, and really requires no
elaboration. 'We see the young boy
David bringing provisions for his
brothers, picking his way through the
ranks of the Israelites and asking
apparently in a1l innocence, but actually
with some impudence, what reward the
slayer of Goliath would receive from the
king. He is reprimanded by his older
brother for staying to see the outcome
of the battle and neglecting his sheep.
''V7hat have I done?' says David. ''$fas it
not but a word?' He goes on making
enquiries until the attention of Saul is

aroused, and David offers himself. Saul
brings him his armour, but David
cannot wear ir, nor because it is too
large, but because 'he has not tried it'.
He was not used to it. He preferred his
own shepherd's ways. He taunts Goli-

ath. 'You come to me with a sword, and
with a spear and with a javelin. But I
come to you in the name of the Lord of
hosts, the God of the armies of Israel.'
\7ith a single stone from his sling David
brings down Goliath and cuts off his
head with the giant's own sword.

The Jewish legendary tradition 6l1s

out the details of the story, giving us, for
example, information about Goiiath's
pedigree. He was the son of Orpah, the
sister and also sister-in-law of David's
great-grandmother Ruth. Orpah was as

reprehensible as Ruth was virruous -
but an old maxim teaches us that even a

wicked person's few good deeds have to
be recognised and recorded. Orpah
followed her mother for only forty
paces; that is why her son Goliath was
aliowed to taunt Israel for forty days.
Orpah shed just four tears when she

parted from her mother. Her reward
was four sons, all giants, the mightiest
of them being Goliath. (Sotah 4zb.)

The five stones that David chose

actually came to him voluntarily. They
represented God, Abraham, Isaac,
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that gave him a place in Saul's

entourage. At least that is what we are
led to believe from one of the Biblical
accounts. But a different one ascribes
his place in court not to his courage but
to his musical proficiency on the harp.
For Saul became subject to what we
would probably call today fits of severe

depression: 'The spirit of the Lord had
departed from Saul, and an evil spirit
from the Lord terrified him.' (Samuel

fit4). He was advised to seek out 'a
man who is a skilful player on the harp'.
The young David was sent for and his
music was found to have soothing,
curative properties: 'It came to pass,

when the evil spirit from God was upon
Saul, that David took the harp and
played with his hand; so Saul found
relief, and it was well with him, and the
evil spirit departed from him.' (Ibid.
16:r'4; 16:27.)

David as musician, and 'sweet singer
in Israel', to whom most of the psalms

were attributed, is a much loved figure
in Jewish legend. There are many
representations of him with his harp in

Jewish art from ancient to modern
times. One Hellenistic mosaic from
Egypt shows him as a kind of Orpheus,

Left. David and Goliath. A tiny miniature
greatly magnified. Note that the boy David
already has a crown on his head! From a
manuscript of Maimonides' Mishneh Torah,
copied in Germany, c. 1295. Magyar
Tudom5nyos Akad6mia Konyvt6ra, Budapest

Opposite. David playing the harp. David is
traditionally acknowledged to be the author of
many of the Psalms. The harp also had
special properties according to Jewish legend.
At midnight it played by itself when the
breeze blew upon it, and roused David, who
then devoted the rest of the night to the
stuCy of Torah. From a late thirteenth-century
Hebrew manuscript miscellany from North
France. British Library, London.

surrounded by animals, whom he has

obviously attracted with his sweet

music. In the Bible itself there are

psalms which from their content were

thought to have been composed by

David at a specific time in his life,
particularly during his ongoing conflict
with Saul. For example, Psalm 57 is
headed '[A Psalm] of David . . . when he

fled from Saul, in the cave' and Psalm 59
reads '[A Psalm] of David . . . when Saul

sent, and they watched the house to kill
him.'

The harp that David used was a very
special one. Some say that the strings

were made from the gut of the ram that
Abraham sacrificed instead of his son,

Isaac, on Mount Moriah. And it played
at the touch of the wind without
David's htlp. 'A harp hung over David's
bed, and at midnight a north wind
would blow, and the harp would play
on its own. David would then arise at

once and study Torah until dawn.'
(Berakhot 1b.)

David and Bathsheba
The character of David, like those of all
the other Biblical heroes, is not com-
pletely without reproach. The Bible

' /d|fi46^{{"'*l"i. ; :,,A .l
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Jacob, and Aaron. These five stones,
like those of Jacob at Bethel (see pp.

64), miraculously turned themselves
into a single stone. And this was the one

stone that killed Goliath. (Midrash to
Samuel zr, ro8.)

A Muslim variant story tells of three
stones. As David made his way to the

battlefield he heard a voice calling to
him from the ground. 'Pick me up and
put me in your pouch,' it said, 'for I am

the stone which Abraham used to drive
away Satan.' David picked it up and
passed on. Again he heard the voice of a

stone saying, 'Pick me up and put me in
your pouch because I am the stone upon
which the angel Gabriel rested when he

made a fountain spring up in the desert

for Hagar and Ishmael.'David gathered

that one too, and then he heard a third
saying, 'Pick me up and put me in your
pouch, for I am the stone with which

Jacob was victorious in his struggle
with the angel.' It was only after he had
gathered these stones that he found out
about Goliath's challenge. (Rappoport
III, 6.)

The Musician
It was David's prowess in this contest
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Left. King David with a large crown, and
holding a club as a sceptre. This illustration
from the beginning of the Book of Kings is
reminiscent of a playing card figure. From the
Ken n icott B ible, a f ifteenth -century H ebrev,.r
manuscript from Spain. Bodleian Library,
Oxford.

Opposite. Leviathan and the wild ox, two
mythical animals whose flesh was a great
delicacy. According to Jewish tradition the
righteous, King David included, will feed on
them at a great banquet in the world to come.
Polish Jewish folk art of the nineteenth-
century.

armour in order to cut off his head.
Uriah came on the scene and offered to
help him if he would promise to give
him an Israelite wife a bargain to
which David readily agreed. So it was
that Uriah married Bathsheba who had
really been destined for David. (Moses
Alshekh," II Samuel rzt1.)

Another account, (Sanhedrin rc7a),
presents David's infatuation with Bath-
sheba as a result of his own pre-

"Moses Alshekh, r5o8-16oo. Rabbi in both
Safed and Damascus, he is most well-known
for his homiletical commentarv ro the
Pentateuch.

portrays human beings, not saints.
They may be only 'a little lower than the
angels', but they are definitely 'lower'.
The chink in David's armour was his
passion for Bathsheba, the wife of
Uriah, the Hittite. Not only did he
commit adultery with her, but he
subsequently arranged for Uriah to be
put in the front line of battle where he
was sure to be killed, so that David
could marry his widow. This grave sin
was not glossed over in the Bible.
Nathan, the prophet, upbraids him in a
most telling fashion by relating to him
the parable of the wealthy man who
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stole the poor man's 'little ewe lamb'.
David's fury at such injustice is swiftly
turned by Nathan into a self-
accusation. 'You are the man,' he says
(II Samuel l:z-rz:7).

The elaborations of the story provide
extenuating circumstances, but none of
them tries to remove David's culpability
completely. David was at fault at the
very beginning, goes one version.
because he was the one who arranged
the marriage between Bathsheba and
the non-Jewish Uriah in the first place.
After David had killed Goliath he did
not know how to unbuckle the giant's
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sumption. He asked God why it was
that when people prayed they addressed
him as 'God of Abraham, God of Isaac,

and God of Jacob' but not as 'God of
David'. God replied it was because the
three patriarchs had all been put to the
test and had been found faithful. 'Test
me,' said David. And God did so. One
evening David was on the roof of his
palace, and Satan appeared before him
in the shape of a bird. The king threw a

dart at it. It missed the bird but struck a

screen which separated David's house
from the adjoining one. The screen fell
down and revealed Bathsheba combing
her hair. David's passion was aroused,
and he failed the test.

In later kabbalah the killing of Uriah
is seen as a kind of'restoration'for the
sin of Adam. Uriah is a symbol of the
serpent, the embodiment of primal evil.

Just as the serpent overcame Adam in
Eden, so David in turn is victorious over
the serpent. (David is a reincarnation of
Adam - primeval man - the letters of the
name standing for Adam, David and
Messiah.) lSefer ha-PeLiah.)

David's sin had dire consequences,
the most grievous being his son

Absalom's rebellion, and death. The
Talmud adds further tribulations to
those recorded in Scripture. David was
given the choice of suffering himself or
causing his descendants to suffer. To his
credit he chose the former, and one day
while he was hunting Satan appeared in
the form of a deer. David pursued him
little realising that he was travelling at
speed into the country of the Philistines.
There he was sighted by Goliath's
brother Ishbi. Swift to take vengeance
Ishbi seized David and put him in a wine
press. The king would have been

crushed to death if the earth beneath
him had not sunk slowly at the same

rate as the press. At that very moment,
too, David's plight came to the atten-
tion of his cousin, Abishai. It happened
to be a Friday afternoon and Abishai
was washing in preparation for the
Sabbath. He saw drops of blood in the
water, which warned him that some-
thing was wrong. And then he heard a

dove moaning and plucking out her
feathers. Abishai recognised the dove as

a symbol of Israel, and realised that
David was in peril. He looked for him
everywhere but could not find him. So

-?3 r-'l 'l I u/] Jn't)

he saddled the king's mount and gave

him his head. It immediately transport-
ed him to the land of the Philistines.
There he met Orpah, the giant's
mother, who attacked him, but he slew
her.

Ishbi saw Abishai coming. He picked
David up from the ground and threw
him into the air in such a way that he

would fall on Ishbi's spear which was
stuck in the ground. Abishai seeing this
pronounced the ineffable name of God,
and David became suspended midway
between heaven and earth. David and
Abishai then had a conversation, in

which David explained how he came to
be in this terrible plight. Abishai told
him that he should not have chosen to
suffer himself. He was too indispens-
able to Israel. They thereupon both
prayed to God for deliverance. Abishai
uttered the Name again. David fell to
earth safely, and they both fled, pursued

by Ishbi. When the giant, however,
found out that his mother was no more
his strength failed him, and he was
despatched by our two heroes. (Sanhed-

rin 95a.)
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David's Death
The dying days of David are over-
shadowed in the Biblical story by court
intrigue. But in later legends the main
concern is to establish how a man so

dear to God and so pious could die at
all. David lived to be seventy years old,
the normal allotted span, but even that
was a mark of special favour. Those
seventy years were sacrificed by Adam
from his own life. God had shown him
the whole future history of the world
and Adam saw that David was destined
to live only three hours. He thereupon
begged God to take seventy years from
his life and give them to David. (Hence

Adam lived for only 9)o ye^rs instead of
one thousand.) (Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer,

' 
e.)

God refused to tell David the day of
his death, for that is revealed to no man,
but he did tell him that he would die on
a Sabbath in his seventy-first year. Every
Sabbath therefore David spent con-
tinuously studying the Torah for he

knew that the Angel of Death could
have no power over a man occupied
with the Torah. The angel therefore
resorted to cunning. 'There was a

rr8

garden at the rear of David's house. The
Angel of Death went there and shook
the trees. David got up to investigate the
noise. He went down the stairway to the
garden, and it collapsed underneath
him, and he died.' (Shabbat 3oa-b.)

He was buried in his own city (I Kings
z:ro) but the traditional site of his tomb
is on Mount Zion, which has become a

place of pilgrimage, notably for Orien-
tal Jews who visit it on Shauuot
(Pentecost) especially, this being the
traditional date of David's death. It is

held in reverence also by Christians and
Muslims. There are several stories of
miracles performed at David's tomb.

One of them describes how a Muslim
Pasha looked into the tomb, and
accidetrtally dropped his bejewelled
sword into the depths. Some of his
retainers were let down into the tomb
by rope in order to recover it, but when
each one of them was pulled up he was
dead. The Jewish authorities were
consulted, and the most pious member
of the community, the synagogue
beadle, was chosen to descend into the
murky depths. He succeeded in retriev-
ing the sword. And he later told the

lelt. A Persian embroidery, nineteenth-
century, of Jerusalem. The design is

schematised, with the Western Wall in the
centre. David was the first to make Jerusalem
his capital, thus consolidating his leadership
of the tribes. Ever since, the holy city has
been the object of spiritual yearning wherever
Jews have lived, and the direction in which
they pray. Sir lsaac and Edith Wolfson
Museum, Hechal Schlomo, Jerusalem.

story of how he met down there a

dignified old man, who personally
handed him the Pasha's sword. As a

reward, the Pasha treated the Jewish
community of Jerusalem with great

beneficence. (Sha'arei YerwshaLayim

4 /o- / 5.t
David occupies a privileged position

in paradise. On the Day of Judgment,
there will be a banquet for the righteous
in heaven, when they will ail taste the

delicious flesh of Leviathan. 'David will
say to God, "Master of the Universe,
may it be your will that your presence

should dwell among us." The Holy
One, blessed be he, will accept David's
invitation and he will enter with
David. All the righteous will stand by

their thrones, and the Holy One, blessed

be he, will sit upon his throne of glory,
and David will sit opposite him, on the

throne prepared for him. . . .' After the
meal Grace is said, and God invites all
the righteous in turn to take the cup of
wine and say the blessing over it.
Abraham refuses because, he says, 'I
had a son flshmael] who angered God'.
Isaac refuses because the descendants of
one of his sons, Esau, destroyed the
Temple. Jacob refuses because he

married two sisters together, which was

later forbidden by the Torah. Moses
refuses because he was not permitted to
enter the Promised Land, and Joshua
because he was not blessed with a son.
'When David's turn comes he accepts,
saying, 'I shall pronounce the blessing,
for I am the 6t person to do it, as it is

written [Psalm rr6tl) "I shall raise the

cup of salvation, and call upon the name

of the Lord."' (Jellinek Beth ha-
Midrasb Y,45-6.)

In the physical worid too David iives
on as the symbol of the Jewish people

and of their glorious future in the
Messianic Age. As the refrain of a

popular song has it Dauid, melekh
Yisrael, bay, hay ue-kayyam, 'David,
King of Israel, lives still.'
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The reign of Solomon was one of
comparative peace and tranquillity
after the struggles which his father
David experier-rced as he set about
extending his kingdom. It was also a

prelude to the eventual disintegration
and collapse of Israel, because after
Solomon's death a dispute arose over
the inheritar-rce, and the kingdom was

divided.
The picture the Bible gives us of

Soiomon is of a man who was fond of
the good things in life: vast and

beautiful buildings, fine horses and

lovely women. And yet he was also

credited with two great and lasting
achievements: the construction of the

Temple in Jerusalem, and the acquis-

ition of profound wisdom. The rabbis
therefore had an ambivalent attitude
towards him. They castigated him for
his sensual appetites and praised him
for his architectural prowess and great

intellect, both of which in different
ways he directed towards the worship
of God.

Women and Horses
There is an o1d rabbinic dictum that one

should not ask the reason why any one

commandment should be observed. It is
sufficient that God requires it. A1l we

shouid do is obey. If we try to establish

the purpose of the commandments we

might think we can achieve that
purpose by other means and so neglect

the commandments themselves. That is
u,hy the Bible does not usllally give

reasons. There are, hor,l,ever, exccp-

tions. One of them conce rns the

in junction that the king should lrot
'multiply u,ives to himself, that his heart
turn not away' (Detteronomy ry:ry).
Solomon, however, did marrv many
'strange' wives, apart from his con-
cubines, thir-rking that he would be

strong enough to resist their wiles, and

that his heart wouid not be 'turned

away'. He was, of course, mistaken. He

actually built shrines in Jerusalem for
the different gods that his wives

worshipped. Had Solomon not thought
about the reason behind the prohibition
he might never have transgressed it.

His most important marriage politi-
cally was with Pharaoh's daughter,
because this cemented an alliance which
bolstered his kingdom against enemies

from the north and east. Legend has it
that Solomon loved this wife, Bithiah,
more than all the others put together,
and she led him into more sins than all
the others put together. Their marriage
was celebrated on the day that the

Temple was finished. She brought with
her a thousand musicians from Egypt,
each with a different instrument, to play

on the wedding night. Over the bed she

hung a dark canopy embroidered with
diamonds and pearls that gleamed like
the stars so that when Solomon awoke
he thought it was still night-time and

did not rise. In consequence the Temple
could not be opened, because he kept
the keys under his pillow, and the

morning sacrifice could not be offered.
This was a grave offence, and because in
addition Solomon celebrated his mar-
riage more splendidly than the com-
pletion of the Temple, God resolved to
destroy the great building. On the

wedding-night itself the angel Gabriel
came down from heaven and stuck a
reed in the Mediterranean Sea. Silt

began to congeal around the reed, and

this proved to be the foundation of the

great city of Rome, whose legions were

later to set fire to the Temple. (Shabbat

56b.)
Lust for women was not Solomon's

only weakness; he loved horses too. The

chapter in Deuteronomy we have
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already quoted also forbids the king to
send agents to Egypt to purchase horses
'for as much as the Lord has said to you:
You shall no more return thar way'.
This was another command that Sol-
omon ignored, for 'the horses which
Solomon had were brought out of
Egypt'(I Kings ro:28). Among his
multifarious possessions were'fourteen
hundred chariots and twelve thousand
horsemen' and for the horses he had
magnificent stables built at Megiddo,
whose ruins may still be seen.

Solomon's Wisdom
Although Solomon lived a life of great
luxury, he redeemed himself in the eyes

of later scholars because when God
gave him the free choice of a divine gift
he asked for no material blessing at all,
but for 'an understanding heart to judge
thy people, that I may discern between
good and evil' (I Kings y).Therequesr
was granted. 'God gave Solomon
wisdom and understanding exceeding
much . . . even as the sand that is on the
sea-shore. And Solomon's wisdom ex-
celled the wisdom of the east, and all the
wisdom of Egypt.' He was wiser than
certain sages whose names are known
only because they pale into in-
significance before the great wisdom of
Solomon. 'He was wiser than . . . Ethan
the Ezrahite, and Heman, and Calcol,
and Darda, the sons of Mahol; and his
fame was in all the nations round
about' (ibid. 5:9-rr). This competition
was considerable if we accepr a rabbinic
identification of these mysterious char-
acters. The first three are equated
respectively with Abraham, Moses and
Joseph, while Darda stands for the
whole generation of the wilderness
(Pesikta de-Rau Kabana 4:).

Solomon put his intellectual gifts to
work. 'He spoke three thousand pro-

verbs; and his songs were a thousand
and five' (I Kings rz). The Bible itself
ascribes two books directly to Solomon:
Proverbs and the Song of Songs; and a

third, Ecclesiastes, was attributed by
rabbinic tradition to him, since it styles
itself as being the 'words of Koheleth,
the son of David, king in Jerusalem'
and which other son of David was king
in Jerusalem? Solomon wrote these
books not for self-glorification, but in
order to explain the words of God
himself, the Torah that was revealed to
Moses on Mount Sinai. Much of God's
teaching had remained obscure untii
Solomon interpreted it. 'To what were
the words of the Torah to be compared
before the time of Solomon? To a well
whose waters were at a great depth, and
though cool and fresh cbuld not be
drunk by any man, until someone was
clever enough to join cords and ropes
together so that he could reach the
water and drink it. So it was with
Solomon. He went from figure to figure,
and from subl'ect to subject until he
obtained the true sense of the Torah.'
(Song of Songs Rabbah r:r.) Solomon's
style is full of metaphors and similes,
'figures', and his writings therefore need
additional interpretation. The whole of
the Song of Songs, which may appear ro
us to be an anthology of poetry
expressing the physical love of man for
woman and vice versa, is in truth an
allegory of the love that God feels for
Israel and Israel for God. Rabbi Akiva

Left.fhe young Solomon depicted as a lover
in a linocut by Nikos Stavroulakis. The Song
of Solomon, a collection of love lyrics, is
interpreted by the synagogue as an allegory of
the love between God and lsrael. The Song
of Songs, Anvil Press Poetry, London, 1975.

was quite convinced of the supreme
sanctity of the book. 'All the l7ritings
are holy'he said (and by'\Tritings'he
meant the Hagiographa - the third and
last part of the Bible, after the
Pentateuch and the Prophets) 'but the
Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies'
(Mishrah Yadayim y5).

Solomon the |udge
The first and immediate result of
Solomon's acquisition of wisdom was
his judgment in the case of the two
harlots who both claimed rhe same
child (I Kings 3:16 ff). The way in which
he solved this problem astonished all
those who witnessed it, and it laid the
foundation for countless stories of
Solomon's astuteness. He was fre-
quently summoned to arbitrate in
disputes or discover unknown culprits,
and his advice invariably led to the
triumph of the righteous, and the defeat
of the wicked. One such story which
also occurs in Muslim tradition, con-
cerns a pious Jew who had come to a

foreign place. He was carrying a large
sum of money with him, and since the
Sabbath was approaching, when it is
forbidden to carry money, he looked
around for someone trustworthy with
whom he could deposit it. He could 6nd
no one, and so he decided to dig a hole
in the ground and hide it. He was
observed by his host who seizing an
opportune moment dug the money up
and stole it. The Jew was desperate. He
suspected his host, but he had no proof.
He therefore consulted Solomon, and
carried out the advice he received. He
went to his host and asked him what he
should do. He had buried some money,
he said, but he had much more on his
person, and he did not know whether to
conceal this in the same place. The host,
foreseeing an even greater prize.



r94qht. Solomon the preacher, a drawing by
Ben Shahn, engraved on wood by Stefan
Martin. Solomon, whose wisdom was literally
proverbial, holds the Book of Ecclesiastes
which he is reputed to have.composed.
Ecclesiastes or The Preacher, New York,
1 965.

encouraged him to repeat the operation,
and he quickly got to the place 6rst and
put the money he had stolen back in the
ground. The Jew then retrieved his
wealth and went on his way. (Gaster,

Exemblan.4
TSolomon was reputed to be able to
converse with all living creatures:
animals, reptiles and birds, and with
both good and evil spirits. In this guise

he is particularly renowned in Muslim
Iegend, where he is portrayed as the
supreme master of all the spirits or jinn.
This idea goes back to the Bible itself
where we read that Solomon 'spoke of
trees, from the cedar that is in Lebanon
to the hyssop that grows out of the wall;
he spoke aiso of beasts, and of birds,
and of creeping things, and of fishes' (I
Kings 5:r3). His speaking o/ trees and
animals soon became transmuted by
tradition into speaking lo them. One
should not be surprised therefore at
legends where birds and beasts carry
out Solomon's behests and are used by
him to solve human problems, or which
give Solomon a judicial role in the
animal world.

A man carrying some milk came
across a snake who was dying of thirst.
'Give me some of that milk,' said the

snake, 'and I will show you great
treasure.' The man agreed. After the
snake had quenched its thirst it led the
man to a rock. 'Lift up the rock,' it said.

The man did so, and there was the

treasure. But before he could stoop to
pick it up, the snake coiled itself round
his neck and tried to strangle him. 'Is
this the way to repay me?' said the man.
'I am going to kill you,' said the snake,
'for trying to take my treasure away.'

The man suggested they put the

controversy before King Solomon, and

the snake agreed. After some pre-

liminaries Solomon insisted that the

snake uncoil itself, since he said that no
one litigant should have an advantage
over the other. The snake slid to the
floor. 'Now,' said Solomon, 'state your
case.' 'I want to kill this man,'
responded the snake, because it is

written in the Scriptures "Thou shalt
bruise man's heel."' Solomon there-
upon turned to the man and said, 'In
that case you should step on the snake
because it is also written that you
should bruise the snake's head.' The
man did so, and the snake died. (Gaster,

Ma'aseh Book no. r44.)
One of the most famous of these

stories concerns Solomon's encounter
with Asmodai, the king of the demons,
and the riddle that resulted. Asmodai
produced from the earth a two-headed
man. Solomon was much taken aback
and set about questioning this strange
creature. It turned out that he was
descended from Cain and lived so far
beneath the earth that the journey there
would take hundreds of years. In his
native land the sun moved across the
sky from west to east. .But he led a

normal life, ploughing, sowing and
reaping. Solomon asked that the crea-
ture should be returned to the place

from which he had come, and he was
astonished when Asmodai told him that
this could not be done. The two-headed
man therefore had to stay.

He married and settled down, and
grew very rich. He had seven sons, six of
whom resembled their mother, but the

seventh had two heads like his father.
When the father died the question arose
of the inheritance (a very common motif
in Solomonic legends). The six'normal'
sons claimed that the inheritance should
be divided into seven parts and shared
equally. But the seventh son insisted
that it should be split into eight
portions, and that he should have two
of them: one for each head.

Solomon was asked to adjudicate. He
did not know what to do. He consulted
his court, the Sanhedrin. They deli-
berated on the matter and then re-
frained from comment, afraid to give a

decision in case Solomon disagreed with
them. So Solomon went to the Temple
at midnight and prayed to God for
guidance. In the morning he ordered the
two-headed man to be brought in and
said, 'If one head knows what is

happening to the other they are one
man. If not, they are two.' He had the
heads blindfolded, and called for some
hot water and old wine. He then poured
the hot water and wine on one head.
Immediately the man cried out, My
lord, the king, we die, we die. 'We are

only one person and not twol'
And so the problem was solved.

(Jellinek, Beth ha-Midrash lY, r5r-2.)

The Queen of Sheba

Solomon's intimacy with the kingdom
o[ the animals and the spirits comes to
the fore again in the famous stories of
his meeting with the Queen of Sheba

and his building of the Temple. A
Muslim version tells how a dove whose
job it was to stand with wings outspread
before a certain window in Solomon's
palace to keep out the fierce rays of the
sun suddenly disappeared. Solomon
was angry and vowed to kill it. But the
dove returned to say that it had flown
many many miles to a distant kingdom,
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the kingdom of Yemen, (identified with
Sheba), where lived a queen named
Bilkis, rich, powerful and wise, but who
had not yet discovered the one, true
God. Solomon resolves to try to convert
the queen and her people, and so sends

back an invitation to Jerusalem by the
same bird. In the Jewish version of the
story the bird is the hoopoe, Solomon's
favourite messenger and confidant.

The hoopoe goes off with a host of
other birds to the city of Kitor in the
East, and their massed wings darken the
sun above the queen's head. The queen

King Solomon sitting in judgment on the
two women both of whom claimed the same
child. From a late thirteenth-century Hebrew
manuscript miscellany from North France.
British Library, London.

takes the message from the hoopoe's
wings, and resolves to accept the
invitation saying that she will travel the
seven-year journey to Jerusalem in only
three.

The Muslim story tells how the queen
brought with her as gifts many bars of

silver and gold. Solomon anticipated
her and made a road seven miles long
leading up to Jerusalem and paved it
with silver and gold bars. But he had
judicially left gaps in the paving. When
the Queen of Sheba's men arrived they
noticed the gaps and were afraid,
saying, 'the king will suspect us of
stealing these bars'. So they filled in the
gaps with the bars they had brought
with them, and lo and behold! they had
just the right number, not one more or
less. This made them marvel at
Solomon's great wisdom, and prepared
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them for the wonders they were to
experience.

Both the Jewish and Muslim versions

speak of the riddles that the queen

posed Solomon. This is an expansion of
the simple Biblical statement that 'she

came to prove him with hard questions

. And Solomon told her all her

questions; there was not any thing
hidden from the king which he told her

not' (I Kings ro:r-3). More than twenty
riddles are enumerated in the Jewish
story alone. One that is common to
both versions concerns the three thou-

Solomon on his throne, a picture from a

manuscript Hebrew Pentateuch, Coburg,
1 395, illustrating the legend that on the steps
of the throne were a number of animals, who
actually helped the king to climb the steps.
British Library, London.

sand youths and three thousand maid-
ens, 'who were born in the same year, in
the same month, on the same day, in the
same hour', all of equal stature, and
wearing identical clothes. Solomon was
asked to distinguish between the sexes.

The Muslim Solomon watched them

rqar
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washing at a fountain, and he noticed
that some allowed the water to fall on
the backs of their hands, while others

cupped their hands to collect the water.
The first group were the boys and the

second the girls. The Jewish Solomon
devised a test. He ordered nuts and

roasted ears of corn to be put before

them. Those that seized them greedily
were the boys. The ones with the more
dainty manners were the girls.

It is curious that the Jewish legend

unlike the Muslim does not expand on

the subject of converting the queen. The
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source of this aspect of the story is in the
Biblical account: 'The Queen of Sheba
heard of the fame of Solomon because
of the name of the Lord,' and then after
he had solved the riddles she exclaims,
'Blessed be the Lord, thy God, who
delighted in thee to ser rhee on rhe
throne of Israel; because the Lord loved
Israel for ever, therefore he made thee
king, to do justice and righteousness' (I
Kings ro:r, 9). Therefore the assump-
tion is that she did recognise the God of
Israel, although the Jewish tradition
does not explicitly srate it. Both
religions however have a tradition that
Solomon married the Queen of Sheba,
and a Jewish legend has it that one of
their sons was none other than Ne-
buchadnezzar, King of Babylon.

Solomon's Throne
One of the wonders which the Queen of
Sheba came to marvel at was Solomon's
throne. It was but a pale imitation of the
divine throne itself in heaven, but it was
resplendent enough neverrheless.

The throne is described in some detail
in the Bible itself. 'The king made a

great throne of ivory, and overlaid it
with the finest gold. There were six
steps to the throne, and the top of the
throne was round behind; and there
were arms on either side by the place of
the seat, and two lions standing beside
the arms. And twelve lions stood there
on the one side and on the other upon
the six steps: there was not the like made
in any kingdom' (I Kings ro:r8-zo).

This account is elaborated in even
greater detaii in the legends. Both to the
left and the right on each of the six steps
were a golden lion and a golden eagle
facing one another. In addition each
step carried a pair of different animals.
On the 6rst and lowest step stood an ox
and a lion; on the second a lamb and a

wolf; on the third a leopard and a goat;
on the fourth an eagle and a peacock; on
the fifth a faicon and a cock; and on the
sixth a hawk and a sparrow. All these
creatures were made of gold. One
tradition has it that a demon went up to
heaven and took some of the sapphire
pavement that lay below the divine
throne and brought it down to lay
before Solomon. The throne had a

mechanical contrivance which led Sol-
omon to his seat. As soon as he put his
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Songs, Anvil Press Poetry, London, 1 975

foot on the lowest step the ox received
him and passed him to the animal on the
step above, and so on up the six steps

until at the very top eagles raised him
aloft and placed him on the throne.
Above Solomon's head flew a dove and
in her beak a copy of the Torah which
she would place before the king so that
'he might read therein day and night'.

This was Solomon's throne of judg-
ment. Around it were seventy thousand
thrones for the sages, scholars, priests,
Levites and princes of Israel, and before
it stood seventy thrones for the court of
the Sanhedrin. Immediateiy in front
were two thrones, one for Gad, the seer,
and the other for Nathan, the prophet,
and on Solomon's right was a throne for
his mother, Bathsheba.

As Solomon mounted the throne,
heralds would remind him of his
responsibilities. At the 6rst step he
would hear one proclaim, 'He shall not
multiply wives for himself'; at the
second, 'He shall not multiply horses
for himself'; on the third, 'He shall not

the animals made: the ox Iowed, the lion
roared, the wolf howled, the lamb
bleated, the leopard growled, the goat
cried, the falcon shrieked, the peacock
screamed, and the sparrow chirped; and
the machinery of the throne itself began
to rumbie loudly. This prevented the
witnesses from giving false evidence.
(Jellinek, Beth ha-Midrash V, 34-9.)

The fate of the throne is something of
a mystery. Rehoboam, Solomon's son,
is supposed to have given it to Pharaoh
as some kind of compensation for his
widowed daughter. Sennacherib of
Assyria captured it, but when he was
defeated outside Jerusalem he had to
surrender it to Hezekiah. Many years
later it was again captured by Egypt.
Pharaoh Necho tried to mount the
steps, but he was injured by one of the
lions, and limped ever after. The throne
passed into the possession of Ne-
buchadnezzar, king of Babylon. He too
suffered when he tried to climb the steps

to the throne. Successive owners were
the leaders of Persia, Greece and Rome,
but of all these only Cyrus was allowed
actually to sit upon it, this being his
reward for allowing the Jewish exiles to
return to Jerusalem.

Building the Temple
When Solomon set about constructing
the Temple he was able to press into
service all the demons and spirits, since
every part of God's kingdom had to
share in the construction of his earthly
home.

The site of the Temple itself had
already been acquired by Solomon's
father, David, when he bought the
threshing-floor of Araunah the Jebusite,
and built an altar there (II Samuel z4:r8
ff). But the site was confirmed to
Solomon, when he heard a heavenly
voice tell him to go one night to Mount
Zion. There was a field there owned
jointly by two brothers, one of whom
was a bachelor and very poor, while the

opposite. A reconstructed copy of a wall grearly multiply for himself gold and
painting from the synagogue at Dura EuropoS .r

(second century cE), rr,"*rn',',|Jf";il:"- silver'; at the fourth' 'Thou shalt not
with in the centre the Holy of Holies, and the pervert iustice'; at the fifth, 'Thou shalt
menorah (candelabrum). Yale University Art not be partial'; at the sixth, 'Thou shalt
Gallery, New Haven, Connecticut, Dura-
Europos Collection. nof taKe a DrlDe ; and as he reached t he

top,'Know before whom thou standest.'
Below. Solomon the military commander and 'V(hen the process of judgment began
his warriors. An illustration bv Nikos Stavroulakis
of the verse in the Song of Solomon describing wltnesses woulo approacn wltn rear

the arrival of Solomon's litter. The Song of " and trembling, terrified by the noise that
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other was rich and had a large family. It
was harvest-time and while Solomon
was there he saw the poor brother come

out secretly at night and take some of
his own grain and add it to his brother's,
thinking that his brother's need was
greater because although he was richer
he had alarge family to support. Shortly
afterwards the rich brother appeared
and moved some of his grain in the

opposite direction, saying that his poor
brother's need was greater than his
own, even though he did not have the
burden of a large family. Solomon was
so impressed by this demonstration of
selflessness and brotherly love that he

decided there and then that that should
be the site of the Temple.

The participation of the spirits came
about almost by accident. When the
building operations had only just begun
it was reported to Solomon that money
and food belonging to one of his
favourite attendants was being con-
sistently stolen. This turned out on
investigation to be the work of a

malevolent spirit. Solomon was unable

to apprehend the culprit, until he

prayed to God, and the angel Michael
appeared and gave him a special ring.
While Solomon wore this ring he had
power over al1 the demons, and could
summon them to his bidding. Some of
them were set to work to dig the
foundations, others to melt down silver
and go1d, while Ornias the vampire
spirit, who was the thief Solomon had
been looking for, cut stones.

The Shamir
The actual blocks of stone used for the
Temple itself had to be cut in a special
way. The Torah stipulates that no
cutting tool should be used in preparing
the stone for the altar of the sanctuary.
Or-re traditiorl states that the Temple
built itself, the stones coming out of the
quarries of their own free wili and
placing themselves in serried ranks on
the Temple site (Zobar l, 74a). But
another, which we find in more than
one source, tells us that Solomon used

the marvellous shamir. 'V7hat exactly
the shamir was is open to question. The

a.*

oldest sources do not define it, but the
medieval authorities think of it as some

kind of worm or insect which could
bore through the hardest of minerals
including diamond. Moses tn=d it to
engrave the names of the twelve tribes
of Israel on the precious stones in the
High Priest's breastplate.

But how was Solomon to acquire this
wonderful creature? The spirits told
him that they thought that Asmodai, the
king of all the demons, knew where it
was. Asmodai lived on a mountain
where there was a well which provided
him with his drinking water. Every day
before he went up to heaven to
participate in the discussions in the
ceiestial academy he would place a

heavy stone over the mouth of the we1l,

and seal it. When he came back he

would examine the seal to make sure
that no one had tampered with the
water. And then he would drink.

Solomon thought he would capture
this Asmodai. So he sent his right-hand
man, Benaiah, to fetch him, equipped
with only a chain, a skin full of wine,
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some wool, and his special ring en-
graved with the divine name. When
Benaiah reached the well he bored a

hole in it from below, so that all the
water drained away. He then plugged
the hole with the wool. He drilled
another hole from above into the well
and 6lled the well with wine, being
careful not to touch the seal. Benaiah
then climbed a tree and awaited the
demon-king's return. The unsuspecting
Asmodai drew what he thought was
water from the well. He was surprised
by the different taste, but he liked it so
much that he drank more than was good
for him and fell into a drunken stupor.
Benaiah quickly came down from the
tree and put the chain round his neck.
Asmodai awoke and struggled but was
quelled by the ring with the divine
name, and was eventually brought
before Solomon.

Solomon asked Asmodai the where-
abouts of the shamir. 'God has en-
trusted it to the angel of the sea,'
Asmodai replied, 'and the angel has in
turn given it for safekeeping to the
hoopoe. The hoopoe takes the shamir to
mountains where man has never set foot
and uses it to bore through the rocks. It
then plants seeds there which grow, and
make these deserted parts inhabitable.'

Solomon immediately sent one of his
servants after the hoopoe, equipping
him only with a sheet of glass. The man
found the hoopoe's nest and laid rhe
glass over it. When the hoopoe returned
and found it could not get into its nest ir
flew away again to fetch the shamir
from its secrer hiding-place, so that it
could eat its way through the glass. It
had no sooner laid the shamir on the
glass when the man gave a big shout,
frightened the hoopoe away and seized

the shamir. The poor bird was so upset
at having broken its pledge to the angel
of the sea that it took its own life. But
the shamir was now in Solomon's.
possession, and he was able to use its
skills in the construction of the Temple.
(Gittin 68a-b.)

During the seven years that it took to
build the Temple no workman died or
was even injured, and all their tools and
implements retained their pristine con-
dition. But once the Temple was
finished both men and equipment
deteriorated rapidly so that they could
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not be used for constructing pagan
shrines. The artisans' reward was
preserved for them in the world to
come.

Solomon Defeated
Solomon's encounter with Asmodai led
to his temporary embarrassment. He
taunted the demon saying that although
he was king of the spirit-world he must
be relatively powerless if he could be
enchained by a mere mortal like
Solomon. Asmodai thereupon told
Solomon he would demonstrate his
power if only he would lend him the
magic ring. Solomon foolishly agreed.
Asmodai immediately cast off his
chains, picked up Solomon and threw
him a thousand miles away, and
pretended himself to be king in Jer-
usalem.

Solomon was forced to wander the
world for three years as a beggar, trying
to convince the incredulous people that
he was really the great and wise King
Solomon. This humiliation served rwo
purposes. It was, firstly, a punishment
for the fact that Solomon had trans-
gressed the divine command in the
matter of wives, horses, and great
wealth; and, secondly, it served to fulfil
God's wish that Solomon should marry
Naamah, the daughter of the King of
Ammon, who was to prove to be the
mother of King Rehoboam, and thus an
ancestress of the Messiah. Solomon
came to Ammon, and took employment
in the royal kitchen. He exhibited such
skill that he was soon promoted to be
chief cook. It was in this capacity that he
met the princess Naamah, and they fell
in love. As soon as the king discovered
this liaison he banished both of them
from the palace. They wandered through
deserr lands until they came to a ciry
by the sea-shore. Solomon bought a fish
for the one meal they ate each day. As
she was preparing it Naamah found a
ring that had been swallowed by the
fish. It was Solomon's own magic ring
that Asmodai had thrown away into the
sea.

With this ring on his finger Solomon
transported himself back to Jerusalem,
expelled Asmodai, and re-established
himself as king with his new wife
Naamah as his queen. (Jellinek, Beth
ha-Midrasb 11,86-87.)

Opposite. The Temple vessels. The ark with its
two carrying staves is at the top centre. On its
left the jar of manna, and Aaron's rod which
burst into leaf; on its right the incense altar.
Below right, the table of shewbread with the
twelve loaves, and left the sacrificial altar. ln
the bottom left hand corner is the Mount of
Olives. From a large Hebrew manuscript Bible
copied in Catalonia in the fourteenth-century.
British Library, London.

The opposition that Solomon en-
countered to his marriage was para-
lleled according to another legend by his
own opposition to his daughter's
marriage. He learnt in a vision that she

would fall in love with an extremely
poor young man. Solomon was so intent
on stopping their liaison that he shut her
up in a tower which he had constructed
in the Mediterranean Sea. As if this was
not safe enough he had the tower
guarded by seventy eunuchs. But 'many
waters cannot quench love'as Solomon
himself wrote. A poor young lad lost his
way one cold night on the mainland not
far from the tower. And he took shelter
in the carcass of an ox which he found
lying in a 6eld. He was warm there, and
he fell asleep. An enormous bird picked
up the carcass with the youth still in it,
and took it to the roof of the tower so
that he could pick its bones. The young
man was the princess's destined hus-
band. She met him in the tower and
after he had explained how he had
found his way there she arranged for
him to bathe and to put on new clothes.
She was struck by his beauty, and also
by his wisdom, and they fell in love. He
married her according to Jewish law,
writing the ketubab, the marriage
contract, in his own blood, and inviting
the angels Gabriel and Michael to be his
witnesses while he recited the formula
of betrothal.

'$7hen she became pregnant her
guards decided that Solomon should be

told. He was so impressed by his new
son-in-law's wisdom and handsome
bearing that he became reconciled to
their marriage (Tanhuma ed. Buber,
Introd., p.ry6).

Solomon's Death
The Bible does not tell us the circum-
stances of Solomon's death. He simply
'slept with his fathers' (I Kings n:41),
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and Jewish legend is also strangely
silent on the subject. The Muslims,
however, relate a fascinating story.
Solomon had a foreboding that his
death was near at hand; but the Temple
had not yet been completed, and he

knew that after his death the jinn whom
he had pressed into service would
immediately stop work on the Temple.

Every day in Solomon's garden a new
tree would grow, and it was his habit to
ask the tree its name and purpose. One
day the new tree said, 'I shall be used for
the destruction of the Temple. Make a

rz8

The Temple. An imaginative portrayal of how
the rebuilt Temple will look in Messianic
times. From the Haggadah decorated by
Joseph Leipnik of Hamburg in 1740. British
Library, London.

staff out of me, and lean on me.'
Solomon knew that his end was nigh.
He did as he was bidden, and went into
the Temple, and leaned on the staff. He
prayed that God would not let the jinn
know of his death.

This prayer was granted. Solomon
died crouched over his staff. Everyone

who passed by, inciuding the jinn,
thought that he was deep in prayer, as

was his wont, and they would not
disturb him. Days, weeks, and months
went by, and ail this while a white ant
gnawed its way into the staff and began

eating it little by little from the inside.

After a year had passed the staff
collapsed into powder and Solomon
fell, and the people and the jinn realised
that he was dead. But by that time the

Temple, Solomon's grear masterpiece.

stood finished in all its glory. (Rap-

poport 1ll, zo7-9.)
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Elijah is one of the key figures in Jewish
legend. It is lrot difficult to see how he

became a focus of attention at all levels
of religious consciousness, from that of
the sublime mystic striving for a vision
of the divine, to the popular ima-
gination of an unlettered Jew who saw
in Elijah a friend ready to help him in
moments of distress. The image of
Elijah assumed mar-ry forms and ftrlfilled
many functions. But they all derived
their efficacy from the powerful story of
Eliiah in the Bible itself.

Elijah in History
There he is firmly rooted in history,
living as he did in the reigns of Ahab and
Ahaziah, in the ninth century ecE. At
the same time he displays characteristics
which have an eternal quality. Indeed,
he seems to span two worlds. He is

involved in the sophisticated urban
society of the court but he brings to that
society the elemental religious passions
of the wilderness. It is this paradoxical
combination that gives the Elijah storv
its unique flavour.

He appears on the scene suddenly,
without any preparation on the part of
the writer, as if we are expected to kr-row

all about him from other sources, and
he immediately establishes his auth-
ority. 'Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in
Gilead, said to Ahab: "I swear by the
life of the Lord the God of Israel, whose
servant I am, that there shall be neither
dew nor rain these comitrg years unless I
give the word" ' (I Kings 17: r ) . He then
disappears as swiftly as he came. He
does not wait for Ahab's reaction. The
story continues immediately: 'Ther.r the
word of the Lord came to him: "Leave
this place and turn eastwards. ."'
These opening words of the story set

their seal on all subsequent accounts of
Elijah and the part he plays in Jewish

tradition. He appears suddenly. He
speaks with authority. He is imbued
with mystery. And he is alone. This
solitariness is constantly reiterated in
the Bible. 'The people of Israel have
forsaken thy covenant . . . I alone am
left' (r9:ro, r.4);'l am the only prophet
of the Lord still left' (r8:zz) . His contest
with the four hundred and fifty prophets
of Baal emphasises his uniqueness. It is

as if he carries on his shoulders the
whole weight of responsibility for
God's continued association with Is-
rael. The choice that the people have to
make is presented in a stark and simple
fashion: 'If the Lord is God, follow him;
but if Baal, then follow him' (r8:zr).
The prophets of Baal despite all their
gyrations and self-mutilation cannot
prevail upon their god to appear in fire
and consume the sacrifice of rhe bullock
that has been prepared. Elijah taunts
them, and pointedly stresses his superi-
ority and that of his God by pouring
water round the altar, and then he prays
'at the hour of the regular sacrifice' - to
show that this was to be no exceptional
occurrence - and 'the fire of the Lord
fell'. The people's response, 'The Lord,
he is God; the Lord, he is God' (r8:39), is
an absolute and uncompromising au-
swer to the choice with which they were
faced, and it was later installed as the
great declaration of faith repeated seven

times at the end of the D"y of
Atonement service. In his great zeal on
God's behalf Elijah orders the slaughter
of the priests of Baal. This passion
recalls that of Phinehas, son of Eleazar,
who stopped a plague by transfixing
with his spear an Israelite and his
Midianite paramour (Numbers z5:8).
Some rabbinic traditions went so far as

to identify Eliiah with Phinehas.
In the two other major episodes of

Eli jah's life there are parallels with
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Moses and Enoch. In Exodus Moses is

accorded a partial revelation of God.
He is not permitted to see God's glory.
But God places him 'in a crevice of the
rock', and as God's glory passes by he is

allowed to see only God's 'back' while
his face 'shall not be seen'. On the very
same mountain, Horeb, Elijah too gains
his most intimate knowledge of the
divine presence. 'The Lord was passing
by', and Elijah was in a cave, perhaps
the very same 'cieft'which had sheltered
Moses. The revelation here, however, is

not a sight but a sound, the 'still, small
voice'. This encounter with God on the
sacred mountain appears to be the
climax of E1ijah's mission, because

immediately thereafter, in the abrupt
style with which we have become
accustomed in the Elijah narrative, he

sets out to find a successor: 'So he

departed and found Elisha' (l Kings,

ry:r9)-

The Ascent of Elijah
Elijah is soolr to disappear from the
scene. But he does not die. He, like
Enoch, is simply 'taken'. In one of the
most skilful literary passages in the

whole Bible we are told how Elijah
ascends to heaven. The author explains
what is to happen in the simplest
manner possible: 'The time came when
the Lord would take Eliiah up to heaven

Left. f he entry of the Messiah on a donkey
into Jerusalem. A woodcut by Siegmund
Forst. ln the heavens above the divine shofar
(ram's horn) is being blown to signal the
advent of the Messianic Age.

Opposite. Elijah arriving on a donkey on the
eve of Passover. During the Passover meal
(seder) a special wine cup is set aside for
Elijah. ln this picture from a fifteenth-century
German manuscript Haggadah, the members
of the celebrant's family appear to be riding
with Elijah. Library of Congress, Washington
DC.

Below. Elilah blowing lhe shofar leads the
Messiah into Jerusalem. The traditional
Jewish belief is that when the Messiah comes
all Jews throughout the world will return to
the Holy land, and this event is depicted here.
From the Haggadah, printed in Venice in
1 609.

in a whirlwind' (II Kings z:r). And then
the reader is kept in suspense while
Elijah and Elisha travel from Gilgal to
Bethel, from Bethel to Jericho, and then
across the Jordan which is miraculously
parted by Elijah's cloak. Elisha asks for
a double share of Elijah's spirit, and
Elijah cryptically replies: 'If you see me

taken from you, may your wish be

granted; if you do not, it shall not be

granted.' This puts the reader, or
listener, on the alert, because he too
wishes to 'see' Elijah taken. And it
happens suddenly. Elijah's exit is as

abrupt as his entry: 'They went on,
talking as they went, and suddenly there
appeared chariots of fire and horses of

r)o
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6re, which separated them one from the
other, and Elijah was carried up in the

whirlwind to heaven.'Elisha did see it.
'lfhen Elisha saw it, he cried: "My
father, my father, the chariots and the
horsemen of Israel!" and he saw him no
more'(z:rz).

Reappearances of Elijah
The fact that Elijah's death is not
recorded led to the conviction among
Iater generations that he was still alive,
and prompted many accounts of his
reappearance and his continued support
of the Jewish people both as individuals
and as a corporate entity. It is said of
him, for example, that he saved Persian

Jewry from Haman, and that he

protected from persecution the Jews of
Baghdad in the tenth century, of

Istanbul in the sixteenth, and of Cracow
in the reign of Casimir IV. References to
him in rabbinic literature abound, and
most of these references concern the
help that he extends to the poor and the
pious. Elijah himself is credited with the
dictum that 'God searched all the good
qualities that he could give to Israel, and
he found nothing better than poverty.'
The source goes on to say: 'Hence the
proverb: Poverty suits Israel as a red
bridle suits a white horse' (Hagigab 9b).

Rabbi Akiva was very poor in his
early years. He had married the
daughter of a rich man against her
father's wishes, and he could not
supporr her in the manner to which she

was accustomed. But Elijah showed
them that their penury was purely
comparative. One cold night Akiva

could provide no more than some paltry
straw for his wife's bed. Elijah appeared
to them in disguise and cried out in
despair, 'Good people, please give me a

Iittle straw for my wife. She has just
been delivered of a child, and I have
nothing at all for her to lie on.' Akiva
and his wife responded positively,
realising that their own plight was not
so serious after all. (Nedarim 5oa.)

Rabbi Akiva, of course, was one of
the greatest of all scholars, and Elijah
had a close relationship with many of
them, sustaining them in their efforts to
uphold the law, and answering their
doubts.

'Rabbi Kahana earned a living by
going from house to house selling osier
baskets. Once a Roman lady tried to
seduce him. He said to her, "Let me first
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go and prepare myself." He went uP to
the roof, and flung himself down. EIijah
suddenly appeared and caught him,
saying, "You made me travel one

thousand miles to get here." Rabbi
Kahana said, "It is only my poverty that
led me to this." Eliiah therefore gave

him a potful of coins.' (Kiddusbin 4oa.)

Revealer of Mysteries
Many of the rabbis' theological prob-
lems related to reward and punishment
and the afterlife. Elijah was well placed

to answer questions of this type,
because he had actually visited heaven.

There is indeed a tradition that he

started life as the angel Sandalfon, and

that his stay on earth recorded in the
Bible was but a physical interruption in
his spiritual existence.

'Rabbi Baroka used to go to the

market at Lapet. One dry Elilah
appeared to him there, and Rabbi
Baroka asked him, "Are any of the

people here destined to share in the

world to come?" EIijah answered,

"None." Meanwhile a man arrived who
wore black shoes and had no fringes on

his garment. "This man," Eliiah said,

"will share in the world to come."
Rabbi Baroka therefore called him over'
and asked him what he did for a living.
"I am a jailer," the man replied, "and I
keep the men and women separate. At
night I place my own bed between the

men and women to prevent the commis-

sion of any wrong." . . . Then two other

men appeared on the scene. "These two
wili also share in the world to come,"
said EIijah. Rabbi Baroka asked them

what they did. "\7e are merry-makers.
\Uhen we see someone sad we cheer him
up. And when we see two peoPle

quarrelling we try to make Peace

between them."' (Taanit zza.)

On one occasion Elijah was punished

for revealing too many of the celestial

secrets. It was his habit to attend the

house of study presided over by the

patriarch Rabbi Judah. One day he was

late. He excused himself by saying that
that day was the New Moon, and that
therefore additional prayers had to be

said in heaven. 'Furthermore, Ab-
raham, Isaac and Jacob take a long

time, because they are not allowed to
pray rogether. Each one PraYs in-
dividually in succession. If they were

rjz

permitted to pray together their prayer

would be irresistible. God would have

to respond, and the Messiah would
come immediately.' Rabbi Judah asked

whether there were any on earth whose

prayers were so powerful. Elijah said,
'The prayers of Rrbbi Heyyah and his

sons.'Rabbi Judah declared a fast

straight away and invited Rabbi

Haytah and his sons to iead the

community in prayer. When they

mentior.red the u,ord for wind, the winds
blew. When they prayed for rain, the

rains fell. They were coming amid

mounting excitement to the prayer for
the resurrecfion of the dead. The

heavens bec,rrne alarmed, and it was

obvious to them that Eliiah had said

more than he should. He was therefore
punished with blows of fire. He changed

into a bear and put the congregrtiolr to
flight. So prayer ceased and the re-

surrection has not yet taken place.

(Baba Mezia B5b.)

One of the major problems in the

Biblical accoul'rt of divine iustice ir.r-

volves the suffering of the chiidren for
the sins of the fathers. In Jewish legend

some mitigation of this difficulty is

provided by Elijah. 'In the world to
come the children who die because of
the sins of their fathers will stand in the

company of the righteous, and their
fathers in the company of the wicked,

and they will say to God: "We died

because of our fathers' sins. Let our
fathers now come to us through our
merits." God will say: "Your fathers

sinned after your death; their sins

accuse them." Eli;ah will come to their
defence. He will te1l the children: "Say

to God, Vhich is the greater the

attribute of mercy or the attribute of
punishment? God will say: the attribute
of mercy. You must ther.r say: If we died

because of the sins of our fathers, even

rhough rhe atrribute of mercy is greater'

how much more should they now come

over to us? God will say: You are right.
They shall come over to you."' (Eccles-

iastes Rabbah 4t.)

Forerunner of the Messiah
Although this story does not expressly

mention it, there is ar-r implicit con-

nection with Malachi 4:5, 'I will send

you the prophet Elijah before the great

and terrible day of the Lord comes. He

will reconcile fathers to sons, and sons

to fathers.' This was naturally in-
terpreted by the rabbis as a reference to

the Messianic age. One of Elijah's roles

is to be an embodiment, or at least the

fore-runner of the Messiah. And he is

otten portrayed as communicating
knowledge of the Messiah and the

circumstances of his arrival.
One of the most famous of rabbinic

stories concerning EIijah and the Mes-

siah relates the conversation he had



with Rabbi Joshua ben Levi. 'Rabbi
Joshua ben Levi met Elijah at the mouth
of the cave of Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai.
. He asked him, "lfhen will the
Messiah come?" Elijah replied, "Go
and ask him." "But where is he?" "At
the gate of Rome." . . . Rabbi Joshua
went and found him. He said,
"'Vfhen is the Master coming?" He
replied, "Today". . . . Rabbi Joshua
returned to Elijah . . . and said, "He
spoke falsely to me, because he said he

A circumcision ceremony, among Portuguese
Jews. The sandek (godlather) holds the child
The empty seat is the chair of Elijah, who is
thought to be present at every circumcision.
Engraving by B. Ptcart, 1722.

would come today, and he has not
come." Elijah said, "He meant, today if
you hearken to my voice [Psalm 95ry1."'
(Sanhedrin 98a.)

At the end of time Elijah will come
and solve every unresolved problem of

Jewish law. Such an impasse is con-
cluded in the Talmud wirh the Aramaic
word tek-u, meaning 'let it stand', i.e.
there is no answer. This word was
interpreted as an abbreviation for'the
Tishbite will solve all doubts and
perplexities'.

Some scholars connect Eliiah's know-
ledge of the Messiah with the cusrom of
preparing a special chair for him at the
ceremony of circumcision. The Chair of
Elijah is placed next to that of the
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sdndek who holds the child. Eliiah is

symbolically present in the empty chair
at every circumcision, because who is to
know whether that particular baby boy
is not to be the Messiah himself? Others
maintain that Elijah is present in order
to ward off evil spirits who might wish
to attack the child when he is at his most
vulnerable. In some Jewish com-
munities women in labour put an

amulet inscribed with Elijah's name

beneath their pillow.
Elijah was associated in popular

imagination specifically with the birth
of prominent Jewish mystics. The
founder of the Hasidic movement in the
eighteenth century, Rabbi Israel ben
Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov, had his

birth foretold by Elijah. The father,
Rabbi Eliezer, was a most hospitable
man. He used to have lookouts in'the
village who were asked to bring
strangers to his house. One of these

r14

Above. Chair of Elijah for circumcision
ceremony. This chair was made in 1809 and
was formerly in the Great Synagogue,
London. Jewish Museum, London.

Opposite. The Havdalah ceremony which
marks the departure of the Sabbath on
Saturday at dusk. A child holds a candle
which will be doused in the wine which his
father holds in a cup. British Library, London

visitors was Elijah in disguise. He was

so warmly welcomed by his host and so

well treated that on his departure he

revealed his true identity and told
Eliezer that he would have a son who
would 'enlighten the eyes of Israel'
(Maasiyot Peliot z4- 5).

The founder of the sixteenth-century
kabbalistic sect of Safed, Rabbi Isaac

Luria, was circumcised on the eighth
day after birth, as enjoined by Jewish
law, but only after Elijah had himself
appeared to his father. And story has it

that the ceremony would have been

postponed had not Elijah arrived to
hold the child. After the ceremony

Eliiah handed the baby back to his

father saying, 'Take your child. Take
good care of him, for he will spread a
brilliant light throughout the world'
(Shiuhe ha-Ari). Luria's disciple, Rabbi
Hayyim Vital, wrote of his master: 'He
was occupied only with the study of the

Talmud . . . then Elijah appeared to him
and advised him to withdraw into
solitude . . . and so he sat in a house on

the bank of the Nile, was seized by the

holy spirit and Eliiah constantly ap-
peared to him and taught him the

secrets of the Torah' ($Tiener p. 8l).
There are numerous accounts of how

Jewish mystics experienced 'a rev-
elation of Elijah' by which they were

initiated into the celestial mysteries.

The most revered figure in kabbalah,
Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai, the reputed
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author of the Zohar, is said in the
Talmud to have been instructed by
Eliiah in the mysteries of God and the

universe during the thirteen years that
he was in hiding from the Romans with
his son in a cave. The personality of
Elijah remains in the forefront of the

Jewish mind through two rituals in
addition to the ceremony of circum-
cision. The yearning for the coming of
Elijah and the firm hope in the
establishment thereby of God's king-
dom are expressed every week at the

end of the Sabbath, at the ceremony of

r36

Havdalah, when a conscious separation
is made between the holy and the
profane, between the Sabbath and the
days of the week to come. Songs are

sung recalling Elijah's miraculous deeds

and his great zeal. One of the most
popular has the refrain, 'The prophet
Elijah, the Tishbite from Gilead, may he

come to us so,on wlth the son of David,
the Messiah.' Rabbinic tradition has it
that Elijah will not come on the Sabbath
itself. He is therefore most likely to
arrive at the conclusion of the Sabbath,
when the Jewish world should be in its

The Carmel range, scene of Elijah's contest
with the prophets of Baal.

most observant and pious state. But
perhaps the most striking of all rituals
connected with EIijah.occurs on the eve

of Passover. At the special meal called
the Seder a cup of wine is reserved for
Elijah, and at a fixed moment in the
proceedings 'the door is opened for
Elijah'. This is a poignant moment in

the service, because in medieval Euro-
pean communities Jews were often at
the mercy of angry mobs, incensed by
the Christian Easter story of the
culpability of the Jews. The opening of
the door was therefore not only an

expression of hospitality characteristic
of the Passover service but also a gesture

of defiance towards the enemy and of
trust in God that he would defend his
people and indeed send Elijah at that
moment to announce the coming of the

Messiah. But does Elijah come? There is
a Hasidic story of a pious Jew who
asked his rabbi: 'For about forty years I
have opened the door for Eliiah every
Seder night waiting for him to come, but
he never does. '!7hat is the reason?' The
rabbi answered: 'ln your neigh-

bourhood there lives a very poor family
with many children. Call on the man

and propose to him that you and your
family celebrate the next Passover in his
house, and for this purpose provide him
and his whole family with everything
necessary for the eight days of Passover.

Then on the Seder night Eliiah will
certainly come.' The man did as the
rabbi told him, but after Passover he

came to the rabbi and claimed that
again he had waited in vain to see Eliiah.
The rabbi answered: 'I know very well
that Elijah came on the Seder night to
the house of your poor neighbour. But
of course you could not see him.' And
the rabbi held a mirror before the face of
the man and said: 'Look, this was
Elijah's face that night.' (Wiener p. r 39.)
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The Book of Esther is unlike any other

book of the Bible. Both in style and in
content it is redolent of the flavour of a

tale from the Arabianl'lights. The scene

is set in a splendid palace, with a throne-
room and many anterooms, full of
precious silver and gold plate. There are

banquets attended by hundreds of
guests; revelry and romance. Beyond the

palace itself are luxurious gardens, and

then the magnificent Persian city of
Shushan, and further afield still the one

hundred artd twenty-seven provinces
over which the king, Ahasuerus, holds

sway. There are plots and counter-
plots, deaths on a massive scale and also

great rejoicing. Moreover, there is an

almost non-religious, if not irreligious
atmosphere in the book. The name of
God does not occur once, and it is

strange that in all the Jewish cele-

bratior-rs at the downfall of the arch-

enemy, Haman, there are no songs or
psalms of thanksgiving addressed to
God. Nor do the Jews pray to him in
their hour of distress.

Yet this is the book which provides

the foundation for the festival of Pwrim,

a happy, sometimes riotous occasion,

when the Book, or more accurately
Scro11, ofEsther is read in the synagogue

in a very carefree atmosphere. The
mention of the name of the Jewish hero

Mordecai is greeted with cheers, while
that of Haman is marked by boos, jeers

and the sounds of rattles. Fancy-dress

parties and satirical plays are also

presented at this time. The maiu, more
'normal' religious observance is to fulfil
the instruction in the book itself: to send

gifts to the poor. There can be no

question, however, that the principal
feeling at the festival is one of triumph
over one's enemies. It is the only
occasion in the Jewish calendar when
the .Jews are permitted to 1et themselves

go, and celebrate the downfall of their
persecutors, for Haman is not simply a

character in a story. He is a symbol of all
tyrants, and unlike Pharaoh his anim-
osity towards the Jews is prompted by
their uniqueness: 'There is a certain
people scattered abroad . . . and their
laws are diverse from those of every

people' (Esther 3:8). The Second Tar-
gum (Aramaic midrash) of the book
expands Haman's statement at great

length, listing all the specifically re-

ligious activities of the Jewish people,

and adding the unfounded and mal-
icious accusations which Haman is

presumed to make to the king: 'On the

seventh day they observe their Sabbath;

they go to the synagogues, read from
their books, translate from the pro-
phets, curse our king and government,

and say, "This is the day on which God

rested. May he grant us rest from the
pagans" . . On the fifteenth day [of
Tishril they celebrate the Festival of
Sukkot. They cover their roofs with
foliage. They go to our parks and cut
down palm branches for the festival;
they gather citrons and devastate the

willows. . . . So they waste away the

whole year with their nonsensical

practices.'
In this way the Jewish tradition

transmutes what is in effect a pseudo-

historical tale into a symbolic repre-

sentation of a recurring theme in Jewish
historical experience.

There were, however, other asPects

of the story that needed to be explained
or expanded. The omission of the divine
name was corrected by seeing in a

phrase of Mordecai's a reference to the

deity. He says to Esther 'Deliverance

will come to the Jews from another
place' (4t4). The word 'place' (ha-

makom) is a common term in rabbinic
parlance for God. The rabbis therefore
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Below. Haman leading Mordecai on
horseback. ln the Esther story Haman had
planned to humiliate Mordecai, but King
Ahasuerus commanded him to reverse the
roles. A girl empties the contents of a
chamber pot over Haman, thinking that he is
Mordecai. Nineteenth-century Polish Jewish
folk art.

Opposite. A modern celebration of the
Purim festival in Tel-Aviv, lsrael. Purim
commemorates the deliverance of the Jews
from Persian persecution, as described in the
Book of Esther. Celebrations tend to be long,
joyous and elaborate, and often as here take
the form of fancy-dress parades and pageants.

already married. Mordecai was not
only her guardian, but also her hus-
band. And she never, in fact, occupied
the bed of Ahasuerus. God supplied a

female spirit instead who looked exact-
ly like her (Zohar lll, z76a).

A traditional religious element is also
added to the book by the midrash
concerning the part played by the

Jewish children in the salvation of the
people. It was their persistent devotion
to the study of Torah, under the
watchful supervision of their teacher,
Mordecai, that finally turned the tables
on Haman. Haman wanted first to kill
the children, and he found them in the
school with Mordecai studying Torah.
Their mothers came with food and

saw no difficulty in maintaining that
Mordecai here directly mentioned God.

They also had problems with the
compromising situation in which Esther
found herself. According to the story,
she took part in a nationwide beauty
contest. King Ahasuerus was to choose
for his queen the most beautiful girl in
his kingdom. Was it not a little
undignified, not to say immoral , for a

Jewish girl to submit herself to such a

sensual physical examination? The
answer that the Talmud (Megillah 4a)
gives is that Esther had the beauty and
grace of an old lady. She was, in fact,
seventy-five years old, and it was her
mature and sedate charm that im-
pressed the king! Moreover, Esther was
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Above.fhe sons of Haman being hanged.
Mordecai and his companions shoot arrows
at them. From the Judeo-Persian Ardasir
Book, c. 1 650. Staatsbibliothek Preussischer
Kulturbesitz, Berlin.

lelt. A scroll (megillah) containing the
Hebrew Book of Esther. The scroll is read on
the Jewish festival of Purim. This example
was written in the nineteenth-century in Kai-
Feng-Fu, China. An archer is depicted
shooting at the sons of Haman. Cecil Roth
Collection.

Opposite. King Ahasuerus seeking a new
queen, after deposing Vashti. According to
the Book of Esther the most beautiful
maidens in his empire paraded before him,
and Esther was chosen. From the Judeo-
Persian Ardasir Book, c.1 650. Staarsbibliothek
Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin.
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drink, and tried to persuade the
children, who had been fasting, to ear
before they died. But the children
refused. They handed their books to
their teachers, saying, 'We had hoped to
be rewarded with long life for studying
the sacred Scriptures. But since we are
not worthy, you musr take back the
books.' Their cries, added to those of
the teachers and the mothers, reached
God in heaven. He said, 'I can hear the
voices of little lambs.' Moses said to
God, 'They are not lambs, but young
Jewish children crying. They have been
fasting for three days, and are to be put
to death romorrow.' God's pity was
moved, and he broke the seal on the
decree of destructron, and Israel was
saved (Abba Gorion 37-8).
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