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SONG OF SONGS 

SHIMON HAKON 

There is consensus regarding the Song of Songs on only two issues: 
It deals with ''lov.e'' and its poetry is exquisite. Since the traditional 
allegoric interpretation has been weakened in the last 200 years, there 
is a remarkable divergence of opinion on its meaning. Is it an anthology 
oflove songs, written by different authors and then collected? Was it 
designed for a specific occasion, such as the marriage of King Solomon? 
Was it to celebrate the festivities of a marriage of any couple who, for 
a week, were king and queen? Is it a drama of sorts, with a plot 
portraying a continuous development? If it is a drama, who are the 
dramatis personae? Axe they King Solomon and the Shulamite, or are 
three personalities involved - the king, the shepherd, and the 
Shulamite? Is it a love story with a happy ending, or a dream sequence, 
or perhaps an ancient fertility poem? What is the time of its composi
tion, and what is the role of King Solomon in all this Song of Songs? 
Is its Sitz im Leben in Jerusalem, in En-gedi, in Lebanon, or other 
geographical sites mentioned in the Song of Songs? 

An almost comic situation arises where for each of the questions 
raised above there are biblical scholars who assert with great authority 
that their version is the only and, of course, the correct one. To an 
objective observer this most charming Song is like a Rorschach inkblot; 
every author reads it according to his own mindset, if not personality. 
True, there are aspects in this puzzling book that lend themselves to 
one or another interpretation. Scholars then become selective, picking 
elements that support their theses but ignoring those that disturb or 
even demolish them. A rather short article does not allow for a careful 
analysis of all the proposed interpretations. It is, however, our inten-

Shimon Bakon is the editor of The Jewish Bible Quarterly. 



212 SIDMaN DAKON 

tion to present a brief summary of the major propositions and where 
they fall short. 

ENTERS THE CANON 

How did this book, that already aroused controversy in ancient 
times and which to all appearances deals with human love, enter the 
canon of Holy Scripture? It is obvious that it was accepted with grave 
hesitation. There are a few talmudic references to the Song of Songs. 
According to Avot R. Nathan (1:4) Koheleth, Proverbs and the Song of 
Songs were "hidden" until the men of the Great Assembly C1'l1N 1~"'1I 

declared them to have been written in the "holy spirit." Furthermore, 
since the apparent eroticism of Canticles lent itself to secular presen
tation or even entertainment, the talmudic sages condemned this 
"abuse." Thus, in the Talmud Sanhedrin (lOla) it is stated: "He who 
recites a verse of the Song of Songs and treats it as a [secular) air, and' 
one who recites a verse at a banquet table ", brings evil upon the 
world." This concern is reiterated even more strongly in the Tosefta 
Sanhedrin (12:10). 

It is unquestionably the great prestige of R. Akiba which ensured a 
permanent place for the Song of Songs in the biblical canon. A most 
telling debate on this issue is recorded in the Mishna Yadaim (3:5): 

The Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes render the hands unclean.' 
R. Judah says: The Song of Songs renders the hands unclean but 
there is disagreement regarding Ecclesiastes." R. Jose says: 
"Ecclesiastes does not render the hands unclean but there is 
disagreement regarding the Song of Songs." R. Simeon b. Azzai 
says: "I have heard a tradition from the seventy elders on the day 
when they appointed R. Eleazar b. Azariah ". that the Song of 
Songs and Ecclesiastes render the hands unclean." R. Akiba says: 
"Heaven forbid. No man in Israel ever contended regarding the 
Song of Songs ... for the whole world is not worth the day when 

1 For reasons that need not be explained here. books of the Bible canon render 
hands unclean. 
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the Song of Songs was given to Israel ... for the Song of Songs is 
the most sacred of them all [HagiographiaJ. 
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Yet, despite the great authority exerted by R. Akiba, R. Meir, a sage 
of the following generation, insisted that Ecclesiastes does not render 
the hands unclean and that about the Song of Songs there is a differ
ence of opinion (T. Megillah 7a). What tipped the balance in favor of its 
inclusion into Holy Script was the superscription The Song of Songs 
which is Solomon's, and its allegoric interpretation, the reciprocal love 
of ~d-Israel and the Torah. 

AN ALLEGORY 

An allegoric interpretation of the Song of Songs recommended itself 
to talmudic sages for the obvious reasons that prophets had applied 
allegorically the profound experience of human love of man and woman 
to that of ~d and Israel. The best known example is that of Hosea 
(Chs. 1-2), in which he is told by divine command to take back an 
adulterous wife whom he loves. Israel is compared to that backsliding 
wife, worshiping Baal, yet, God will not abandon His people. In a 
similar vein Isaiah exclaims, And as the bridegroom rejoiceth over his 
bride, So shall ~ rejoice over you ... (62:5). 

Another theme that the prophets had dealt with allegorically is 
"disappointment." Isaiah (Ch. 5) compares Israel to a vineyard espe
cially tended by the Lord who had hoped for justice, and beheld violence 
instead. 

Ezekiel expresses ~d's disappointment with Israel in 16:8-14. Having 
raised Israel from birth, bestowing on her every kind of bounty, He is 
rejected by Israel who pursues the temptations offered to her by neigh
boring countries. This theme of disappointment and frustration is 
found in the Song of Songs when the Shulamite complains: 'They made 
me keeper of the vineyards but my own vineyard have I not kept' (1:6).2 

2 The simile of the vineyard makes its appearance both in Isaiah 5 and in 8.8. 1, 
and the term 'my well.beloved' occurs in 8.S. 26 times. 
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214 SlnMONBAKON 

Talmumc sages felt justified in interpreting it allegorically: Israel 
tends vineyards that are not hers, and neglects her own. Most modern 
scholars do not know what to make of the two scenes in which the 
Shulamite first rejects and then searches for her lover. They interPret 
them rather unconvincingly, as two anxiety dreams. To the talmudic 
sages these two scenes lend themselves to an allegory of a disturbed 
relationship between God and Israel. 

For the sake of curiosity it should be mentioned here that the 
allegoric interpretation ofthe Song of Songs was resurrected in modern 
times in the Fertility Rite hypothesis. In 1906, W. Erbt proposed that 
the Song of Songs was a collection of Canaanite poems, celebrating the 
Sonnengotthochzeit of the sun-god Shalem and the moon-goddess 
Shalmith. Solomon, accormng to this hypothesis, stands for the sun-god 
and the Shulamite for the moon-goddess.' 

This hypothesis fired the fertile imagination of other "scholars" who, 
depending on their predilections, turned it into the Babylonian Tammuz
Ishtar fertility song,' or into the Egyptian Osiris-Isis springtime ritual.' 

Thus when the Shulamite exclaims 'J am black but comely' (1:5) 
Rashi interprets: The congregation of Israel tells "I am black in my 
deeds, but those of my predecessors are comely," while the Fertility 
Cult explains it: "the queenly maid is swarthy like the Mother Earth." 

FROM THE SACRED TO THE AESTHETIC 

To one who comes from a traditional Jewish home, where the Song 
of Songs is recited each week prior to ushering in the Sabbath, and 
participated in the solemn reading of the Scroll every Passover, it never 
occurred that there was a dimension of exquisite beauty to this poem. 
Characteristically it was non-Jews who, by discarding the sacredness 
of this poem, discovered its beauty. 

3 W. Erbt. Die Hebraer (Leipzig: 1906) pp. 196-202. 
4 T. J. Meek, The Song of Songs, IB Vol. V (Nashville: 1956) pp. 94·96. 
5 H. H. ROWley. Interpretation, The Servant, p. 215. 
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As indicated previously, there is unanimity on the part of all schol
ars that the Song of Songs is one of the most enchanting poems ever 
written about love. The prosaic Pfeiffer· considers the maiden's pas
sionate description oflove (8:6) "one ofthe classics in the erotic poetry 
of mankind," and compares the Song of Songs' portrayals of nature's 
awakening with the best of Egyptian and Greek literature of this kind. 
Schoenfield states: "The Song of Songs was composed by a poet of great 
distinction who sought carefully for his words and had a keen ear for 
their music. Most of his lines have a lilt, and he achieved some brilliant 
assonances and associations."7 

Indeed, the author, consciously or unconsciously, used every tool of 
the poetic trade with uncanny skill. His poetry abounds in similes (As 

a lily among thorns, So is my love among the daughters), metaphors 
(Thine eyes are as doves), assonances (repetition of vowels to elicit 
grandeur, peace): )Illn "tlln 11l' ,,("11'0 "lX1) O'))Iln - The flowers appear 
on the earth, the time of singing is come (2:12), alliterations (repetition 
of the same sounds, creating a staccato effect to evoke urgency: 
111)1lln 'l' ,(lIptl 0'1nn 'l' l::>-Ttl -leaping upon the mountains, skipping 
upon the hills (2:8). The phrase conjures a Chagallesque sense of 
someone, stirred by love, flying over mountains and hills. It is under
stood that both alliteration and assonances will be lost in any transla
tion, but not irony, as in 'They made me keeper of the vineyards, but 
mine own vineyard have I not kept' (1 :6). 

The high standard of Hebrew poetry should not surprise us. The 
Song of Moses and the Song of Deborah, both superb works, bespeak 
the great age of this genre in Israel. We also learn that in King David's 
court were 111111,11 0'111,1 (II Sam. 19:16), translated only as male and 
female singers. It must be assumed that both religious and secular 
bards declaimed or narrated the epic of ancient Israelite history. Would 

6 Robert H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (New York: Harper & 
Brothers Publishers) p. 709. 

7 Hugh J. Schoenfield, The Song of Songs (New York: Mentor Books) p. 87. 
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216 SIllMON HAKON 

then these nl'\I)l 0"\1) be identified with these bards? We also learn 
from Assyrian sources· that Sennacherib exacted as part of the tribute 
from King Hezekiah "male and female musicians [bards?]" 

ANTHOLOGY 

The process of abandoning the sacred character of the Song of Songs 
led naturally also to the dismissal of its allegorical interpretation. -This 
process began toward the end of the 18th century and found classical 
expression in Herder." To him, and others who followed him, the Song 
of Songs is nothing more than an anthology oflove poems. Support for 
this view is found in that there seems no logical plan in the arrange
ment of the poems and there is no particular geographical setting for 
them. The Sitz im Leben ranges from En-gedi in the south, to Bethel 
and Jerusalem in the center, to Tirzah and Mt. Gilead in the north of 
the land, to Senir and Hermon and Lebanon. 

The elimination of this poem's sacredness opened a veritable 
Pandora's Box ofinterpretations. Thus a certain Wetzstein who served 
as German consul in Damascus and observed marriage customs of 
Syrian peasantry, noted that the groom and bride played the role of 
king and queen for seven days. Friends of the bridal pair sang wasfs, 
exotic flatteries in praise of the bride. These observations were taken 
up by the noted biblical scholar Budde, who applied Wetzstein's find
ings to building the theory that the Song of Songs was written for a 
wedding feast. Indeed, there are elements of a wedding celebration, 
such as the procession of Solomon's palanquin. Yet there are flaws in 
both the anthology and wedding celebration theories: There are strong 
indications that, irrespective of its age and author, the Song of Songs 
was penned by one and a superb author. Anyone who has dealt with 

8 From the Bull Inscription, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Tes
tament, ed. James Pritchard (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969). 

9 Johann G. Herder, Solomon's Lieder der Liebe, die altesten und 8chonsten aU8 
dem Morgenlande, 1778. 
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it, whether scholars or great poets (Goethe among these), has great 
admiration for its beauty. The claim of those scholars that the Song of 
Songs was an anthology of "folksongs, composed by unknown authors 
and sung by the people, "10 or "a short anthology of love poems sung by 
the bride, the bridegroom, and their friends,"" cannot be squared with 
the artistry that points to a great poet composing them. There are other 
facts that attest to a certain unity of the book. Some topics repeat 
themselves, such as the maiden seeking her beloved (3:1-5), (5:2-7); 
major characters are clearly drawn, including the somewhat hostile 
brothers who appear at the beginning and at the end; the same dramatis 
personae engage in silent or articulated dialogue; the daughters of 
Jerusalem. There are, in addition, a goodly number of phrases that 
appear repeatedly.l2 

DRAMA 

Other biblical scholars who are dissatisfied with the "anthology" 
interpretation of the Song of Songs, among them Delitzsch, Ewald and 
Driver, see a dramatic development leading to a happy conclusion. 
Driver" states: "It is in the nature of a drama, with dialogue and action, 
and characters consistently sustained, constituting a rudimentary kind 
of plot, but lyrical in character." These scholars are certain that the 
Song of Songs forms a real unity, revolving around two or three major 
characters, depending on whether one follows the view of Delitzsch or 
Ewald. 

According to the first, the dialogue of the dramatic poem is sustained 
by two main characters, the king and the Shulamite maiden. The king 
(Solomon) is enamored of this maiden. She is taken from her rustic 

10 Julius A. Bewer, The Literature of the Old Testament (New York: Columbia Univ. 
Press) p. 39L 

11 R. H. Pfeiffer, op. cit., p. 708. 
12 In order not to tire the reader, a partial list of repeated phrases is appended. 
13 S. R. Driver, Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T. 

& T. Clark) p. 443. 
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218 SInMONBAKON 

home and eventually made his bride in Jerusalem. The plot consists of 
a series of episodes in which the Shulamite teaches him a lesson in true 
love. 

In the second version, the Song of Songs is presented as the dramatic 
form of a triangle, in which the king and a shepherd boy vie for the love 
of the Shulamite, who first is either forced or enticed into the palace 
of King Solomon. In spite of all his efforts to gain her love, the girl 
remains faithful to her shepherd lover, and Solomon, discouraged, gives 
up the struggle. In a happy ending, she is reunited with her true love. 

There are serious flaws in the "drama" theory, just as in the other 
hypotheses which were enumerated. First, and perhaps foremost, 
"drama," unlike epic poetry and narrative, was a genre unknown or 
unused in biblical literature. Second, as can be seen by the presentation 
of two versions of the dramatic treatment of the Song of Songs, each 
defended by reputable biblical scholars, much is added to the real text 
by the imagination of the expositors. Some of it is forced interpretation, 
no less than the traditional "allegorical" one. I< Moreover, proponents of 
the dramatic treatment use great ingenuity to make it appear that the 
Song of Songs progresses toward a climax, and in the process ignore 
some scenes in it that do not fit in the scheme of these interpretations. 
Thus, for instance, the two passages where the Shulamite is seeking 
tM one sM loves, but found him not (3:1-4), or later, where her lover 
wishes to enter her chamber and she hesitates, and when she finally 
unlocks the door, he has vanished and she now goes to search for him 
and is struck and bruised by watchmen (5:2-7). At this point these 
scholars become "Freudians" and conveniently refer to these scenes as 
anxiety dreams. 

Just to indicate how two modern scholars with different conceptions 
of the Song of Songs offer opposing interpretations ofthe same passage, 
I submit the very last verse: O'I!l\!l:l ',n ')1 'TrT m:l translated by the 

14 The authors of this interpretation are not aware how closely it resembles the 
traditional allegoric interpretation. All it needs is the transfer the dramatis ~T80nae to 
God.Israel and the temptations of paganism. 

JEWISH BmLE QUARTERLY 
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new JPS: Hurry my beloved ... to the hills of spices. The Soncino 
commentary suggests: "Embarrassed and coy, she begs him to leave her 
alone for a while, and when they are by themselves, she will sing to 
him" (32). Schoenfield," who views the Song of Songs as a dramatic 
triangle, writes: "Solomon is introduced again at the end of the Song. 
The king farmed out his vineyard for money, but no one, says the 
bridegroom, is going to share his possession. So, in a happy ending, he 
and she exclaim exuberantly: Fly with me 0 my beloved." Unashamedly 
he adds "with me" not stated in the original Hebrew text. Both scholars 
ignore that the same theme with slightly altered words already has 
occurred in 2:17. (The Midrash interprets this phrase as "mayest Thou 
hasten the advent of redemption"). 

To my mind this most charming book is and remains an enigma, yet 
all scholars agree that it is about the power of love pervading the 
cosmos. No wonder that it was R. Akiba who saw in the Song of Songs 
the holiest of the hagiographa, for in his life and in his Weltanschaung 
he personified "love." It was the love of his wife Rachel that persuaded 
him to change his life-style, from an ignorant, Pharisee-hating shep
herd to a student, who at the age of forty began the study of Torah. It 
was his love for his wife that made him persist and develop into a giant 
of talmudic scholarship. It was his love for his people, for Torah and 
God, that made him at a very advanced age endure the death of a 
martyr at the hands of the Romans. In the daily "confessional," the 
Shema, proclaiming the unity of God, we read: Thou shalt love thy God 
with all thy heart and with all thy soul. It was Rabbi Akiba who 
interpreted all thy soul as meaning with thy whole life. In his martyr
dom he put his belief to the test. It was such a one who sawin the Song 
of Songs a profession of an undying reciprocal love of God and Israel, 
despite occasional mutual disappointments. 

15 Hugh J. Schoenfield, op. cit., p. 941. 
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(2:16) My beloved is mine, and I am his, that feedeth among the lilies 
(6:3) 

(2:17) Until the day breathe, and the shadows flee away (4:6) 
(2:17b) Be thou like a gazelle or a young hart upon the mountain of 

spices (8:14) 
(2:6) Let his left hand be under my head, and his right hand embrace 

me (8:3) 
(2:7) I adjure. 0 daughters of Jerusalem. by the gazelles, and by the 

hinds of the field, thatye awaken not, nor stir up my love, Until it please 
(3:5) 

(2:7) I adjure. 0 daughters of Jerusalem, why should you awaken, 
or stir up love, Until it please (8:4) 

(2:5) For I am love sick (5:8) 
(4: 1) Thy hair is as a flock of goats that trail down from Mt. Gilead 

(6:5) 
(4:2) Thy teeth are like a flock of ewes, all shaped alike, which are 

come up from the washing, whereof all are paired and none faileth 
among them (6:6) 

(4:5) Thy two breasts are like two fawns. that are twins of a gazelle 
(7:4) 

(1:5) Belwld, thou art fair, my love; behold thou art fair. thine eyes 
are as doves .... (4:1) 

(3:1) ... I sought him whom my soul loveth (3:2) 

JEWISH Bmrn QUARTERLY 



THEY ARE NO LONGER, 
FOR GOD HAS TAKEN THEM 

SHUBERT SPERO 

There are two figures in the Bible, Enoch and Elijah, whose passing 
from the world is not described in the usual manner. In fact, the words 
"death" or "dying" in any form are not mentioned at all in connection 
with them. 

The life of the father of Enoch is described thus: And all the days of 
Jared were nine hundred sixty and two years and he died (Gen. 5:20). 
In connection with Enoch we read: And Enoch walked with God and he 
is no longer for the Lord hath taken him (Gen. 5:24). The Bible seems 
to be explaining Enoch's disappearance by stating that he was "taken" 
by God. But we are not given any clue as to haw he was taken or why. 

In connection with Elijah, we read: And Elijah went up by a whirl
wind into heaven (II Kg. 2:11). This too is described as being "taken 
away" (2:3, 10) with no explanation as to where or why. 

The mysterious nature of their disappearances has given rise to 
much speculation in the Jewish, apocryphal and Christian traditions.' 
Particularly, the vision of Elijah ascending to heaven in a "chariot of 
fire" has resulted in all sorts of conjecture, theological and folkloristic. 
Supported by the prophetic promise ofthe reappearance of Elijah before 
the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord (Mal. 3:23), the 
Jewish tradition developed the belief in the appearance of Elijah at the 
circumcision ceremony, where a special chair is set aside for hi,m, and 
at the Passover Seder, where a special cup of wine is poured for him. 
There are many reports in the Talmud of different rabbis having a 
revelation of Elijah the Prophet.' Also, the idea that a human being can 

1 See Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. 6, entries under "Enoch" and "Elijah." 
2 Ibid., Elijah, in the Aggadah. 

Shubert Spero is [ruing Stone Professor of Jewish Thought at Bar !lan Unive1'8ity. 
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be translated to heaven in his bodily form created difficult problems for 
Jewish theologians.' For some it meant that there must be some place 
in this world, an earthly Garden of Eden, where some of the righteous 
can live forever. Others spoke of some possible "spiritualization" of the 
physical, so that it can in some sense pass into the spiritual world. 

I would like to propose an interpretation which suggests that these 
two passages do not necessarily imply that Enoch and Elijah tran
scended death and continue to exist as such in some mysterious realm. 
The Bible wished to state that these two individuals were taken from 
life at a time and for reasons which were extraordinary. But in point 
of fact they actually died, shuffled off their mortal coil in the usual 
sense, and their physical remains were appropriately laid to rest. In 
order to clarif'y my thesis, I must add to our consideration the demise 
of Moses. To be sure, the Bible is explicit that Moses med, was buried 
and was mourned; a fact that is repeated several times.' However, 
Moses has in common with Enoch and Elijah that for all three their 
dying is not witnessed, there is no corpse and no grave. 

Let us consider each case separately. Twice we are told in regard to 
Enoch that he "walked with God," i.e., that he was a righteous person.
Since he is the first and only individual in the generations prior to Noah 
that is so described, we must assume that he was quite unusual and, 
in the biblical view, significant. Yet, in contrast to those before and 
after him, Enoch lived a comparatively short life, a mere 365 years. 
Rashi, following the rabbis, attempts to explain this by suggesting that 
it was foreseen that had he lived what was then the normal span, he 
would have turned away from God and on to evil ways.· Hence, as a 
preventive measure, God "took him before his time." The word "taking" 
is used here in the sense of "taking something away from someone," or 

3 SeeRamban: Writings and Discourses. Vol. n, tr. byC. B. Chavel(NewYork: Shilo 
Pub!., 1978) pp. 532·33. 

4 Deut. 31:14, 29; 32:50; 34:5, 6, 7. 
5 Gen. 5:22 and 24. See commentary of Sromo on Gen. 5:22. 
6 Rashi, Comments on Gen. 5:22. 
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"depriving someone of something" which in the normal course of events 
they might have continued to enjoy. According to Rashi, then, Enoch 
died in the usual fashion. The unusual language merely serves to 
underscore the fact that he died "hefore his time."? 

The N etziv in his commentary adds that the expression "and he is 
no longer" may very well indicate that, in fact, Enoch in his 366th year 
simply disappeared and was never seen again, dead or alive.· The 
Bible's explanation of this is for God hath taken him. Now this does not 
contradict the idea that Enoch simply died. One need not speculate 
whether he is bodily in Heaven or in some Garden of Eden. He simply 
died. But why was he made to disappear in such a mysterious fashion? 

Here, I would suggest that since we are dealing with a man who 
alone among his peers is described as righteous and one who "walked 
with God" yet who in the wisdom of God must be taken from life "hefore 
his time," it would certainly have been terribly misunderstood ifhe was 
to be seen as dying in the ordinary way. For death was seen as divine 
punishment. It would thus appear to all as a terrible injustice that 
precisely Enoch, the only one who "walked with God," dies well before 
his time. Therefore, while Enoch does indeed die early, his mysterious 
disappearance enables us to perceive him not as being punished but 
"taken" not only by God but unto God, out of love. 

In connection with Moses it is possible to see those same factors in 
operation. The Bible seems to go out of its way to stress that at the age 
of 120, his eyes were not dim nor his natural force abated (Deut. 34:7). 
Therefore, both in terms of his natural strength and his over-all wor
thiness, Moses did not deserve to die. His "lack of faith" at the incident 
of the Waters of Meribah served only to demonstrate that he could no 
longer lead the new generation into the land." It would never do to have 
Moses, the "man of God," the peerless prophet, accompany the people 

7 Rasbi, Comments on Gen. 5:24. 
8 Rabbi Naphtali Zevi. Judah Berlin of Volozhin. See his commentary Ha·amek 

Dauor on Gen. 5:24. 
9 Num. 20: 12. 
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into the land even as a private citizen, if it had been decreed that his 
disciple Joshua was to become the new leader. Therefore, God's decree 
that Moses must die is essentially because he cannot accompany his 
people into the Land. However, considering the unique spirituality of 
Moses, his continued interaction with God with whom he speaks "face 
to face," the signs and wonders he performed, the Torah he brought 
down from Sinai, it would be unseemly for the people to see Moses as 
a lifeless corpse that is buried in the dust. So while it is made explicitly 
clear that Moses, the "man of God" or "godly-man," does die and is 
buried like all other mortals, it is so arranged that his death does not 
appear as punishment. Since he can no longer serve as leader, there is 
no choice but for God to lead Moses up Mount Nebo and to take him 
from the people and un to Himself. According to the rabbis, Moses, as 
did Aaron before him, dies by the kiss of God.'· 

If we employ the situations of Enoch and Moses as our models, we 
are in a position to understand the case of Elijah correctly. The last 
most dramatic chapter in the life of Elijah begins with an introduction 
in which we are told that the Lord is about to take up Elijah by a 
whirlwind into heaven (II Kg. 2:7) and in those same few words it is 
described when it happens: And Elijah went up by a whirlwind into 
heaven (2:11). The impression seems inescapahle that Elijah has been 
bodily transferred to some spiritual abode called "heaven." However, 
the Hebrew word D'Il'l) is used many times in the Bible simply to de
note "sky," so that the only necessary implication of the text is that 
Elijah was last seen by Elisha being swept up into the sky by a 
whirlwind." We are then given a description of a vision which was 
perceived only by Elisha: ... there appeared a chariot offire and horses 
of fire which came between Elisha and Elijah, after which Elijah 
disappeared in a whirlwind. 

10 See Rashi on Deut. 34:5 and on Num. 20:26. 
11 See for exa.'mple Psalms 104: 12 and Gen. 1:8. 
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Certainly there is a suggestion here, but no more than a suggestion, 
that Elijah is somehow carried offin the "chariot of fire." From Elisha's 
anguished cry, however, it would seem that he interpreted the chariot 
as symbolizing Elijah himself in his role as protector of Israel. Upon 
analysis, therefore, what we have here is essentialIy a mysterious 
disappearance directly attributed to God, who we are told is taking 
away thy master from thy head. This is borne out by the "sons of the 
prophets" who watch from afar. Noting only the whirlwind and the 
absence of Elijah, they are fearful lest the ruah ["spirit" or "wind"] of 
the Lord hath taken him up and cast him upon some mountain or some 
valley (2: 16), and insist upon dispatching a search party. 

But, if our interPretation is correct, why alI of this circumlocution 
in order to report that Elijah died? I believe it can be shown that we 
have here a situation similar to those of Enoch and Moses. An unusu
alIy devoted servant of the Lord, prophet of God, zealous upholder of 
the Covenant between God and Israel, has lost his effectiveness and 
must be taken from the world "before his time." This is to be understood 
in both physical and moral terms. Elijah, for his part, is willing and able 
to continue to serve his God and people as before, as father of the 
prophets. Also, from an over-all judgment of his moral worth and merit, 
we have no reason to assume that Elijah deserves to die. Why then, 
does he have to be taken from the world by God? . 

As is clear to every reader of the Bible, the career of Elijah the 
Tishbite is presented in a most unusual manner. Without any introduc
tion he suddenly appears before the wicked King Ahab, ruler of the 
northern tribes oflsrael, and swears by God that, there shall not be dew 
nor rain these years but according to my word (I Kg. 17:1). According 
to the rabbis, this devastating drought is brought upon the country 
through Elijah's initiative in response to the systematic campaign of 
King Ahab and his Phoenician Queen Jezebel to introduce the cult of 
Baal and Asherah into the country, to vilify the God of Israel and to 
persecute the "sons (disciples) of the prophets."12 Elijah correctly as-

12 See Sanhedrin 113. 
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sessed the danger of this royal effort to destroy the entire concept of the 
united tribes ofIsrael as a people covenanted to the one God. However, 
Elijah's zealousness, and the harsh nature of his punitive measures 
which bring down terrible suffering upon the entire population, are 
often counter-productive. Subsequently, Elijah is sent to the brook 
Cherith near the .Jordan where his water supply soon runs out, and is 
sent to the widow in Zarephath near Sidon who is able to feed Elijah 
only with the help of his miraculous powers. The point of these inci
dents can be seen as attempts to soften Elijah's stance by making him 
realize the full consequences ofthe drought upon the under-privileged 
strata of the population. Instructed by God to end the drought, Elijah 
does so on ly after arranging the spectacular public contest upon Mount 
Carmel in which the people acknowledge that "the Lord is God" after 
witnessing the "fire from Heaven" and the humiliation of the prophets 
of Baal (I Kg. 18). 

But even this apparent victory does not seem to have lasting effects, 
certainly not upon Ahab or Jezebel. Elijah's unprecedented visit to 
Mount Horeb after 40-days' travel to which he is apparently directed, 
must be seen as admonishment. Elijah is shown that God is not'in the 
wind, nor in the earthquake, nor in the fire, but in "the still silent voice" 
(I Kg, 19:11-13). What is significant is that before Elijah leaves Horeb 
he is told by God to find Elisha ben-Shafat and to anoint him "as a 
prophet in your place." 

It would, therefore, appear that Elijah is being taken from the world 
because his zealous temperament and the actions it prompts are not 
those that God prefers, They are not the most effective nor do they 
reflect the appropriate image of God. And yet in certain respects, in 
terms of the discretionary powers given to him by God and his own 
spirituality and complete identification with God, Elijah is second only 
to Moses. 

The above analysis enables us to perceive Elijah as similar to Enoch 
and Moses in respect to their being taken from life and leadership 
"before their time." However, because of the unique relationship of each 
to God, they cannot be seen to die in the way of all flesh, by being turned 
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into a helpless corpse and returned to the dust. Hence, in each instance 
the Bible describes an unusual departure from the world. But in all 
three cases the underlying meaning is the same: Enoch: Moses and 
Elijah die. God takes them reluctantly, in love and not in anger; God 
takes them away from us and unto Himself. 
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SOUND AND SILENCE 

NAHUM M. WALDMAN 

One of the most mysterious biblical passages occurs in the story of 
the prophet Elijah ab the Mountain of God: 

And 10, the Lord passed by. There was a great and mighty wind, 
splitting mountains and shattering rocks by the power of the Lord; 
but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind-<tn earthquake; 
but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake
fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. and after the fire - the sound 
of a soft demamah (I Kg. 19:11·12). 
We shall see that demamah is interpreted by some as "silence" and 

by others as a "murmur." 
Wind, earthquake and fire are often associated with God (Isa. 40:7; 

Jud. 5:4; II Sam. 22:13; II Kg. 1:12). The polytheists imagined that the 
individual forces of nature were associated with separate gods, such as 
the Sumerian Enlil, god of the wind, and Baal, the Canaanite god of 
rain (although they also had their more universal gods). To the mono
theist, however, forces of nature cannot be identified with God. They 
are separate from Him, being His creation, His tools and messengers 
(Ps. 104:4). God in His essence is unknowable and in His manifestation 
ineffable, inexpressible, something awesome and totally other with 
respect to ordinary perceptions of reality. He communicates by word 
and voice, as the Bible so often attests, and I Kings 19:11-12 tells us 
that He has other means as well: silence or strange soft sounds. 

Let us review the various translations. First, demamah as "sound": 
The Greek version renders phone auras leptes (the sound of a gentle 
breeze). Similarly, the Vulgate version translates sibilus aurae tenuis 

Nahum A Waldman is Professor of Bible and Hebrew Literature at Gratz College, 
Philadelphia, PA. 
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(the whistling of a light breeze). The German version (New York, 1848) 
based on Luther's translation has ein stilles sanftes Sausen (a still, soft 
whistling). Somehow, these versions, all going back to the Greek, hold 
thatdemamah means "breeze" or "whistle" and not "silence."'There are 
other "sound" translations. The Targum on }{jngs renders kol 
dimesabbehin bahasa'i (the sound of those praising [Godl silently). The 
Syriac translation has mU dmmU' rkik' (a word spoken softly). Again, 
demamah is taken by these versions to refer to sound and not to silence. 

In addition, evidence from comparable Semitic languages has led 
modern scholars to favor translating demamah as "murmur" or some 
kind of sound. The New English Bible (Protestant; England) has "a low 
murmuring sound," and The New American Bible (Catholic; United 
States) renders "a tiny whispering sound." The translation of the new 
edition of The Jewish Publication Society also understands demamah 
to be a "munnur."2 

Many scholars believe that one does not find in biblical Hebrew a 
demamah which means "murmur," but there is a verb dmm in other 
Semitic languages which connotes some kind of sound. In Akkadian 
(the language of the Babylonians and Assyrians) damamu connotes the 
moaning of various animals or birds, and in Arabic the root damdama 
means "mutter, growl, snarL" In talmudic Aramaic the noun dimah 
(from dwm or dmm) means "gossip" and "evil talk" (TB Niddah 66a); 
dumah has the same sense plus "a woman of ill repute" [about whom 
people talkl (TB Sotah 27a); dum, dim means "to speak in a low voice, 
to suspect" (TB Yebamot 52a); and dema'i means "grain about which 
it is not certain that the tithe has been set apart," that is, there is talk 
or suspicion about this possibility (TJ Ma'aser Sheni V, end, 56d). 

1 On Psalm 107:29, yaqem se'amh lidemamah, the Septuagint is consistent in 
translating "He commands the storm and it is calmed into a gentle breeze," demamah 
being contrasted with se'arah (storm) and translated as "breeze." 

2 The new JPS translation is consistent in rendering Ps. 107:29 as "He reduced 
the storm to a whisper." 

Vol 22. No.3, 1994 



230 NAHUMM. WAlDMAN 

However, there are scholars who do believe that a root dmm, "moan, 
mourn," exists in biblical Hebrew.' 

Let us first consider the mystical implications of demamah as "mur
mur" or some sound which is not words in a syntactic relationship. 
There is in the Bible the idea of communication in nature J:>y means 
other than words: 

Day to day makes utterance, night to night speaks out; there is no 
utterance, there are no words, their sound is not heard; their voice 
carries throughout the earth, their words to the end of the world 
(Ps. 19:3-5). 
Here, too, as in 1 Kings 19:11-12, we have the paradox ofutterancel 

no utterance, no words/words carry to the end of the world. Moreover, 
the concept of non-verbal communication between parts of the cosmos 
is earlier than the Bible and occurs in the Ugaritic tablets: "I have a 
word I would tell you, a speech I would utter to you: speech oftree and 
whisper of stone, conversation of heaven with earth, even of the deeps 
with the stars."' If the parts of the universe communicate in a non
verbal manner, then surely God, too, must have other modes of com
municating, such as the soft sound. In addition, a much later talmudic 
passage describes "a sound from above [bat koll moaning like a dove 
[menahemet kayyonahl- which is God lamenting 'Woe to my children 
because of whose transgressions I destroyed my temple'" (TB Berakhot, 
3a). 

Students of mysticism have called attention to auditory experiences 
which accompany the mystic state, relating them to the various stages 
of mystical meditation. Here I can do no more than to recognize that 
such phenomena are mystical in nature, but I will not attempt to 

3 The evidence is assembled by Baruch A. Levine, "Silence, Sound and the Phe
nomenology of Mourning and Biblical Israel," Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern 
Society, 22 (1993) pp. 89-106. He regards Lev. lO:3b as meaning "Aaron moaned! 
mourned." 

4 Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to The Old Testament (ANET), ed. James 
Pritchard (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press) p. 136, C: 18-22. 
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classify them and rank their nearness to total absorption as students 
of mysticism do. We might also consider some expansion of possibilities, 
from "murmur" to some musical sound. The sixteenth-century mystic 
Meir Ibn Gabbay, in his book Avadat ho,·Kodesh, compared the inter
action between God and Israel to that between two violins. When the 
string of one violin is activated the corresponding string on the other 
also resonates. So does the human being activate God.' If this illustra
tion is only a metaphor, it does not support our case. On the other hand, 
it is possible that it was chosen by Ibn Gabbay because musical sounds 
are associated with mystical experience. For example, the Christian 
mystic Suso reported hearing a beautiful melody accompanied by the 
singing of angels (compare Rashi on the passage under discussion, 1 
Kg. 19:11-12, above)." The late Essie Parrish, a Porno Indian shaman, 
received a "power song" when she was asleep. She first heard the 
beautiful song up in the sky, but then, as she puts it, "It was as if it 
entered deep into my chest, as if the song itself were singing in my voice 
box."" 

The word demamah, then, if it means "murmur" or some other type 
of sound, confronts us with a mystery. Grammatically, it is possible to 
form a sentence in which one hears the "sound/voice of a soft murmur" 
(as against "a loud roar"), but what is the nature of that sound? I 
suggest that the intent of this mysterious passage is to convey a sense 
of total strangeness and otherness in the face of the manifestation of 
God, whether through nature, His voice or other phenomena associated 
with His presence. The Bible is making the point that the powers of 
nature or the voice heard at Sinai and in prophetic experience God's 
voice are not to be identified with God but are instruments He uses. 
Despite the fact that the formula wayyedabber . .. ie'mar (He spoke 
... saying) seems so familiar and ordinary because of repetition, the 

5 Moshe Idel, Kabbalah, New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale, 1988) p. 177. 
6 Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism (New York, 1961; originally published in 1911) p. 

277. 
7 Michael Harner, The Way o{the Shaman (Toronto: Bantam, 1982) pp. 96-7. 
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speech of G<ld is really no easy, common metaphor. It is garbed in 
otherness. To avoid complications of meaning philosophers have claimed 
that what Israel and the prophets experienced was not actually the 
voice (hol) and glory (havod) ofG<ld; this would anthropomorphize Him. 
They heard a hoi nivra (a specially created voice) or saw a kavad nivra 
(a specially created glory). Now, if the metaphor of speech is mysteri
ous, how much more so is G<ld's non-verbal communication through 
some type of sound. A J. Heschel has written: "The nature of revela
tion, being an event in the realm of the ineffable, is something which 
words cannot spell, which human language will never be able to por
tray."8 

Let us turn to the mystical implications of the other view, that 
demamah means "silence." Then hoi demamah dahhah may mean "the 
voice/sound of a soft silence." How can these opposites, silence and 
sound, be connected with each other? In Job 4:16 there occurs the 
passage: I Mard a murmur/silence [demamabl and a voice [kol1- The 
two words, being in parallelism, might be understood as referring to the 
same moment in time, producing a paradox, or they may record a 
progression, first a silence and then a voice. In our passage in I Kings, 
however, hoi anddemamah are together in the construct state (semikhut) 
and apparently occur at the same time, strengthening the impression 
that we have a paradox. 

The passage might be considered an oxymoron, a statement with 
two apparently contradictory parts, like Cicero's "their silence is elo
quent." Behind the contradiction of the oxymoron, however, there is 
meaning; namely, that this silence is not an absence or a void but a 
concrete fullness, an experience, conveying that there is a presence, as 
in the title of the song "The Sounds of Silence." 

In the Bible the presence of G<ld inspires silence (Amos 8:3; Hab. 
2:20; Zeph. 1:7; Zach. 2:17). A verse in Psalms may refer to the human 
silence of awe in G<ld's presence: lekha dumiyah tehillah, translated by 

8 Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man (New York and Philadelphia: 
1959), pp. 184fT. 
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Rashi as: "silence is [appropriate] praise for you because there is no 
limit to Your praise, and whoever adds only diminishes." (However, the 
New JPS renders: "praise befits you" - Ps. 62:2.) The theme of pro
found silence is found outside of Jewish tradition; e.g., the German 
mystic Meister Eckhart spoke ofthe soul's power to act as deriving from 
its core, where is to be found "the central silence, the pure peace .... The 
mystic Richard of St. Victor speaks of a mystical state when the mind 
of man is ravished into the abyss of divine light. On this level "there 
is silence in heaven ... for half an hour."'· 

Some sources attempt to combine the silence and the sound. One is 
the aggadah which tells us that at the moment of revelation at Mount 
Sinai "no bird chirped, no fowl flew, no ox lowed, the wheels [angels] 
did not fly, seraphim did not recite 'Holy,' the sea did not stir, humans 
did not speak, but the world stood still and silent-and the voice went 
forth: I am the Lord your God. This midrash goes further and states 
that the voice which came from ~d had a quality of otherness. It was 
completely unlike other sounds: it had no echo. Also, when Elijah 
contested against the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel, God silenced 
the entire world and turned it into a tohu wavohu (chaos), so that the 
priests of Baal could not claim that their god had answered their appeal 
(Midr. Ex. R. 29:9). 

Rashi (I Kg. 19:12) offers an unusual instance in which both silence 
and sound are connected. He mentions that he has heard of the phe
nomenon of sound that comes out of silence; that is, a sound a person 
perceives inwardly in the .total absence of any external source. This is 
called in Old French detintissement. The implication is that the "voice 
out of silence" which Elijah heard was in his imagination only or was 
a prophecy meant for him alone. 

Modern medicine recognizes the same phenomenon, tinnitus. This 
is the perception of sound in the absence of an acoustic stimulus. The 

9 Walter T. Staee, The Teachings of the Mystics (New York: Mentor, 1960) p. 146. 
10 F. C. Happold, Mysticism (Baltimore: Penguin, 1963) p. 214. 
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sounds heard may be a buzzing, ringing, roaring, whistling or hissing. 
This may be associated with hearing loss or ear disorders and no cure 
is known for it. Many patients find relief by playing background music. 

Sounds heard in tinnitus may have been given a revelationary 
significance. One example is the aggadah about Samson, which com~ 
bines revelation with the sound of a bell: when Samson received reV
elation, the Shekhinah was ringing before him as if with a bell (explain
ing lefa'amo [Jud. 13:251: mekaskeset lefanav ketzuk; TB Sotah 9b). 

Levi ben Gershom states that the sound was made up of two con
tributing elements, sound and silence, and the result was that the 
sound coming from God was soft, not loud. The strange revelation to 
Elijah was meant to teach him something. The appearances of wind, 
earthquake and fire were predictions of troubles that would come upon 
Israel, not by direct attack from God, but as the result of His turning 
His face away. Unlike the divine punishments when Moses led Israel 
through the wilderness, whose source and reason was understood by 
the people, these punishments will not be grasped fully by the people 
and recognized as God's chastisement. Thus the entire matter will be 
unclear to the Israelites, like the odd combination of sound and silence. 
Levi ben Gershom also makes the point that Elijah, filled with anger 
over the sins of Israel, did not direct his mind to this divine lesson and 
repeated his complrunt as if not understanding (vv. 10, 14). 

Others have also suggested that the strange experience of Elijah 
was meant by God to teach him a lesson. Lindblom, in his study of 
prophecy in Israel, claims that God's not being in the wind, earthquake 
and fire but in the light breath of rur is being used to prefer the more 
tranquil forms of prophetic mysticism against the more violent or 
ecstatic,u The passage has also been used to teach another lesson, a 
moral one; namely, that the Shekhinah does not rest upon arrogant 
people, those who make a tumult and are proud (referring to the 

11 J. Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel (Philadelphia; Fortress, 1962) p. 49. 
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earthquake) and those who are always angry (the fire). It rests upon 
those who fear the Lord, as the "still, small voice" is fear of God.12 

We note that verbal communication between God and Elijah imme
diately follows (I Kg. 19:15-18) the mystical experience, indicating that 
God's verbal message is of primary importance. It is not being over
shadowed by silence or sounds, whichever is applicable here. The 
prophets of Israel have had mystical experiences, "seeing" and "hear
ing" unusual things, but they are not mystics seeking to move higher 
and higher up the ladder of contemplation to absorption in the Godhead. 
They are but messengers who encounter God's presence and are in
volved, willy-nilly, in Israel's national public life. Our passage does not 
describe Elijah as being in any state of orgiastic ecstasy (contrast 
I Sam. 19: 20-24, not descriptive of Samuel but of the people around 
him). 

We suggest, then, that the purpose and lesson of the non-verbal 
phenomenon in I Kings 19 is to drive home concretely the idea of the 
otherness and mystery of God, but not of His isolation and indifference. 
Just as God is not in the wind, the earthquake, or the fire, He is also 
not in His word and not limited to it, for the word, too, is a tool used 
by the ineffable God. The prophets are granted the word or burdened 
with it; they do not possess it. Even prophets who hear and transmit 
the divine word must remember their limitations and that the reality 
of God is beyond their grasp. Frustration, over-familiarity and literal
ism in dealing with metaphor can cause these truths to be forgotten. 
The non-verbal revelation is meant to revive Elijah's disillusioned 
spirit and force him to collect together his spiritual energies and to be 
ready for his return to the demand of the revealed word and its 
demands." 

12 R. Abraham Halevi, in Reshit Hokhmah. Shaar ha-Yir'ah, 4, cited in Yishai 
Hasidah. Beurei ha-Mekkubalim ba-Nigleh (Jerusalem: 1985) Vol. I, p. 300. 

13 The experience of "burn-out" and a return to prophetic functioning is recognized 
in the Bible, e.g., Num. 11; Jeremiah 15:10-21. 
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Finally, behind the scene in I Kings 19 stands the tradition ofMoses' 
request to see G<Jd's glory, which is granted in the form ofan experience 
of the "goodness" of G<Jd (Ex. 33:18-20, 34:5-8); again, an experience 
more concrete than words. In I Kings 19, too, the prophet is experienc
ing something deeper, the murmur or the silence. The contexts however 
differ: in Exodus 34 Moses is more optimistic than Elijah, G<Jd having 
agreed to accompany the people oflsrael again (33:17). Elijah is in such 
despair that he repeats his plaint (I Kg. 19: 10, 14). Whether the 
primary prophet is to be Elijah or his successor, Elisha, he may not 
merely meditate or languish. He must immerse himself in the non
verbal mystery and, rejuvenated, return to hearing, preaching and 
acting upon G<Jd's word. 
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JACOB'S DECEPTION 
OF HIS FATHER 

BENJAMIN GOODNICK 

All mothers - or most- tend to look upon their children as destined 
for great accomplishments. This assurance is heightened when the 
children, especially sons, are their first-born; when they themselves are 
relatively young; and when positive omens regarding the future of their 
sons are revealed. 

With this in mind we will consider a central item in the Jacob story. 
Jacob had a life-long obstacle: a fraternal twin. While the twins went 
in divergent directions, at times their interaction within the home led 
to misunderstanding and frustration. We recall, for example, their 
give-and-take over the birthright (Gen. 25:29-34). Traditionally, we 
have looked upon Jacob, our direct ancestor, as the righteous brother 
and Esau the wrongdoer. These moral estimates we shall leave in the 
hands of our traditional commentators. However, there is one signifi
cant instance in which they appear to play reverse roles-and betray 
their emotional states in the process. 

The critical issue concerns Isaac's wish to give his son his blessing 
(Gen. 27:4). It appears, unfortunately, that he had only one worthy 
blessing to offer (27:27 -29); the second (27:39-40) which he offered Esau 
seems to have been an afterthought. 

The drama unfolds in the well-known story of Jacob's deception of 
his father. We note uneasiness and distress on the part of Jacob which 
increase and heighten with every step as he nears the crisis. 

Benjamin Goodnick. Ph.D., a diplomate of the American Board of Professional Psychol. 
ogy, is a consultant to governmental agencies and private religious schools. He is engaged 
in private practice in the Greater Philadelphia area. His articles have appeared in Jewish 
and professional journals. 
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As soon as Jacob, with trepidation, approached and said "Father" 
['IN], (Gen. 27:18), something in Jacob's speech seemed to have alerted 
Isaac to become suspicious and uncertain of his son's identity. He 
began to question him, creating further turmoil within Jacob. There 
was no escaping his fate, despite the mounting feeling of guilt. In 
response, Jacob was forced to make five false claims (i.e, being Esau 
[twice), preparing the food, being asked by his father to seek game, and 
being speedily successful in his hunt through divine providence). Observe 
that after Jacob's presentation, he was still questioned, felt and kissed 
before his false identity was accepted. 

By sharp contrast, Esau was at ease within and felt no inner 
pressures. He followed his father's request, set out on his mission, 
caught his game, prepared the fragrant meals Isaac always enjoyed and 
remained assured of receiving his father's blessing. 

These differing moods had their direct impact in their mode of 
addressing their father upon presenting themselves with their respec
tive repasts. 

Note the words of Jacob: '1'lIl'l n"'N' nl'D Nl D'P ('Pray sit up and 
eat of my game . .. ? (Gen. 27:19). 

Esau says the following: 'll 'MID "'N" >IN Dp' ('Let my father sit 
up and eat of his son's game . . .' ) (27:31). 

There is so much to learn from these brief statements. 
Upon analysis, it seems fairly clear that Jacob "lost his cool." He 

would normally not have thus addressed his father in the imperative, 
placing himself on the same level as if pressuring him to eat. We can 
only suppose that, his anxiety getting the better of him, Jacob blurted 
out the words impulsively even as he probably sought to complete the 
activity hurriedly - perhaps to avoid discovery before Esau appeared. 

Esau, evidently, was in no such hurry. He took his time to prepare 
his venison properly, looking forward expectantly toward that trea
sured gift, his father's blessing. His words were delivered courteously 
and with full respect for his father. The response Esau received from 
Isaac was totally unexpected. He cried out loudly and wept bitterly, 
suffering a complete breakdown in his emotional control (27:34, 38). 
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Note another, if minor, difference in their replies. Jacob says, 'I am 
Esau your (lTst-born' as if desperate to make sure of recognition (27:19). 
Esau, more politely answers, 'I am your first-born Esau,' mentioning 
the relationship first and his own name last (27:33). 

It is not implied that the words and manner of delivery of these two 
statements were deliberately planned; rather they seemed to stem from 
unconscious motivations, driven by their respective inner needs. 

Rasbi, understandably eager to justify the actions of the patriarch 
Jacob, lays stress on 'the voice is the voice of Jacob' (27:22). This verse 
he interprets not on the basis of distinct voice qualities (the view ofthe 
Ramban, who follows the "11£1) but rather the content of the above two 
statements. Esau's words, he says, bespeak a provocative, annoying 
manner whereas Jacob, in his use of the word III - which Rashi claims 
means "please" - shows he was more considerate and pleading with 
his father. 

Actually the intent of the word III is that of seeking an immediate 
response, of "urging, hurrying" the hearer to react, so that "now" is 
often the most appropriate translation (see, e.g., the Mandelkem Con
~ordance, 708). An example would be nmm III ,)., [Come, now, and 
let us reason together . ... J (Is. 1: 18). 

The manner of Esau is biblically replicated in the words of Esther 
to the king. Even though he speaks to her directly, she answers in the 
third person out of respect: 'lfit please the king, let the king and Haman 
come to the feast I have prepared for him' (Est. 5:3-4). 

Further, the commentary Or Chaim - as well as others - tries to 
account for Jacob's deceit by saying that, since Jacob had purchased the 
birthright, he was indeed the first-born. The flaw in all this reasoning 
is obvious. No matter what devious means we employ to account for 
this whole episode, there is no justification for "V 'l£l" '11/)D (Lev. 
19:14): placing a stumbling block before the blind (in tbis case, liter
ally). 

It is my considered view that the words describing these scenes are 
deliberately chosen and not simply chance. They serve to compare 
different personalities and their reactions to stressful situations. Jacob 
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succumbed to practising deceit on his father (through obeying his 
mother and, likely, satisfying his own inner drives). As a result ofthis 
deception, he suffered stress and anxiety culminating in a feeling of 
guilt, thereafter only partially relieved by Isaac's blessing. How far his 
sense of guilt endured beyond his youth is not apparent. Esau, on the 
other hand, began his interaction with his father in a confident, self
assured manner; only when informed of the loss of his original blessing 
did he break down and expose his weakness. Thus we see positive 
attitudes, shattered by rejection and disappointment, become trans
formed into a drive to retaliate for that loss (27:41). 

In sum, the biblical commentators may have missed the significance 
of this family event and its beautiful portrayal. The very simplicity of 
the text, relating only the objective happenings, leaves us to probe the 
underlying emotional currents and upheavals within the characters 
involved in this drama and, particularly, to explore the differing moods 
and motivations of two unlike brothers and their reactions to their 
shared situation. How much we can gain by allowing the words to 
speak for themselves! 
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CREATION AND THE TORAH IN PSALM 19 

DANIEL G. ASHBURN 

Psalm 19 provides a rich starting point for reflecting on a Jewish 
understanding of life and responding to God. Indeed, this psalm, 
together with Psalms 1 and 119, has been described as helping to set 
out the theological context in which the Book of Psalms is to be read.' 
While a number of scholars argue that verses 1-7 and 8-15 were 
originally two distinct poems,' careful examination of the text reveals 
a unity of theme, structure, and imagery. 

The theme of the psalm is the progression of the psalmist's aware
ness of and response to God. The beginning of the psalm describes the 
knowledge of God of which the psalmist is made aware through Cre
ation. This general awareness of God is contrasted with the ways of 
actually responding to God as they can be known through God's Torah. 
The psalm progresses from the psalmist's awareness of God and de
tailed response, to the intimacy made possible by that response. The 
imagery throughout the psalm includes verbal expression and illumi
nation, as well as God's creating and sustaining activity. 

Verse 1 introduces Psalm 19: ",,, "lltll nlllll" - For the leader. 
A Psalm of David. This is a fairly common designation in the Psalms, 
attributing the song to David. The term nlllll" is most often rendered 

1 James Luther Mays, "The Place of the Torah-Psalms in the Psalter,· Journal of 
Biblical Literature, 106 (1987) pp. 3·12. 

2 Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship, trans. D. R. Ap-Thomas 
(Great Britain: JSOT Press, 1992) II, p. 267; Hans-Joacbim Kraus, Psalms 1-59. trans. 
H. C. Oswald (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House. 1988) pp. 288-69. 

Daniel G. Ashburn. M.Div., J.D. is a Fellow in Law and Religion at Emory University 
Sclwol of Law. 
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"To the Choirmaster," but another possibility is "To the One Who 
Grants Victory.'" 

The body of the psalm opens with a bold chiastic verse describing the 
proclamation of God in the cosmos. The psalm thus begins, 
V'p,n "lY.l I'" n~vm ;N Til) D·'lltlY.l D'Y.llln - The heavens declare 
the glory of God, [and] the sky proclaims His handiwork.' The Hebrew 
chiasm compares the message ofthe heavens with that of the sky. The 
action of the heavens, D"lltlY.l, should rather be translated as 
"recounting the glory of God," because the verb usually indicates a 
recounting of an event that has already taken place. In contrast, the 
action ofthe sky, "lY.l, has a more immediate connotation, even ongoing, 
and thus a more appropriate rendering may be that the sky "is telling" 
the work of God's hands. This linguistic distinction is also borne out 
conceptually, as indeed the heavens appear quite fixed and stable, 
while in the sky we see constant change in daylight, in seasons, and in 
weather. Thus the heavens recount the glory of God in God's giving 
existence to everything in the six days of Creation. But the sky tells 
of the work of God's hands in God's ongoing act of Creation which 
sustains all that exists. 

Verse 3 continues, nv, mn' n;''''' n;';1 'Y.lN »>:!,. DI'; DI' - Day 
to day makes utterance, night to night speaks out. While verse 2 took 
the form of a grammatical chiasm, verse 3 combines with the former 
verse to constitute a conceptual chiasm, confirming the cosmic revela
tion of the dual nature of God's creative activity - that God both 
brought all into existence and continues to sustain all that exists. 
During the day the sky, or firmament, reigns and the heavens are 
shielded; but at night the firmament gives way to the sight of the far
reaching heavens. The day's action is described as 'Y.lN »'l', actually 
"pouring" or "flowing forth speech," which suggests the ongoing process 

3 Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Psalms (New York: Philipp Feldheim. Inc., 1960) 
p.134. Although this latter translation is quite unusual, we shall see that it fits nicely 
with the thematic direction of the psalm. See infra. the discussion of verses 12·15. 

4 All translations follow the new JPS edition, unless otherwise noted. 
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of God's creative sustenance. In contrast, night is said to nv, mn' 
"declare knowledge." The verb here may even have the connotation "to 
bring to life," and is suggestive of mn , the first woman. Thus, while 
the chan-ging daylight sky suggests God's continual creative interven
tion and maintenance of His Creation, the heavens ofthe night remind 
us of the One who first brought all into existence. 

The psalmist does not find the beauty and expanse of the cosmos as 
mere passive clues of a Creator. Rather, Creation is actively proclaim
ing the glory of God; it is speaking aloud in words that must be spoken 
and must be heard. The message oftheskies cannot be muted, as verse 
4 emphasizes, D"'i' VDlI) '''l D"l1 I'M' 1DM I'M - There is no utter
ance, there are no words, whose sound goes unheard. The very nature 
of sound is that it is heard, and the psalmist stresses that the spoken 
words of Creation will also be heard. This is so even if Creation's 
message is only received by Creation itself, as verse 3 makes clear: Day 
to day makes utterance .... But the psalmist suggests that there is 
nothing that is hidden from or that escapes the voice of the skies.' 
Indeed, it may even be said that the purpose of Creation is to proclaim 
the glory of God, and without this most fundamental proclamation no 
other speech or words could exist. 

The fact that the message of the skies is heard by all is made explicit 
in verse 5, Dill'mN D!I !lOll; Dil';O ?In illIi'l' D'i' NlI' l"1Ni1 »l 
Throughout all the earth extends their horizon, and their words to the 
end of the world; for the sun He has set up a tent in them.· The psalmist 
points out that the skies cover the entire earth; although the horizon 
appears to stop in the distance, the skies are ever present and their 

5 The verb -'DM in verse 4 can also be taken 88 an active participle, and translated 
as "There is none who speaks ...... thus implying that humankind in particular hears 
the message of the cosmos. 

6 Translation by the author. JPS, with others, renders the problematic first phrase 
of verse 5 as Their voice carries throughout the earth . . .. However, this requires 
changing the Hebrew D\1' to 0"'1'. My alternative translation is based aD the idea 
that the simple meaning of '1'. a line, is here being used poetically for the horizon. As 
explained in the text, the psalmist mentions the horizon to prove that the witness of the 
sky is known to all. 
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limits cannot be reached. Therefore, the proclamation of the skies is 
constant and universal. The expanse of the heavens is evidenced by the 
fact that the sun is contained within them. And yet this very fact also 
indicates God's absolute sovereigntY, for it is God who stretches out the 
heavens like a curtain, and spreads them like a tent to dwell in.' 

Having introduced the sun, the psalmist turns to describe how this 
body serves as wit'less to the Creator. Verse 6 thus proceeds, 
mN Y"" ":Ul 'D'lI' mllnll ~ lnnl N,m - And he, like a bride
groom coming out from his chamber, rejoices like a mighty man to run 
his course.' The imagery here facilitates a nice transition. Having 
stated that the heavens form a tent I'mNJ for the sun, the psalmist now 
transforms the "tent" into a wedding canopy lnonJ. Whereas the tent 
of verse 5 seemed to be simply a dwelling-place, the hidden sun now 
emerges from its chamber in excitement. With the happiness of a 
bridegroom and the strength and surety of a valiant man, the sun 
proclaims its joy as it follows its path. 

Indeed, the sun does follow a set course, as indicated in verse 7a, 
Dmllp "V mo'pm '~D D'D'Dn nllpD - His rising-place is at one end 
of heaven, and his circuit reaches the other. The psalmist compares the 
breadth of the sun's course with the expanse of the heavens. Just as 
the skies are seen by all, so the sun travels the length of the skies and 
thus likewise covers the earth. The psalmist then asserts in 7b, 
mDnD ,nDll'N' - nothing is hidden from its light.' The light of the 

7 Isaiah 40:22b, translation by the author. 
S Translation by the author. My translation differs from that of the JPS to stress 

the transition evident from verse 5 to verse 6. This transition is marked in the Hebrew 
bytbe vav (\) at the beginning of the verse, as well 8S by the shift to a discussion of the 
suo's exultation: "And he [the sun] ... rejoices . . . " (It"" ... lanl). 

9 Translation by the author. Rather than following the JPS reading of '\nano as 
"from his heat," I have preferred -&om its light." The latter is thematically more 
appropriate, and may have linguistic support as well. Rartum notes that some commen
tators agree with the latter understanding of VlDnO because "the word nan comes 
always in scripture in connection with light and not in connection with heat <Isaiah 24:23; 
30:26: Job 30:28: Song of Songs 6:10)." A.S. Hartum, Serer Tehillim [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: 
Y.vneh, 1953), p. 47. 
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sun is not only the physical raruance, but is also the illumination of the 
awareness of God which the sun joyously reveals. Thus the sun, just 
as the rest of the cosmos, gives universal instruction to humanity in the 

.-1 recognition of God. 
•. But the knowledge of God that is revealed in Creation is only very 

limited. Beyond the awareness of the Creator, the instruction of nature 
tells us little about the ways of God or what our response to God should 
be.'· Therefore, the psalmist turns to the instruction of God's Torah. 
Verses 8-11 sing the praise of the revealed law, describing its attributes 
and effects. The psalmist begins, 1".1)) 1I11l JU''fIIl nll'Dn 'n n"n 
>nll nD>:Inll mllN.l 'n - The Torah of the Lord is complete, satisfying 
the soul; the testimony of the Lord is faithful, making wise the simple.11 

Unlike the message of nature which leaves humanity groping for more 
answers, the revelation of the Torah is perfect and complete. It is only 
such a ruvine instruction that can literally ''bring the soul back," 
refreshing the soul and even provirung satisfaction.12 The Torah is 
called a testimony" because, in adrution to providing knowledge of God, 
it is actually a sign of the Covenant." This testimony is said to be 

10 Nonetheless, there is a hint in the psalmist's lessoo of the sun. In verses 5b-7 
of Psalm 19, the psalmist points out that God has established a place for the sun, and 
even set guidelines for its course. It is within this course the sun runs daily with 
excitement and vigor - fmding that each day is another opportunity to give forth its 
radiance. Likewise, as we shall see, the Torah provides a structure and guidance for daily 
life, with each moment a new opportunity to serve God. 

11 Translation by the author. 
12 Brown-Driver-Briggs understands '0£1) to'1)l) 8S an expression, perhaps 

meaning to "refresh" the soul; cr. Ruth 4:15, Proverbs 25:13, Lamentations 1:11, 16, 19. 
Francis Brown, The New Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew and English Lexicon, 
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1979), p. 999. JPS translates this phrase as 
"renewing life." See also Hirsch, p. 141, n. 4, suggesting "pacify." Building on Hirsch's 
proposal, I have chosen to translate this phrase as "satisfying the soul," emphasizing the 
fulfillment provided by the Torah in contrast to the knowledge of Creation which leaves 
one wanting. 

13 See Brown-Driver-Briggs, Brown, p. 730, n. 13. cr. also Psalm 119:144, 157. The 
JPS translation of nnv as "decrees" obscures the sense in the Hebrew of the Torah 
testifying or bearing witness. 

14 Hartum, p. 47, n. 10. 
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''faithful'' not only because it verifies God's relationship with God's 
people, but also because it faithfully teaches even the simple how to 
respond to God appropriately." 

While verse 8 focused on the sufficiency of the Torah, verse 9 turns or ..... 
to the positive impact the Torah has on human beings, D"12)' 'n ''''i'0 
D'll)) m'IID n'l 'n m~D l" 'nD12)D The precepts of the Lord are 

just, rejoicing the heart; the instruction of the Lord is lucid, making the 
eyes light up. The mandates ofthe Torah with which we are entrusted 
are said to be D"12)', literally "straightforward" or "upright"; they are 
not unreasonable or burdensome. Rather, the Torah gives us direction 
and guidance, so that its fulfillment brings happiness, even joy. Fur-
ther, the Torah is described as ml, ''bright" or "clear"; God's command-
ment does not require a blind and unintelligent obedience, ignoring the 
world around us. On the contrary, the Torah provides insight and 
illumination otherwise unattainable. 

Verse 10 next centers on the boundless nature of the Torah, 
,m' 'p'r.l nDN 'n 'I:)012)D "IV" n-rov n"nl:) 'n nil" - The fear of the 

Lord is pure, standing for all time; the statutes of the Lord are truth, 
they are universally just.'· Following the metonymic pattern of verses 
8 and 9, the "fear of the Lord" is here used as a title for the Torah, 
reminding the reader that the Torah teaches us to fear God. The fear 
of God will cause us to be morally and ethically pure, just as the Torah 
is morally and ethically pure. This purity is not transitory, but stands 
for all time. Similarly, the statutes of God are not arbitrary. Unlike 
laws and norms crafted by human minds, the laws of God convey actual 
truth, and are thus unfailingly righteous and just. 

Having described the attributes and effects of God's teachings and 
commandments, the psalmist exclaims, l' tOD' lnm D>mrun 

15 The JPS translation "enduring" does not convey the connotation of truthfulness 
and reliability found in the word NOttl. See Brown-Driver-Briggs, p. 53, n. 13. 

16 Translation by the author. Instead of the JPS translation of~"""" as 
"enduring" and of Ym' 'i'T.i as "altogether righteous," my translation emphasizes the 
universal morality inherent in the Torah. 
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D'lIlll nllll 'D1"lt.l D'Plnlll - [They are] more desirable than gold, than 
much fine gold; sweeter than honey, than drippings of the comb. The 
teachings of God are haHed as more valuable than great wealth and 
more gratifYing than sensual stimulation. 

Finally, the psalmist shifts to the intimacy of personally responding 
to God's Torah. Addressing his speech. to God, the psalmist continues, 
l' 1PV D'Il'D1 Dn1 ,nTl ,11V Dl - Your servant pays them heed; in 

obeying them there is much reward. The psalmist responds to God's 
instruction by carefully observing" God's commandments, recognizing 
that keeping the Torah for its own sake is its own tremendous reward. 
Indeed, the psalmist seems to offer his own experience as an example 
of the great effect of keeping the Torah. Recognizing the word ,nTl as 
from the root ,nr, indicating "shining" or "brightness;" the psalmist 
may be understood to exclaim that, "Your servant also is enlightened" 
by the teachings of the Torah. 

Nevertheless, the psalmist recognizes that his own shortcomings 
will be a hindrance at times. Therefore, the psalmist pleads in verse 
13,'lPl m,ntllll 1'1' 'Il nUI'l'D - Who can be aware of errors? Clear 
me of unperceived guilt. The psalmist knows that it is possible to stray 
from God's teachings even unintentionally. Such errors, here called 
nUI'l'D, can be due to misunderstanding, the subconscious, or simple 
inadvertence. Thus the psalmist directs his request for restoration to 
the One who understands what human beings cannot. But, of course, 
the psalmist admits that he is responsible for his own sinful 
actions, and adds in verse 14, Dn'N TN '1 l"'DIl' "N 111V ,'Dn D"Tm Dl 
l' V'D1I1l 'Jl'Pll- and from willful sins keep Your servant; let them not 
dominate me; then shall I be blameless and clear of grave offense. The 
psalmist thus asks God's help in resisting the impulse to stray from the 
Torah's instruction. 

17 For this translation of the participle ,nn, see Nossen Scherman, The Complete 
Ar/scrol/ Siddur (New York: Mesorah Publications, Ltd., 1984) pp. 374-75. 
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The psalmist concludes by emphasizing his desire to observe the 
instruction of God. In verse 15 the psalmist asks of God, 
'''ml "l~ 'n 1'lll" 'l" ll'lm 'll ',J:llt 1~" l,"' - May the words of my 
mouth and the prayer of my heart be acceptable to You, 0 Lord, my rock 
and my redeemer. This conclusion is not merely a postscript asking God 
to approve of all the psalmist has just said. Rather, this prayer is the 
climax of the psalm. Having recounted the awarenesS of God as told 
through Creation, sung the praises of the Torah and its perfect and 
powerful instruction ot God, and recognized his own finitude, the 
psalmist now prays that God will use God'sTorah to shape the psalmist's 
thoughts and actions to conform with the will of God. Indeed, the 
psalmist hints once again at the dual nature of God's creative action, 
this time in the psalmist's own being. For the psalmist calls out to God 
as "l~ , meaning "my rock,» but also from the root meaning to "form" 
or "fashion"; and as '''ml, meaning "my redeemer." Thus the psalmist 
recognizes God as the One who brought him into existence, and who 
continues to create and shape him through His Torah. 
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NABAL, THE VILLAIN 

BEN·MElli 

David had fled the wrath of Saul into the wilderness and more than 
400 bitter and oppressed men had joined him (I Sam. 22:1·2). David and 
his "merry men" were outlaws, but they did not conduct themselves like 
outlaws. They did not plunder civilians, they did not terrorize the 
people nor did they exact bounty and protection money. I Samuel 25 
describes how David and his men had safeguarded Nahal the Carmelite's 
men while they sheared the sheep. In return, David expected gratitude 
and anticipated that the protection he had given would be acknowl· 
edged and reciprocated by a man of Nabal's stature, who was "very 
great" in his possessions. He sends messengers who, with excessive 
politeness, beg N abal to show his gratitude and give David and his men 
the food they need. 

But Nabal refuses, answering David's messengers contemptuously: 
'Who is David? And who is the son of Jesse? There are many servants 
now-a·days that break away every man from his master (v. 10). Thus 
Nabal risks his life for his churlishness and niggardly attitude. Calam
ity on the whole household is averted only by the courageous and wise 
intervention of his wife Abigail. Abigail eloquently assuages David's 
anger, takes upon herself N abal's sin and wishes David success in his 
confrontation with Saul. Her major argument is that David should not 
shed blood without cause; it is for his own benefit that he relinquish 
his plan to exact revenge on Nabal. David acknowledges the wisdom of 
her words and repents. 

In this paper I would like to address the questions of the Bible's 
perspective towards Nabal the Carmelite. The Passover Haggadah 
imputes the intention of uprooting Judaism to Laban, Rebekah's brother. 
It is interesting that the name of Nabal is the mirror image of Laban's; 
i.e., the two names are made up of the same Hebrew letters. Can it be 
also said that Nabal is the mirror image of Laban? The antagonistic 
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attitude of the Bible towards N abal permeates the entire chapter. 
Nevertheless, there are some astounding allusions to Nabal which even 
in contemporary times would be puzzling. It is highly significant that 
the young shepherd refers to his master as obstinate, someone who can 
never be persuaded to change his mind, and, even more astonishing, 
calls him a ben·beliyaal (v. 17), a term which epitomizes evil. It is qwte 
extraordinary that a worker would refer to his master as ben-beliyaal 
in a conversation with the master's wife without fear of reprisal. 
Moreover, in relating the course of events the. shepherd is effusive in 
his praise for David and the protection he had provided for them, and 
contrasts David's actions to Nabal's reaction vayaat bahem (he flew 
upon them) (v. 14) creating an image reminiscent of the eagle, a bird 
of prey which swoops down on its innocent victims and devours them. 

Later on, Abigail repeats the epithet ben-beliyaal and denigrates her 
husband in the most demeaning manner to David who is, after all, only 
a fugitive. She then besmirches her husband by making a play on words 
on his name. N abal in Hebrew means villainous, and Abigail says: 'for 
as his name is, so is he ... and churlishness [nevalahl is with him' (v. 
25). In fact there is a supposition that N abal was a metaphoric name 
rather than his true name. Why does the Bible so repeatedly malign 
him? Why does the Bible encourage such disrespect to the master of the 
house? Why does Nabal die being smitten by God (v. 38)? 

The Bible says that he was "evil in his doings" without amplifying. 
Who is N abal, the naval, the ben-beliyaal, who has perpetrated a 
nevalah? 

The term naval in the Bible refers exclusively to someone who has 
rebelled against God and His covenant. In contrast, the term nevalah 
has two connotations: sexual deviance and rebellion against God. 
Nevalah is used in the Bible with one exception (Achan's sin, Josh. 7:15) 
to denote sexual misconduct. Tamar excoriates Amnon for proposing 
that she have sexual intercourse with him: 'do not thou this wanton 
deed [nevalahl' (II Sam. 13:12) and warns him that he would be one of 
the wicked [nevaliml (13:13) in Israel ifhe forces himself upon her. The 
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term nevalah is used four times in the narrative of the concubine at 
Gibeah (Jud. 19:23, 24, 20:6, 10). Jeremiah 29:23 conveys both mean
ings: Because they have wrought vile ekeds in Israel, and have commit
ted adultery with their neighbors' wives and have spoken words in My 
name falsely, which I commanded them not. In the other books of the 
Bible nevalah embodies iniquity in deed and word. 

The terms ben·beliyaal and benei·beliyaal apply to people who have 
committed horrific crimes: the sons of Eli who desecrated their holy 
office, the Benjaminites who had ruthlessly raped the concubine at 
Gibeah and plunged the tribes into a civil war, the false witnesses 
against Naboth the Jezreelite, Sheba ben-Bichri who incited rebellion 
against David, the anointed of God, selfish soldiers who did not want 
to share their booty with those who had remained in the camp. When 
the term is used generically it refers to those rebelling against God or 
His Law or inciting others to rebel. 

It can clearly be seen that all these terms apply to people who 
epitomize deviance: moral, judicial, religious and political. N aba! has 
the dubious distinction of being a naval and a ben-beliyaal who has 
committed neva/ah. Hence the serious condemnation on the part of the 
Bible for this man. 

It is then quite conceivable that N abal had committed grave trans
gressions against God and His Law. Were his "evil doings" confined to 
the religious sphere, to rebelling against God and His commandments, 
or did they spill over into his relations with Abigail? I would like to 
propose that he was abusive towards Abigail. N aba)'s workers were 
revolted by his violent behavior towards his wife, who was both wise 
and kind, and felt free to express their revulsion for him. Abigail herself 
could not honor a husband who mistreated her and had no compunc
tions in disparaging him to David. Certainly the Bible cannot but have 
contempt for a man like Nabal who epitomized the concepts of naval, 
nevalah and ben-beliyaal. 
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NEW TORAH DIALOGUES 

VAYISHLAH - TERUMAH 

These questions are selected with the intention of highlighting 
moral lessons and values in the Torah and Haftarah. Many of the 
questions do not have defmitive responses so that participants can be 
encouraged to express personal views. Ideally, the dialogue should 
develop discussions of the themes in the weekly readings. 

QUESTIONS 

VAYISHLAH (GEN. 32:4·36:43) 

Can you find in the Torah text any justification for the ruthless 
massacre o{Shechem and his clan by Simeon and Levi? 

HAFTARAH (OB. 1·21) 

Today, the Kingdom of Jordan occupies some of the land of Edom which i. 

the subject of the Book of Obadiah. Jordan's decision to attack rsrael in 1967 

in concert with other Arab countries, resulted in her utter defeat on the 
battlefield. 

Which verses in this Haftarah could be applied to this phase of the Six-Day 

War? 

VAYESHEV (GEN. 37:1-40:23) 

The Torah interrupts the Joseph narrative with an episode in the 
life of his brother Judah (38:1-30). Biblical commentators discern par
allels between the Judah-Tamar encounter and the attempted seduc
tion of Joseph by Potiphar's wife. What similarities between the two 
incidents can you find? 

Rabbi Hayyim (Harold) Halpern engaged his cangregations in New Milford, NJ and 
Valley Stream, NY in Torah Dialogues. His first series of dialogues appeared in Dor leDor 
from 1975 to 1981. He resides in Jerusalem. 
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HAFTARAH (AMOS 2:6-3:8) 

What rationale does the prophet Amos offer for Israel's disproportionate 
suffering? 

MIKETZ (GEN_ 41:1-44:17) 

Why do you think Jacob sent ten of his sons to descend into Egypt 
to obtain provisions? Could not fewer accomplish the mission? 

HAFTARAH (lIANUKAH: ZECH. 2:14-4:7) 

The menorah which is featured prominently in the Haftarah (Ch_ 4) makes 
this a natural selection for Hanukah. What is the meaning or message of that 

symbol? 

'" '" '" 
VAYlGASH (GEN. 44:18-47:27) 

What is the main thrust of Judah's eloquent appeal to Joseph (44:18-
34)? 

HAFTARAH (EZK. 37:15-28) 

The Haftarah is essentially a plea for Israelite unity. Judah and "the 
Israelites associated with him" are inscribed on one stick, while the Joseph 

tribes and "all the House of Israel associated with him" on another. The 

parashah in fact presages the future alliance of a particular tribe with Judah. 
Which one? 

'" * * VAYEID (GEN. 47:28-49:26) 

We refer to Chapter 49 as the blessings of Jacob. Find a veiled 
blessing in the apparently unmitigated censure of Simeon and Levi. 

HAFTARAH (I KG. 2:1-12) 

Jewish tradition looks upon David's final instruction to Solomon in a more 
positive light than most modern critics. Can you morally justify David's admo
nitions to his son regarding Joab and Shimei? 

'" '" * 
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SHEMOT (Ex. 1:1-6:1) 

We usually think of women in the Bible as playing secondary parts. 
This sidrah is exceptional in the number of women acting in crucial 
roles. Which of them can you recall? 

HAFTARAH (ISA. 27:6-28:13, 29:22) 

In addition to their profound religious and national messages the prophets 

are admired for their masterful literary skills. Two devices that they employ 

quite often are alliteration (in the Hebrew) and the attention-getting strata

gem. Where are these used by Isaiah in this Haftarah? 

* * * 
V AERA (EX. 6:2.9:35) 

How old are Moses and Aaron when they address Pharaoh? Why do 
you think that the Torah mentions this fact - a unique reference to 
prophets' ages? 

HAFTARAH (EZK. 28:25-29:21) 

Ezekiel utilizes an allegory of Egypt in graphic fashion. The same figure i8 

found in the parashah with a slight change in Hebrew spelling. What i8 this 
allegory? 

* * * 
BO (EX. 10:1-13:16) 

What halakhic (legal) principle is derived from the latter half of 
12:16? 

HAFTARAH (JER. 46:13·28) 

What does Jeremiah mean when he speaks of the Lord of Hosts punishing 
the deities of Egypt (v. 25)? 

* * * 
BESHALAH(EX.13:17-17:16) 

What lesson can be derived from the grammatical form of the 
question posed by God to Moses in 16:28? 
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HAFTARAH (JUD. 4:4-5:31) 

Deborah is lauded as a great leader. What specific leadership qualities are 
referred to in this Haftarah? 

RESPONSES 

VAYISHLAH 

One commentator justifies the massacre as punishment for the 
capital crime of the abduction of Dinah (Orah Hayyim). In the Bible, 
brothers often take responsibility for a sister (e.g., Laban, Absalom). 
Other rationalizations for the action of Simeon and Levi include the 
suggestion that they only attacked Hamor, the guilty party, but his clan 
came to his aid, or that these Shechemites were overheard by Dinah 
plotting to attack her family. Traditional sources point to Jacob's 
denunciation of Simeon and Levi to indicate that the mitigations were 
insufficient. 

HAFTARAH 

Verses 10-15. Of course, far from sharing in the booty of a defeated Israel, 
Jordan lost all the land it had occupied for 19 years in Judea and Samaria. 

VAYESHEV 

In both, the female takes the initiative in the illicit relationship, the 
event is reported by the woman, and the man's personal effects serve 
as evidence. Both Judah and Joseph "descend" (38:1 and 39:1). The 
Midrash (B.R. 85:2) calls attention to the irony that while Joseph 
initiates an exile. Judah commits an act that will lead to the birth of 
the redeemer of King David's dynasty. 
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HAFTARAH 

HA YYIM HAlPERN 

Amos explains that Israel suffers because of the special relationship that 
it has with God (3:2f; cf. Prov. 3:12), and the additional moral responsibility 

which it bears. 

'" '" '" 
MIKETZ 

We surmise that the Egyptians rationed the quantity of grain per 
capita so that ten adults would obtain a ten-fold portion. Also, Jacob 
must have felt that in numbers there was greater safety. 

HAFTARAH 

There are many interpretations of the menorah. Most believe that it rep
resents the Divine Presence, but the Midrash also identifies it with the people 
of Israel. In Kabbalah it is regarded as symbolic of the Tree of Life. Zechariah 
proclaims that the message of the menorah flanked by olive branches is that 
might and power must be superseded by the Divine Spirit. How appropriate, 
then, that the coat of arms of the State of Israel was inspired by this image in 
the Haftarah. 

'" '" '" VAYIGASH 

That Joseph should consider a father's love for his son. Judah 
repeats the word "father" 12 times. 

HAFTARAH 

Benjamin. Though he is the only full brother of Joseph his tribe is later 
associated with Judah, who pleaded so courageously in his behalfin this Torah 
portion. 

II! '" '" 
VAYEHI 

Prof. Nehama Leibowitz quotes two commentators (Akedat Yitzhak 
and S.R. Hirsch) who regard as benign and beneficial the dispersion of 
these zealous and courageous tribes among the others to whom they 
may serve as inspiration (49:7). 
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HAFl'ARAH 

David's general exhortation to Solomon is to be a courageous monarch but 

to follow God's way faithfully. Both Joab and Shimei, against whom David 
warns, are potential threats to the future stability of the throne and the state. 

SHEMOT 

Shifra and Puah, the midwives; Yocheved and Miriam, mother and 
sister of Moses; Pharaoh's daughter; Zipporah, wife of Moses. 

HAFl'ARAH 

In Chapter 28, before pointing his accusatory finger at the Judean leader
ship, Isaiah grabs their attention by predicting the dramatic doom and down
fall of its erstwhile enemies in Ephraim (28:1-6). 

In addition to the beautiful and vivid imagery, Isaiah effectively employs 
repeated allitemtion in verses 27:7; 28:3, 7, 10, 13 and others. 

'" '* '* 
VAERA 

80 and 83. Ibn Ezra believes that the Torah cites their ages because 
Moses and Aaron are such outstanding persons and they are of ad
vanced age for their present roles. Sforno derives from this verse the 
lesson that even in old age one needs to be alert to fulfill Crlld's will. 

HAFTARAH 

The tanin (Ex. 7:9f.) or tanim (Ezk. 29:3). Perhaps it is the crocodile that 
the ancients used as a symbol of Egypt. 

'" '" '* BO 
That cooking and certain other tasks, prohibited on the Sabbath, are 

permitted on the festivals. 
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HAFTARAH 

HA YYIM HAlPERN 

God's onslaughts against Egypt, both here and in the Torah, include dem

onstration of the folly of its paganism. Some see the ten plagues as specifically 
aimed at the deities worshiped in Egypt, such as various animals, insects, the 

Nile and the sun. 

* * * 
BESHALAH 

By using the pronoun "you," God appears to be saying that the leader 
is ultimately responsible for the actions of all his people. Though Moses 
had specifically excluded manna-gathering on Shabbat and only ... 
some of the people went out on the seventh day to gather . .. God includes 
Moses along with the disobedient (16:26-28; cf. Rashi and Siftei 
Hahamim, ad loc.). 

HAFTARAH 

As ajudge she probably arbitrated disputes between feuding parties. Deborah 
made a great effort to unify the Israelite tribes. Finally, she rallied her people 

to break the shackles of an oppressor. 
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ISAAC'S WELLS AND ISRAEL'S RETURN: 
SOME PARALLELS 

TERRY JOHN LEHANE 

Nebuchadnezzar sacked Jerusalem in 597, and again in 586 B.C.E. 

In 586 the Temple was destroyed and the Babylonian Captivity began 
(II Chron. 36:19). Soon afterward, the Babylonian Empire fell to Cyrus 
the Great, who granted the Israelites permission to return to Jerusa
lem to rebuild the Temple. Cyrus died in 529 and was succeeded by 
Cambyses, who was succeeded in 521 by Darius. The Jews completed 
the Temple's restoration in 515 B.C.E. 

More than a millennium before these events other happenings took 
place that clearly anticipated them. Abraham's sojourn in Egypt, and 
the sojourns of Abraham and Isaac in Gerar, prefigured the captivities 
ofthe Jewish people (Gen. 12:10 ff). Abraham in Egypt foreshadowed 
the Joseph-Moses epic in which the people came to Egypt, were put in 
bondage, and left with the Egyptians' gold. Abraham in Gerar hints at 
the destruction of the Temple and the Babylonian Captivity (20:1-18). 
Isaac in Gerar presages the return ofthe people to their land and the 
rebuilding of the Temple (26:1-33). Our examination of the two narra
tives illustrates the perceptive observation of the rabbis, that the 
experience of the patriarchs is an augury offuture events in the lives 
of their descendants. 

We will evaluate the parallels between Isaac's story (c. 1800 B.C.E.) 

and the people's return from Babylon in 538 B.C.E. When Isaac left 
Gerar, he returned to re-dig his father's wells. Centuries later, after the 
Babylonian Captivity, the people returned to rebuild the Temple. These 
widely separated events are contrasted in what follows, as Isaac dig
ging the wells, and as the people rebuilding the Temple. Isaac's pas-

Terry John Lehane has a background in automotive technology. He now resides in 
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sages are highlighted with a W, and the Temple's with a T. The wells 
represent the Temple. Together they tell a single story of redemption. 

1. Both tales open as the heathen king acknowledges the Jew: 
1W. In Isaac's story, the truth dawns on the king when he realizes 

that Isaac is Rebekah's husband, not her brother (26:8·9). Abimelech 
chides him, as he had done his father (20:9). But Rebekah is not taken 
from him, as Sarah had been taken from Abraham. Their stories dealt 
with captivity; Isaac's deals with release from captivity. 

1T. In 539 B.C.E. Babylon was conquered by Cyrus the Great, 
founder ofthe Persian Empire. The Jews held captive there fell into his 
hands. And the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus with a desire to see 
the Temple restored in Jerusalem (Ez. 1:1). 

2. The king sends the Jew from his land with wealth: 
2W. Back in Gerar, Isaac grew until he became very great. He had 

possessions ... and the Philistines envied him. Abimelech asked him to 
leave, 'for thou art much mightier then we' (Gen. 26:16). 

2T. Cyrus sent a contingent of Jews to Jerusalem with great wealth. 
And whosoever remaineth in any place where he sojourneth let the men 
of his place help him with silver, and with gold, and with goods, and 
with beasts, beside the freewill offering for the house of God in Jerusa
lem (Ez. 1:4). The patriarchs departed with the wealth of the land. So 
now do the Israelites as they leave Babylon (15: 14). 

3. The Jew undertakes to re-establish the place of sacrifice of his 
father, in spite of the people of the land: 

3W. After Abimelech asked him to leave, Isaac digged again the 
wells of water, which they had digged in the days of Abraham his father; 
for the Philistines had stopped them afier the death of Abraham (Gen. 
26:18). 

In the Torah a well signifies the womb, birth, or rebirth - just as 
other liquid-bearing vessels do. Abraham's earlier covenant at these 

lBWISHBmlllQUARTERLY 



ISAAC'S WELLS AND ISRAEL'S RETURN, PARAUELS 261 

wells accompanied the opening of the wombs of Abimelech's house _ 
and also Sarah's womb, resulting in the birth ofIsaac (Gen. 20:17-21:2). 
That earlier covenant preceded Isaac's accession over Ishmael. Isaac's 
new covenant with Abimelech comes just before Jacob's accession over 
Esau (ch. 27). 

3T. When the people round about saw the Jews rebuilding the 
Temple, they asked to join in the work. But they were told that they 
had nothing to do with the God of Israel. And so the people of the land 
... troubled them in building (Ez. 4:4). 

4. The people hinder the Jew at his work: 
4W. When Isaac's servants, digging in the valley, found a well of 

spring water, the herdsmen of Gerar strove with Isaac's herdsmen, 
saying, This water is ours.' He named that well Esek [Contention] 
because they contended with him (Gen. 26:19). 

4T. The enemies of the Jews, attempting to stop the work on the 
Temple, hired counsellors against them, to frustrate their purpose, all 
the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even till the reign of Darius (Ez. 4:5). 
They wrote to the king advising him of the Israelites' evil intention. 
And the king decreed 'Give ye now command to cause these men to cease 
... until another commandment shall be given from me' (4:21). 

5. The Jew continues his work and meets further resistance: 
5W. And when they dug another well, they disputed over that one 

also; so he named it Sitnah [Harassment] (Gen. 26:21). 
5T. Work on the Temple started once again under Zerubbabel. The 

governor ofthis side of the river demanded to know by whose command 
the work went on. But the eye of their God was upon the elders of the 
Jews, that they could not cause them to cease, till the matter came to 
Darius (Ez. 5:5). The governor wrote to the king complaining of the 
work, and Darius caused a search to be made of the records. The 
original order of Cyrus was found which commanded that the Temple 
be rebuilt. Darius wrote Let the work of this house of God alone; let the 
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goverrwr ... and elders of the Jews build this house of God in his plaee 
(6:7). 

6. The Jew establishes the well and the Temple: 
6W. Having failed in his first attempts, Isaac moved from there and 

dug yet another well, and they did not quarrel over it; so he called it 
Rehoboth [Open Spaces] (Gen. 26:22). Isaac went to Beersheba ("well 
of the oath" or "well of seven" - the well dug by Abraham in 21:31). 
God appeared to Isaac and promised to bless him and to increase his 
progeny for the sake of his father (26:23). (The initials of the three 
wells, Esek, Sitnah, Rehoboth, spell the word ASHaR - "to become 
wealthy" - which Isaac did, and which the Israelites also did as they 
departed from Babylon.) 

6T. The Temple was finished and dedicated. And the children of the 
captivity kept the Passover upon the fourteenth day of the first month 
.,. and kept the feast of unleavened bread seven days with joy (Ez. 6:19-
22). 

7. The king makes a pact with the Jew: 
7W. Abimelech came to Isaac and asked for an oath between them. 

Isaac's servants came and told him about the well they had dug, and 
said to him, 'We have found water!' He named it Shibah (Gen. 26:29-
33). Water signifies life. Shibah is a play on shiv'ah, ("seven" - whence 
Shabbat, for seventh day and Shavuot, for the festival of weeks). When 
Abimelech asked for the oath with Abraham (21:31), Abraham sancti
fied this spot with seven ewe lambs. Sh'vuah is "oath." 

7T. Ezra asked that all the Jews in Babylon be freed. The king made 
a decree - that all they of the people of Israel, and of his priests and 
Levites, in my realm, which are minded of their own freewill to go to 
Jerusalem, go with thee. Forasmuch as thou art sent of the king, and 
of his seven counsellors ... to carry the silver and gold, which the king 
and his counsellors freely offered unto the God of Israel ... and all the 
silver and gold that thou canst find in all the province of Babylon ... 
(Ez. 7:13). 
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The enlightenment of the kings; the returns to the wells and the 
Temple; the kings' wealth and protection; the antagonism of the people; 
the oath and the decree of the kings - these things ten the same story 
twice. One prefigures the other, and the other fulfills the first . 

• • • 
If the Torah is history, if it records the lives of real people, is it 

reasonable that these people should follow patterns established by 
others, patterns that outline what others either did or will do? Did the 
Temple and well stories happen as written? Did one take place and not 
the other? Perhaps both were meant as portents indicative of future 
events. 

The dilemma posed by the Torah's narratives suggests that its 
stories are prophetic rather than historic. Abraham in Egypt presages 
the Egyptian bondage. Abraham in Gerar foreshadowed the story of 
Isaac in Gerar - and Isaac's story prefigured the later Babylonian 
Captivity, and the return. 

The myths that mingle with history are its true indicators. Archae
ologists find evidence about the settings of the stories - but about the 
characters, nothing. God told Abraham that the rite he underwent 
(Gen. 15) had to do with the future, with events that would duplicate 
episodes in his own life. Isaac's story also points to the future and 
illustrates the rabbinic observation that the experiences of the patri
archs are an augury of future events. 
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POMEGRANATES AS TEMPLE REQUISITES 

ASHEREDER 

Pomegranates are one of the seven minim (species) considered the 
special produce of the land. It is the only fruit whose depiction was a 
permanent requisite in the Temple adornments attached to the High 
Priest's robe: 

And they made upon the skirts of the robe pomegranates of blue, 
and purple, and scarlet, and twined linen. And they made bells 
of pure gold, and put the bells between the pomegranates to 
minister in as the Lord commanded them (Ex. 39:24-26). 
Apparently the bells served to draw the attention of the ear while 

the pomegranates in their different colors of blue, purple, and scarlet, 
drew the attention of the eye. However, while the sound of the bells 
might have reached most of those who attended the service. the pome
granates could be seen only by those closest to the High Priest. 

Maybe it was for this reason that pomegranates were also put at the 
chapiters of the pillars Boaz and Yakhin in Solomon's Temple, and were 
thus made visible to all: 

And four hundred pomegranates for the two networks ... to cover 
the bowls of the chapiters of the pillars (I Kg. 7:42). 
Why of all the fruits was the pomegranate chosen for the Temple? 

The Bible records the fact but does not give the reason for it. Folklore 
links the pomegranate to wisdom and plenty ("may your wisdom, or 
your good deeds, be as plenty as its kernels"); but only the round shape 
of the fruit and its calyx (outer leaves) are perceivable to the eye. 

It was probably the calyx which made the pomegranate eligible for 
a permanent Temple requisite. We may deduce this from the ivory 

Asher Eder holds LL.B and LL.D degrees from 1M Univerei/y of Erlangen, Germany. AfUr 
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pomegranate ofthe eighth century B.C.E. now on display in The Israel 
Museum. This artifact, on the basis of its Hebrew inscription, is con
sidered to be a remnant from the First Temple. It has an impressively 
oversized calyx with six sepals Gndividualleaves), four intact and two 
broken but clearly discernable. This six-pointed calyx contrasts with 
the Canaanite pomegranate artifacts of the twelfth to seventh centu
ries B.C.E. - also on display in The Israel Museum - which have five
or seven-sepal calyxes, and so far none has been found with six. 

All these numbers accord with nature, for the number of the sepals 
which form the pomegranate's flower-cup can range from four to nine. 
Most common, however, are five, six, or seven sepals, so the calyx of the 
fruit can be also five-, six-, or seven-pointed. 

The fact that the Canaanite calyxes have five or seven points, while 
the Hebrew one has six, seems rather significant. The numbers five and 
seven may relate to phenomena in nature; e.g., five fingers, five senses. 
The six-pointed calyx, however, can easily be seen as fonning a hexagram, 
a geometric design which we know as Magen David (Shield of David). 
It is composed oftwo interwoven triangles which may symbolize polari
ties such as spirit and matter in their interaction and balance. Thus, 
the pomegranate as one of the seven minim with its six-pointed calyx 
could remind the people of these polarities. Being a permanent Temple 
requisite, it could help bring the worshiper to constant awareness that 
man is the only being in which both aspects, spirit and matter, can be 
found from the very day of his birth.' 

1 For more on the subject, see the author's The Star of David -An Ancient Symbol 
of Int.1gration (Jerusalem: Rubio Mass Ltd. Pub!., 1987). 
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THE TOWER OF BABEL REVISITED 

SAMUEL DERSHOWITZ 

The first nine verses of Genesis 9 relate the story ofthecUJr hapalaga, 
the planners and builders of the Tower of Babel. Their subsequent 
dispersion along with the loss of a common language is also briefly 
described. 

Why did God according to the biblical account feel threatened by this 
project? Why was it necessary to cause the cessation of the project and 
eliminate the means of restarting it? Why not let them finish building 
the tower in order to realize the futility of their venture? 

A possible approach to an explanation of this episode is to see it as 
it relates to Abraham. The sages of the Talmud repeatedly emphasized 
that Abraham came to the realization of the existence of God via a 
rational and intellectual process. The need for a rational process for the 
recognition of the uniqueness of God was to ensure that Judaic mono
theism would be transcendental and not anthropomorphic, and would 
require a radical conceptual change in understanding the God-man 
relationship. Abraham's rational process, as described by the talmudic 
sages, primarily concerned itself with the logical absurdity of inani
mate objects possessing power and control over man. 

The builders of the Tower of Babel were not involved in mere 
physical construction but, rather, wanted to elevate man as the ulti
mate power. The so-called tower whose head reaches the heavens was 
man himself. 

Abraham, growing up in such a society where man was deemed to 
be omnipotent, determiner of his own fate and ultimate arbiter of right 
and wrong, would have found it much more difficult, if not impossible, 
to make his leap to Judaic monotheism. Therefore, one may suggest 
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that the intervention in the construction of the Tower of Babel may 
have been motivated by God's desire to facilitate Abraham's transition 
and discovery. The validity ofthis interpretation may be seen in the fact 
that following the Tower of Babel incident the biblical text leads us 
immediately to Abraham by recounting the ten generations between 
Noah and Abraham. 

The talmudic treatment of the Tower of Babel incident is at first 
glance very difficult and virtually incomprehensible. The Mishnah 
(Sanhedrin) mentions three groups that do not have a portion in the 
World to Come: dar hamabul, dar hapalaga and anshei S'dam; the 
generation of the flood, the builders of the Tower of Babel and the 
inhabitants of Sod om. The Talmud in its commentary (Sanhedrin 109a) 
relates the sins of the generation of the flood and the people of Sodom. 
However, when discussing the builders of the Tower of Babel the 
Gemara asks: What sins did they commit? 

Rabbi Jeremiah b. Elazar replies that the people of Babel were 
divided into three groups: The first proposed using the tower to ascend 
to the heavens and reside there; the second indicated that it would 
engage in avoda zara (idol worship); the third would wage war. He goes 
on to describe a different form of punishment for each of the three 
groups: The first group was dispersed; the second was affiicted with a 
babble of tongues; the third was turned into subhuman forms and evil 
spirits. 

If we assume the earlier hypothesis that the building of a man
centered society would seriously impair Abraham's ability to utilize 
rational means for the realization of the presence of God, we can 
understand Rabbi Jeremiah as expanding on that idea by listing three 
forms of the manifestation ofa human-centered socio-political systems: 
political absolutism, idolatry and militarism. 

He then continues to relate the fate befalling each group as appro
priately reflecting their false aspirations: Disintegration of the political 
system by dispersion; idolatry and paganism foundering due to lack of 
a common language; militarism eliminating the worth of the indi
vidual, leading to the dehumanization of society. 
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Sir, 

Permit me to comment on the article "Archaeological Adventures in 
Israel" by Rabbi Avraham Ruderman in your April 1994 issue. I refer 
to the paragraph concerning King David and his taking of Jerusalem. 

The "deep shaft" (known as Warren's Shaft) was discovered on 
October 11, 1867, almost 127 years ago, by Captain Charles Warren 
after whom it is named. The article, to the uninitiated, must give the 
impression that this took place in the recent past. 

Since the discovery of the shaft, and its related tunnels, there were 
those who believed the shaft is the zinnor in the phrase touching the 
zinnorin II Samuel 5:8. A visit to the site, open to the public since 1985, 
should readily convince one of the impossibility of climbing it without 
using modern equipment. 

The concept of Joab's climbing the shaft in order to enter the town 
is therefore weakly based, particularly since it appears that the defend· 
ers were well aware of David's intentions, as pointed out in the article, 
and the system is easily defendable. To enter the walled town via the 
shaft system would have met these conditions: 

(1) Climbing the 13·meter (42-foot) vertical shaft, from the top of 
which the defenders could throw rocks at the attackers. 

(2) Near the end of the tunne! at the top of the shaft is a 2.7-meter 
scarp, requiring use of a ladder that could be readily withdrawn by the 
defenders. 

(3) At the exit into the city is another deep shaft necessitating some 
platform which, like the ladder, could be quickly removed by the 
defenders. 

The geologist Dan Gill mentions on p. 1470 of Science, December 6, 
1991, that there was another possible access into the system from the 
slope of the hill and above Warren's Shaft. This would avoid climbing 
the shaft, but obstacles (2) and (3) above would still have to be over
come. 
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My concept is that Joab learned of the Jebusites' hidden access to 
water and simply cut off the defenders' water supply by opening a 
blocked drainage trench. This trench is 1.8 meters below the level of the 
spring and is now hidden under the spring access stairs. It was 01>: 
served and measured by L. H. Vincent of the Parker expedition of 1909-
11. 

Sir, 

Zvi Abells 
Jerusalem 

"The Bible and Life After Death" (JoshuaJ. Adler, JBQ, April 1994). 
As someone with Christian belief, I was most interested in the above 
paper and wonder why Joshua Adler did not mention Job 19:25-27: 

But as for me, 1 know that my Redeemer liveth and that He will 
witness at the last upon the dust; And when after my skin this is 
destroyed, then without my flesh shall 1 see God; Whom 1, even [, 
shall see for myself and mine eyes shall behold and not another's 
(J.P.S. 1955). 
Some few months ago, I protested to Rabbi Shlomo Riskin when he 

repeated (in one of his weekly portions published in The Jerusalem 
Post) the idea that any future life after death is solely in our children 
or in the continuance of our nation, community or movement. Such a 
belief would mean that the Hitlers of this world, by taking poison, 
would escape all punishment. I cannot believe in a God of Justice who 
would allow such an easy escape for evil-doers - even though we 
ourselves strive to be just without thought of being rewarded. 

Hoping to learn how Dr. Adler, or others, interpret the above pas
sage from Job. 

Vol 22. No. 3.1994 

Douglas (Dagan) Ben-Shimon 
Jerusalem 
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THE TRIENNIAL BmLE READING CALENDAR 

DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF 
CHAIM ABRAMOWITZ 

Nov 1994 Dec 1994 

1 T Exodus 8:16-9:35 1 Th Leviticus 6:12-7:35 
2 W Exodus 10:1-10:29 2 F Leviticus 8:1-9:7 
3 Th Exodus 11:1-12:28 
4 F Exodus 12:29-13:1 4 S Leviticus 9:8-10:20 

5 M Leviticus 11:1-11:47 
6 S Exodus 13:2-14:14 6 T Leviticus 12:1-13:28 
7 M Exodus 14:15-16:3 7 W Leviticus 13:29-13:59 
8 T Exodus 16:4-16:27 8 Th Leviticus 14:1-14:32 
9 W Exodus 16:28-17:16 9 F Leviticus 14:33-14:57 
10 Th Exodus 18:1-19:5 
11 F Exodus 19:6-20:23 11 S Leviticus 15:1-15:24 

12 M Leviticus 15:25-16:34 
13 S Exodus 21:1-22:23 13 T Leviticus 17:1-17:16 
14 M Exodus 22:24-24:18 14 W Leviticus 18:1-18:30 
15 T Exodus 25:1-25:40 15 Th Leviticus 19:1-19:22 
16 W Exodus 26:1-26:30 16 F Leviticus 19:23-20:27 
17 Th Exodus 26:31-27:19 
18 F Exodus 27:20-28:43 18 S Leviticus 21:1-22:16 

19 M Leviticus 22:17-23:14 
20 S Exodus 29:1-29:46 20 T Leviticus 23:15-25:13 
21 M Exodus 30:1-30:38 21 W Leviticus 25:14-25:34 
22 T Exodus 31:1-32:14 22 Th Leviticus 25:35-26:2 
23 W Exodus 32: 15-34:26 23 F Leviticus 26:3-26:46 
24 Th Exodus 34:27-36:38 
25 F Exodus 37:1-38:20 25 S Leviticus 27:1-27:34 

26 M Numbers 1:1-1:54 
27 S Exodus 38:21-39:32 27 T Numbers 2:1-2:34 
28 M Exodus 39:33-40:38 28 W Numbers 3:1-4:16 
29 T Leviticus 1:1-3:17 29 Th Numbers 4:17-5:10 
30 W Leviticus 4:1-6:11 30 F Numbers 5:11-6:21 



Jan 1995 Feb 1995 
1 S Numbers 6:22-7:47 1 W Deuteronomy 1:1-2:1 
2 M Numbers 7:48-7:89 2 Til Deuteronomy 2:2-2:80 
3 T Numbers 8:1-9:23 3 F Deuteronomy 2:31-8:22 
4 W Numbers 10:1-11:15 
5 Til Numbers 11:16-11:22 5 S Deuteronomy 3:23-4:40 
6 F Numbers 11:23-12:16 6 M Deuteronomy 4:41-6:8 

7 T Deuteronomy 6:4-7:11 
8 S Numbers 13:1-14:10' 8 W Deuteronomy 7:12-8:20 
9 M Numbers 14:11-14:45 9 Til Deuteronomy 9:1-9:29 
10 T Numbers 15:1-15:41 10 F Deuteronomy 10:1-11:9 
11 W Numbers 16:1-17:15 
12 Til Numbers 17:16-18:24 12 S Deuteronomy 11:10-12:19 
13 F Numbers 18:25-20:18 13 M Deuteronomy 12:20-13: 1 

14 T Deuteronomy 13:2-13:19 
15 S Numbers 20:14-22:1 15 W Deuteronomy 14:1-15:6 
16 M Numbers 22:2-23:9 16 Til Deuteronomy 15:7-16:17 
17 T Numbers 23:10-24:25 17 F Deuteronomy 16:18-17:18 
18 W Numbers 25:1-25:9 
19 Til Numbers 25:10-26:51 19 S Deuteronomy 17:14-20:9 
20 F Numbers 26:52-27:14 20 M Deuteronomy 20:10-22:5 

21 T Deuteronomy 22:6-23:9 
22 S Numbers 27:15-28:25 22 W Deuteronomy 23:10-23:21 
23 M Numbers 28:26-30:1 23 Til Deuteronomy 13:22-24:18 
24 T Numbers 30:2-30:17 24 F Deuteronomy 24:19-25:19 
25 W Numbers 31:1-31:24 
26 Til Numbers 31:25-31:54 26 S Deuteronomy 26:1-27:26 
27 F Numbers 32:1-32:42 27 M Deuteronomy 28:1-29:8 

28 T Deuteronomy 29:9-80:10 
29 S Numbers 33:1-33:56 
30 M Numbers 34:1-35:8 
31 T Numbers 35:9-36:13 
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MANUSCRIPTS should be submitted to the Editor, the J.B.Q., 
P.O.B. 29002, Jerusalem, Israel. The manuscript should be typed on 
one side of the page only, double-spaced, with at least a one-inch 
margin all around, and be no longer than 12 pages. Authors are 
also requested to submit a computer diskette (IBM or Macintosh). 

SPELLING: To standardize spelling, the American usage will be 
employed. 

QUOTATIONS from the Bible should follow one of the Jewish 
Publication Society's translations, unless a special point is being 
made by the author for the purpose of the article. Biblical quotations 
should be checked by the author for accuracy. 

TRANSLITERATIONS: The following transliteration guide-lines, 
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II and II assumes the sound of its accompanying 
vowel = e.g., Amen, AIenu, Olam, Eretz. 
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l) and p 
::l 

= K e.g., Ketuvim, Kadosh. 
= Kh e.g., Melekh. 

1I = Tz e.g., Tzaddik. 
= E e.g., Ben. 

Standard transliteration of biblical names remains unchanged. 

FOOTNOTES: 
For a book: Author's name, Title of Book, (place, date of 

publication), p. 
For an article: Author's name, "Title of Article," Title of 

Book or Periodical, vol (date), p. 
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