B’shalach: Judges 4:4-5:31
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This refers to the giving of Torah, as it is said, "...and shone forth from Seir to them." Why is this
relevant here? This is what Devorah said: "The Torah is severe when forsaken, but rewarding
when adhered to, as it was given in awesomeness and power.” Thus, the Israelites were handed
over to their enemies for forsaking it; and, when they offered to engross themselves in it, they
were saved." All this we learn from Targum Yonatan's rendition.




Neither is our verse the only ostensible poetic allusion to n7In 1NN, there are several others as
well. The first is relatively explicit, and its similarities with our own Song speak for themselves:

1) Psalms 68:8-9,
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Two other verses are less obvious, yet RASHI -- following, again, the lead of the Targum and the
Aggadah -- places them both into the context of our discussion:
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Most of the exegetes interpreted this as a reference to the giving of the law, when the
mountains trembled and dripped water. They interpreted “this Sinai” as just as Sinai trembled
(to wit: “the whole mountain trembled greatly”), so did other mountains tremble, including
Mount Seir an Mount Paran, despite the fact that it is written explicitly only that Mount Sinai
trembled. This is the opinion of Targum.

The sage Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra interpreted that it is an illusion to the battles that God fought
on behalf of Israel, such as “He shown forth from Seir,” and “The Lord comes from the South
and the holy one from Mount Paran,” and “God when you go out before Your people and stride
forth into the wilderness.”
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This is a very precious psalm. Most of the exegetes explain refer it to the giving of the Torah.
They offer proof from “as in Sinai, in holiness” (v. 18). However, they cannot explain how the
verses of the psalm are connected to each other, for after mentioning Israel’s entrance into the
Promised Land, the psalmist goes back to the splitting of the sea which occurred when our
ancestor left Egypt. This is not the correct way [to construct a psalm].



Rashi Genesis 3:
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There are many aggadic midrashim, and they already have been ap-
propriately arranged by our rabbis in Genesis Rabbah and other mi-
drashic anthologies.
I, however, have come only to [establish] the straightforward
meaning (peshuto) of a verse, and [will utilize only] those aggadot
that settle the language of the text, [like] “a word fitly spoken.” 16

The key to understanding this comment of Rashi comes, I believe, from
the citation with which he concludes, “A word fitly spoken” (Proverbs
25:11). The verse reads in full:
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“Like golden apples in silver servers, so is a word fitly spoken.”

Just as the inherent value of golden apples may be enhanced by present-
ing them on silver servers, so may a good word be enhanced by saying
it in an appropriate context. The “golden apples” are the aggadot. Their
value is intrinsic and indisputable, yet their impact may be enhanced
even further by “serving” them at the most propitious moment: to pro-
vide the resolution to biblical textual difficulties.



Rashbam Genesis 37:2
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Rationalists (ohavei sekhel) should understand and comprehend what
our rabbis have taught us, [namely] that “no verse can be purged of
its literal sense (peshat).” This is in spite of the fact that the Torah’s
principal purpose is to instruct us in haggadot, halakhot, and dinim—
[which it accomplishes] by means of allusions contained in the literal
sense (remizat ha-peshat), through extra verbiage (arikhut lashon),
or through the application of the Thirty-Two Principles of Rabbi

Eliezer ben Rabbi Yosei the Galilean, or the Thirteen Principles of
Rabbi Yishmael.?®

The ancients, out of piety, preoccupied themselves with herme-
neutics (derashot), on account of their preeminence, and as a result
never habituated themselves to the profundity of the literal sense
of Scripture. Because our Sages dictated: “Do not let your children
indulge overly in speculation (higayon)”2° (Berakhot 28b), and:
“Preoccupation with Scripture has its advantages and disadvan-
tages, while preoccupation with Talmud is unsurpassable” (Bava
Mezia 33a), they never habituated themselves to the literal sense of
Scripture.2l[Witness] the Talmud in Shabbat (63a): “By the age of
eighteen, I had mastered [through memorization] the whole Talmud
and had never realized that a verse cannot be purged of its literal
sense.”22

My maternal grandfather, Rabbi Shelomo, who illumined the eyes
of the Diaspora, commentated on the Torah, Prophets, and Writings,
paid particular attention to interpret according to the literal sense
of Scripture. I, Shemuel, son of his son-in-law Meir zz/, argued with
him, even in his presence, and he acknowledged to me that if he only
had the time, he would have to compose other interpretations in line
with the literal explanations that arise (ha-peshatot ha-mithaddeshim)
daily.



YOSEF KARA (c.1050-c. 1130)
An even more extreme position on Aggadah was taken by Rabbi Yosef Kara, a younger
contemporary and colleague of Rashi and likely mentor to Rashbam, who believed that Scripture
was self-sufficient for its own interpretation:
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Lord, when Thou didst go forth out of Seir, When Thou didst march out of the field of Edlom, The
earth trembled, the heavens also dropped, Yea, the clouds dropped water.
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Our sages said that He went to Seir and to Edom to give them the Torah, but they declined to
receive it. Since they declined to receive it, the entire world trembled for a moment, and its
inhabitants feared that God would return the world to void. To wit: “The earth shook, and the
heavens dripped [water].” This is the midrash.
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However | am unable to situate this in its context and it is not it's peshat. | am also increasingly
amazed: what does the revelation of the Torah have to do here? | reviewed all the songs that
were recited over the miracles that were performed for Israel and | found that they only
celebrate that event. About the exodus it says: “I shall sing to the Lord for he has done greatly;
he cast the horse and chariot into the sea,” Indicating that the text of the poem relates to the
distress that be set them and God's deliverance.
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Similarly, the song of Moses “Let this song be a testimony to the children of Israel,” is replete
with words of rebuke for their future when they would transgress the Torah. Likewise, when
they recited the song over the well because Moses struck the rock and water flowed from it,
Israel sang: “Arise Oh well, well that was dug by notables.” And when David sang to the Lord on
the day that the Lord rescued him from all his enemies, he said “The Lord is my rock and my
fortress.”
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We learn that all these songs relate to their circumstances, yet here he appears to abandon the
miraculous [victory] and sings about His departure from Seir? Moreover, it is uncustomary for a
prophet in any of the 24 [canonical] books to speak so enigmatically that we would require an
aggadah to understand him.
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Understand that when prophecy was recorded, it was recorded whole with its interpretation in
order to prevent misunderstanding on the part of subsequent generations; in context, it lacks
nothing. There is no need [therefore] to attest to [its meaning] from another text nor from a
Midrash, because the Torah was revealed whole and recorded whole without imperfection.
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[The purpose of] rabbinic Midrash is to magnify and exalt Torah [i.e., not to render its essential
meaning]. However, one who does not understand the simple meaning of Scripture and inclines
towards Midrash, resembles someone overwhelmed by giant waves and submerged in deep
water who will grasp anything that comes to hand in order to save himself.
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If he were to pay attention to the word of God, he would seek out the meaning of the matter—
its peshat—and would thereby fulfill the verse: “If you seek it like silver and search for it like
treasure, then you will understand the fear of God and discover the knowledge of Him.”
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Some of our predecessors have said that the patriarch Jacob planted them, and that the
Israelites removed them from Egypt at Moses's behest. Their proof-text is: "whoever had
acacia trees in his possession" (35:24), just as they had blue and purple.
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It is perplexing, however, since "in his possession" means for his own use, and we are perplexed
as to why would they have removed acacia trees since what purpose could they have had for
them? Moreover, the Egyptians thought they were only going to perform sacrifices, and then
return, and it was on this account that they lent them [silver, gold, and clothing; cf. Exodus 12:35-
36]. How could they have removed so many [wooden] planks—each one ten cubits in length—
not to mention the crosspieces! Since they left Egypt by route of the royal palace, what answer
could they have given to anyone who would have asked them, Why are you carrying acacia trees
when you are only going on a three-day journey to perform sacrifices?
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Indeed, we are in a quandary. If our ancestors had an historical tradition (nYap) that the trees
were removed from Egypt, we, too, shall take them literally (onynwn); if it is only speculation
(nav), however, we are entitled to seek an alternative approach, and to say that adjacent to Mt.
Sinai there was a forest of acacia trees.
Upon their arrival there they were informed that they would tarry there a while—without cloud
cover, as | have already explained (in 15:22)—so each one made himself a booth (71210), while the
princes made a type of courtyard (mAxn), each according to his rank. This depleted the forest
completely, since they were so numerous and made so many booths.
Moses, however, didn't address them on the subject of the Tabernacle until after Yom ha-
Kippurim; this explains "whoever had acacia trees in his possession" [i.e., left over from the
construction of the booths].



