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Shaye Cohen, “From Scripture to Midrash”

IN A PERIOD OF LESS than seventy years the Jews of antiquity lost three
major wars: the great revolt of 66-74 C.E., the uprising of the Jews of
Cyrenaica, Egypt, and Cyprus in 115-17 C.E., and the Bar Kokhba rebellion of
132-35 C.E. Each of these conflicts caused enormous losses in life (if we may
believe our sources, over 1,400,000 dead) and property, and each had a
major impact on Jewish history. In 70 C.E. Jerusalem and the temple were
destroyed, thereby radically altering the map of Judaism. No longer did
Judaism have a sacred center, a temple, a priesthood, and a sacrificial cult.
The war of 115-17 C.E. marked the final eclipse of the "Golden Age" of
Alexandrian Jewry. To punish the Jews for the Bar Kokhba insurrection, the
Romans renamed the land of Israel "Syria Palaestina," forbade Jews to dwell
in Jerusalem, now a pagan city, and proscribed the practice of Judaism for
several years. What was the reaction of the rabbis to these catastrophes?



Shaye Cohen, “From Scripture to Midrash”
(cont.)

At first there was near silence. The rabbis of the tannaitic period
(70-200 C.E.) did not write laments or seek refuge in apocalyptic
dreams. They did not establish new fast days. Nor did they accord a
place in their curriculum to the study of these momentous events.
While tannaitic corpora allude frequently to the destruction of the
temple, they mention Betar (the site of Bar Kokhba's last stand) only
once. They never mention the names of the leaders of the wars of
66-74, 115-17, and 132-35. They never mention Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai's alleged role in the drama of the great revolt or Rabbi Akiva's
alleged endorsement of the messianic claims of Bar Kokhba. They
seldom mention the Roman emperors who oppressed the Jews.



Shaye Cohen, “From Scripture to Midrash”
(cont.)

The nature of this tannaitic silence is not clear. Was it silence
engendered by shock and despair? Not knowing what to say in the face
of catastrophe the rabbis said nothing? Or was it silence engendered
by determination? Ignoring the harsh political realities, the rabbis
devoted their energies to creating a religious system which would
ensure the survival of Judaism. However interpreted, the fact remains
that the tannaim did not tell stories or preach sermons about the
military disasters of their era. Instead they busied themselves with the

production of books of law and exegesis. The study of history had to
wait.



Yael Ziegler

The book of Eikhah describes the destruction
of Jerusalem without providing consolation,
clear theological explanations, or guidelines
for national rehabilitation. Instead, it
presents an evocative and painful account of
suffering



Chapter 1: 22 verses, alphabetical acrostic
Chapter 2: 22 verses, alphabetical acrostic
Structure of Chapter 3: 66 verses, triple alphabetical

Elkha h acrostic

Chapter 4: 22 verses, alphabetical acrostic

Chapter 5: 22 verses, no alphabetical acrostic '
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Who was Elazar

ha-Kalir?
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Happiness has ceased; “Depart from
me” | hear from my detractors.
Those who were once my friends call
me dirty and repulsive. You have
separated Yourself by placing a
canopy over Your Holy of Holies. You
concealed Yourself [Rosenfield: thou
has enveloped (thyself in anger)] and
allowed the defeat of my great men;
my enemies cheer when | stumble,
trampling on all my warriors.



Elazar ha-Kalir 1730 D2W (cont.)

Koren

1. May those who exiled me hear that their
joy is but temporary;

2. May You treat their dwellings as they
have trampled mine,

3. the?/ who silenced the singers of the
Temple to torture me.

4. You heard that they schemed to sweep
me away with “switches of wrath.”

5. We dug holes in the earth in which to
cook, and thus broke our teeth on stones.

6. They heard my desperate sighs!

Rosenfield
1. Bring us back and fulfil the proclamation
“Rejoice.”

2. (while the cup of punishment will be
meted out) to the nation who turned me
out. They took counsel to trample my courts
and have me crushed

3. They silenced the lips of the singers of the
Temple and caused me pain

4. Thou hast heard that they prepared an
impure cult to sweep me away

5. And when my people lay down or
wandered forth, they fed me with gravel

6. Having heard full well that | was groaning



Kohelet 5:1
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Keep your mouth from being rash, and let not your throat
be quick to bring forth speech before God. For God is in
heaven and you are on earth; that is why your words
should be few.



lbn Ezra on Kohelet 5:1
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The poems of Rabbi Elazar Ha-Kalir, may
he rest in peace, present four major
problems. One: Most of his piyyutim
consist of riddles and parables.

Two: his poems contain Talmudic
terminology. It is well known that there
are many words in the Talmud that are
not in the Holy Tongue. Now the Rabbis
said: the language of Scripture stands by
itself, and the language of the Talmud
stands by itself. Who brought this
disaster upon us of praying in foreign
languages?



Ibn Ezra on Kohelet 5:1 (cont.)
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Three: Even the words that are in the
holy tongue [in the poems of Kalir]
contain major mistakes.

Four: All of Rabbi Elazar's piyyutim
are filled with midrash and aggadot.
However, our rabbis taught: A verse
never departs from its plain
meaning. This being so, people
should employ only peshat when
they pray. They should not . .. say
prayers that can be interpreted in
many ways.



Ibn Ezra on Kohelet 5:1 (cont.)
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| cannot explain even one out of a
thousand of the errors made by
the payyetanim. In my opinion,
people should not employ these
poems in their prayers. They
should pray using the fixed liturgy.
We should keep our words to a
minimum.
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Where is that (joy-laden) promise
God) made to the Patriarch
Abrahamf by the utterance (of
‘Thus [n3]”)

at the covenant between the pieces
when God said): “So [N?]

numerous) shall (your descendants)
be forever’

And yet now my bones are destroyed
through murder

Why have You forsaken us forever?



Selections from KX ;10 X

ANixT7 n7ivh nwa va nd 'k What has become (of the utterance)
of “thus [N3]” (when Abraham) drew
(Isaac) near as a lamb for the burnt
offering in order to do Your will

(When Abraham said:) “l and the lad
will go yonder [n3]” enticing (You
by their obedience) to Your laws
AN N9 NpT Ry |1 But now your beloved one is

pierced in halves (like
pomegranates?)

(why does) Your anger smoke
against the flock of your pasture?
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What has become (of the
utterance) of “thus” [n2] when
“Good” (= Moses) was sent to
redeem Your servants

“Thus [n>] shall you say to
Pharaoh™ to release (Your
people) in order to worship You

But now treacherous men dwell
in the House of Your meeting

Your enemies roar in the midst
of Your place of assembly.
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The five-fold Torah cried bitterly

When a priest and prophet was
slain on Yom Kippur

And because of his blood, young
priests were slaughtered like
goats

And the priests of Zippori strayed
like birds (in flight)
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punishments

And the shift of (Charim-)
TOWOR NYR uwDg M7yt Mifshetah was stripped bare of
her adornments

YWY DOVDY NY2NM



Selections from 11w NY¥AN 7AW’ 799X

a2 nniva 020w 002X 13 They mocked those sages who
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and water
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Eikhah 2:20 See, O Lord, and behold,

To whom You have done this!

Alas, women eat their own fruit, their
new-born babes!

Alas, priest and prophet are slain in the
Sanctuary of the Lord!




Gittin 57b
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korha said: An old man
from among the inhabitants of Jerusalem
related to me: In this valley that lies before
you, Nebuzaradan, captain of the guard of
the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, killed
2,110,000 people ..

Nebuzaradan found the blood of Zechariah,
the son of Jehoiada the priest, and saw that
it was bubbling up from the ground, and he
said: What is this? Those in the Temple said
to him: It is sacrificial blood that had been
poured there. He brought animal blood,
compared it to the blood bubbling up from
the ground, and saw that they were not
similar.



Gittin 57b (cont.)
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Nebuzaradan said to them: If you tell me whose blood
this is, it will be well for you. But if not, | will comb your
flesh with iron combs. They said to him: What shall we
say to you? He was a prophet among us, who used to
rebuke us about heavenly matters, and we rose up
against him, and killed him (Il Chronicles 24:20-22),
and for many years now his blood has not settled.

Nebuzaradan said to them: | will appease Zechariah. He
brought the members of the Great Sanhedrin and of
the lesser Sanhedrin and killed them alongside the
bubbling blood, but it still did not settle. He then
brought young men and virgins and killed them
alongside it, but it still did not settle. He then brought
schoolchildren and killed them alongside it, but it still
did not settle. Finally Nebuzaradan said (to the blood):
Zechariah, Zechariah, | have killed the best of them.
Would it please you if | destroyed them all? When he
said this, the blood at last settled.
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At that moment Nebuzaradan
contemplated the idea of repentance
and said to himself: If, for the death
of one soul, that of Zechariah, God
punishes the Jewish people in this
manner, then that man (that is to
say, 1), who has killed all of those
souls, all the more so will be | be
subject to great punishment from
God. He fled, sent to his house a
document detailing what was to be
done with his property, and
converted to Judaism
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Eikhah 2:20 See, O Lord, and behold,

To whom You have done this!

Alas, women eat their own fruit, their
new-born babes!

Alas, priest and prophet are slain in the
Sanctuary of the Lord!
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Il Chronicles

24:20-21 Then the spirit of God enveloped Zechariah son of
Jehoiada the priest; he stood above the people and
said to them, “Thus God said: Why do you
transgress the commandments of the Lord when
you cannot succeed? Since you have forsaken the
Lord, He has forsaken you.” ?'They conspired
against him and pelted him with stones in the court
of the House of the Lord, by order of the king.




Il Chronicles

24:22-23
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King Joash disregarded the
loyalty that his father
Jehoiada had shown to
him, and killed his son. As
he was dying, he said,
“May the Lord see and
requite it.”

23At the turn of the year,
the army of Aram marched
against him; they invaded
Judah and Jerusalem, and
wiped out all the officers of
the people from among
the people, and sent all the
booty they took to the king
of Damascus.
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The Holy Spirit thunders against
them:

Woe to the wicked of the Jewish
people!

They inform others about what has
befallen them

But do not inform others about what
they have done

They give voice to the fact that
women eat their own children,

But to the fact that they killed a
prophet and a priest in the Temple,
they do not give voice



gig-hilhite
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Eikhah 2:20 See, O Lord, and behold,

To whom You have done this!

Alas, women eat their own fruit, their
new-born babes!

Alas, priest and prophet are slain in the
Sanctuary of the Lord!




Two translations of 2>y 1 o515 w7IPn 719

Koren
The Holy Spirit thunders against them:

Woe to the wicked of the Jewish people!

They inform others about what has befallen
them

But do not inform others about what they
have done

They give voice to the fact that women eat
their children,

But to the fact that they killed a prophet and
a priest in the Temple, they do not give
voice

Rosenfield

The Holy One thunders (His anger,
exclaiming):

“Woe to all my bad neighbours.”

They announce the fate which they brought
(upon Israel)

But what they themselves committed they
do not announce

When women are forced to eat their own
offspring they proclaim (the scandal)

But when they themselves slay a priest and
a prophet in the Sanctuary of the Lord, they
do not publish it.
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A fire burns within me when |
recall when | left Egypt

But | invoke lamentation to
remember when | left Jerusalem .

The waves of the sea raised
themselves and stood erect as a
wall when | left Egypt

The foe flooded me, overflowing
my head, when | left Jerusalem
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Sacrifices, meal offerings and
anointing oil when | left Egypt

But God'’s treasure led away like
sheep to the slaughter when | left
Jerusalem

Jubilee and Sabbatical years, and a
tranquil land when | left Egypt

But | was sold in perpetuity,
forever severed when | left
Jerusalem . ..
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