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The Inner Meaning of
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Allegory as a Characteristic Feature
of Medieval Jewish Literature

N His ANTI-CHRISTIAN POLEMIC, the Book of the Covenant, Joseph Kimhi,
t}?e twelfth-century Narbonnese biblical exegete and grammarian, has
his stereotypical Christian antagonist remark, “You understand most
of the Torah literally while we understand it figuratively. Your entire
reading of the Bible is erroneous for you resemble him who gnaws at the
bone, while we suck at the marrow within. You are like the beast that eats
th.e chaff, while we eat the wheat.”! To have made such a statement, Joseph
Kimhi’s stereotypical Christian would have had to have read only stereo-
typical Jewish exegesis. He, like most Christian theologians, no doubt
knew full well that Jews were anything but die-hard literalists.2 What was
meant by Jewish literalism was failure to accept the christological inter-
pretation of the Hebrew Scriptures, and the term was used at times to vilify
the ].exf/ish reading of the Bible as “carnal” and at times to support periodic
Ch‘rlstlan efforts at interpreting literaliter, according to the literal or his-
t01'~1cal sense. Indeed, modern students of the history of exegesis emphasize
this aspect of Hebrew biblical commentary. Some, like Beryl Smalley,
might wish to show its importance for the development of the school of
St. Victor;? others purport to emphasize its relevance for the contemporary
exegete.* They are all correct, of course, but they tell only part of the story.
Medieva] Jewish biblical exegesis operated on many levels, according to the
time, the place, and the predilection of the individual writer, The categories

108 [313]

[314] v APPLES OF GOLD 109

most frequently discussed are those of peshat and derash, the relationship of
the so-called plain sense to the rabbinic hermeneutic. Our concern, though,
is with a different set of polarities, that of nigleh (zahir) and nistar (batin),
exoteric and esoteric, a dominant mode of exegesis in that part of the later
medieval Jewish world more affected by Islamic culture than by Latin—
Spain and Provence and, by extension, Italy. For lack of better terms—and
indeed more precise terminology waits to be established —the categories of
“allegory”s and “symbol” are frequently used, and we may use these cate-
gories as long as we are aware that what is spoken of here is not, as in so
much of Christian exegesis, figural allegory, in which the type represents
the antitype and in which the old prefigures the new. To be sure, such
typological exegesis was not unknown to Judaism and was used far more
extensively than is generally supposed. Indeed, the proverb “the actions of
the fathers are an indication of those of the sons,” in which the rabbis saw
repetitiveness of the behavior of one generation of patriarchs after the
other, was taken up by the thirteenth-century Geronese exegete Moses ben
Nahman (Nahmanides), whereas his contemporary, Bahya ben Asher,
points out that the exodus from Egypt is a figura (dimyon) of the future
redemption” One of the most striking examples of Jewish typological
exegesis is to be found in the commentary of Isaac ben Joseph Ha-Kohen
(Spain, turn of the fifteenth century) on Ruth. There the book of Ruth is
read as a prefiguration of the future history of Israel, and its characters are
types (mashal) of those yet to come—Elimelech of the House of David,
Naomi of the kingdom of Israel, Ruth of the faithful tribes of Judah and
Benjamin, Orpah of the wayward ten tribes who followed Jeroboam, and
so forth. In turn, Ha-Kohen’s contemporary, Isaac Abravanel, from the
evidence of the midrash, finds Adam to be a type of Israel, the true man,
into whom God breathed His spirit, the Torah, and placed him in the
Garden of Eden, the land of Israel.t

Yet by and large, without the need to demonstrate the concordance of
two testaments, typology does not become the dominant mode. Rather the
allegory that we shall be treating, more accurately termed reification
allegory,” is the heir of the Greek allegorizers of Homer, Hesiod, Ovid,'°
and of Philo of Alexandria, an “imposed allegory”'* in which the surface
meaning'? of a classical or canonical text, not truly intended by its author
to be allegorical, is taken to envelop higher esoteric truth, the way the shell
envelops the nut. This exoteric sense, the nigleh, may be useful as in Mai-
monides’s Guide for the Perplexed (introduction; Pines, p. 12), or it may
impede, as is suggested in the mystical classic the Zohar. But either way, the
reader —the discerning reader—must probe beyond, must plummet be-
neath, must penetrate ever farther (Guide 1:26, 1:33, 2:48). Nor is it only
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Scripture that is read allegorically, but even “parables of foxes,” secular
literature with an ostensibly diversionary intent, are, as in the Christian
European tradition, to be read as a key to profounder, more arcane truths.
In this way, even the fifteenth-century rhymed prose narrative of Don
Vidal Benvenist, the Romance of Epher and Dinah," an unabashedly scato-
logical piece, is declared by its author to be not just a cheap piece of enter-
tainment, not to contain, as Dante would have said, simply diletto but also
ammaestramento (Convivio 1.2, 21.1), moral and psychological truths,
couched in their present garb only to draw and hold the interest of prurient
youth. And, in case we do not believe him (and we should indeed not be
too hasty in dismissing his claim),’* Benvenist, unlike the thirteenth-
century Spanish savants, Judah al-Harizi and Isaac Ibn Sahula, who merely
allude to the didactic nature of their rhymed prose narratives (magamat),
the Tabkemoni and the Mashal ha-qgadmoni,'s—actually undertakes to
establish his claim in detail in his own allegorical interpretation of the tale.
For so many in this Islamic-Jewish world of southern Europe, allegory was
not merely a hermeneutic mode; it was a state of mind. It was not simply
a way of looking at the world; it was a way of constructing the world. It
was used in a variety of ways as abundant as the variety of its metaphors.
For Maimonides, it was that of Prov 25:11:

The Sage has said, A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings
(maskiyyot) of silver. Hear now an elucidation of the thought that he has set
forth. The term maskiyyor denotes filigree traceries; I mean to say traceries
in which there are apertures with very small eyelets, like the handiwork of
silversmiths. They are so called because a glance penetrates through them; for
in the (Aramaic) translation of the Bible the Hebrew wa-yashgef —meaning,
he glanced —is translated wa-istekbel. The Sage accordingly said that a saying
uttered with a view to two meanings is like an apple of gold overlaid with
silver filigree-work having very small holes. ... When looked at from a
distance or with imperfect attention, it is deemed to be an apPle of snlyer; k?ut
when a keen sighted observer looks at it with full attention, its interior
becomes clear to him and he knows that it is of gold.'s The parables of the
prophets, peace be on them, are similar. Their external meaning contains
wisdom that is useful for beliefs concerned with truth as it is. (Guide, intro-
duction; Pines, pp. 11-12)

The quest for “truth as it is” is the quest then for the golden apple; as in
midrashim cited by Maimonides (Guide, introduction; Pines, p. 11), it is the
attempt to retrieve the coin at the bottom of the well by attaching cord to
cord until one reaches bottom (Song Rab. 1:1) to make, as with the Muslim
mystics’ method of istinbat," the inner meaning surface; it is the searcl? fgr
the lost pearl found with the aid of a penny candle (Song Rab. 1:1); 1t is,
as in the Zohar, the shelling of the nut with its numerous shells and layers
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(Zohar Hadash, Midrash Ruth 39c), or the soul encased in its body encased
in its garments, or the tree with its roots, bark, cortex, branches, leaves,
flowers, and fruit alluding to seven layers of meaning (Zohar 3:202a).'8 But
one of the most prevalent, and perhaps the most telling, images is that of
the palace. This is the palace that entices but eludes, that beckons but only
to those worthy of entrance.’® At the end of the Guide (3:51; Pines,
pp. 618-20), Maimonides expresses the search for “truth as it is” in terms of
this palace metaphor. It is a long and arduous journey from the entrance
to the center, but how great the reward when one reaches the inner court.
Maimonides’s palace metaphor gives rise to the epithet of the Kabbalists,
“sons of the palace,”?® adopted by them from that famous passage in the
Zohar, which, employing that common motif of Iberian and early Jewish
literature, the guarded woman,?! places the Torah and the seductive and
coquettish princess in the palace’s inner court.

For the Torah resembles a beautiful and stately damsel, who is hidden in a
secluded chamber of her palace and who has a'secret lover, unknown to all
others. For love of her he keeps passing the gate of her house, looking this
way and that in search of her. She knows that her lover haunts the gate of
her house. What does she do? She opens the door of her hidden chamber ever
so little, and for a moment reveals her face to her lover, but hides it again
forthwith. Were anyone with her lover, he would see nothing and perceive
nothing. He alone sees it and he is drawn to her with his heart and soul and
his whole being, and he knows that for love of him she disclosed herself to
him for one moment, aflame with love for him. So is it with the word of
the Torah, which reveals herself only to those who love her. The Torah
knows that the mystic [hakbim Libba, literally, “the wise of heart’] haunts the
gate of her house. What does she do? From within her hidden palace she
discloses her face and beckons to him and returns forthwith to her place and
hides. Those who are there see nothing and know nothing, only he alone,
and he is drawn to her with his heart and soul and his whole being. Thus
the Torah reveals herself and hides, and goes out in love of her lover and
arouses Jove in him. Come and see: this is the way of the Torah. At first,
when she wishes to reveal herself to a man, she gives him a momentary sign.
If he understands, well and good; if not, she sends to him and calls him a
simpleton. To the messenger she sends to him the Torah says: tell the simple-
ton to come here that I may speak to him. As it is written (Prov 9:16):
“Whoso is simple, let him turn in- hither, she saith to him that wanteth
understanding,” When he comes to her, she begins from behind a curtain to
speak words in_keeping with his understanding, until very slowly insight
comes to him, and this 1s called derashab. Then through a light veil she speaks
allegorical words (millin dehidah) and that is what is meant by haggadab.
Only then, when he has become familiar with her, does she reveal herself to
him face to face and speak to him of all her hidden secrets and all her hidden
ways, which have been in her heart from the beginning. Such a man is then
termed perfect, a “master,” that is to say, a “bridegroom of the Torah” in the
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strictest sense, the master of the house, to whom she discloses all her secrets,
concealing nothing. (Zobar 2:9%a-b)

It is here that we must pause for 2 moment, for we in the Occident may
not be fully able to appreciate what these particular structures really are.
Generally, when we think of palaces, it is to those of Europe that we
turn— Windsor, Hampton Court, Vienna, El Escorial, Leningrad, or, one
should say, St. Petersburg —these awesome structures with their seemingly
interminable corridors opening on to seemingly endless chambers and
apartments and serving as cavernous display cases for royal treasures and
objects of art intended to dazzle one so privileged as to be permitted to
enter. Endless corridors, endless tunnels, endless doors —the palaces known
to Kafka,?? the palaces that express the sentiment of their builders and
occupants: “I am might, I am power, I stand forever.” Charles V of Spain
attempted to build such a palace in Granada to which that odd little
Moorish relic they call the Alhambra would serve as an annex to provide
comic relief to the awesome dignity of his own. But that “arrogant intru-
sion,” as Washington Irving called it, was not to be completed. Rather it was
the Alhambra itself, that gracious ode in stucco and stone, that was to be
the centerpiece not only of Granada but of our story. In marked contrast
to the palace of Charles V, which speaks of self-glorification, the Alhambra
proclaims a different message. In recurrent arabesques, “open designs
without beginning, end, or repose, in pursuit of unattainable being, alter-
nating between ‘inner’ and ‘outer,’” as Américo Castro put it,”* the Alhambra
declares wa-la ghalib illa allah (“There is no Victorious One but God”),**
and it is indeed toward heaven that the structure, with its star-shaped
skylights and its stucco stalagmites, points. But it is the horizontal plane
that concerns us here/Here one finds not tedious and monotonous cor-
ridors but dramatically arranged courts and chambers, so placed that one
beckons to the other or, more properly, the others, for there is generally
an option. A passage will lead now to the right, now to the left, now to
a cul-de-sac, now to another passage where the whole march begins anew.
It is a maze and a labyrinth—not one that discourages but one that entices,
as the archways lead one to another, at first perhaps to disappointment, but
finally, with persistence, to the princess or the golden apple.?*

Thus, the architecture and the literature of Moorish Spain and its satellites
go hand in hand.?6 In one of his magamar,? or rhymed prose tales, Jacob
ben Eleazar, a younger contemporary of Joseph Kimhi, recounts the love
of the youth Sahar for his beloved princess Kimah, who is sequestered in
just such a labyrinthine palace as we have described. In his desperation,
Sahar wanders through the palace, which is described in terms made to
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order for a 1930s Hollywood musical stage set. Bevies of lovely maidens try
to seduce him but to no avail. He struggles on through rooms walled in
with glass flooded with water from behind so that he thinks he is in fact
submerged and is drowning. Yet he perseveres. In each chamber, hangings
with elegantly written love poems,?8 each more tantalizing than the
previous, point the way until finally, when he finds himself at the.point of
desperation, he is led or leads himself to the object of his desire.

The palace, then, is the analogue in the Islamic-Jewish context of the
labyrinthine forest or maze of the threshold episodes in Dante and Spenser,
which provide the key to what approach one is to take to the text that
follows.2* Both the forest and the palace have their dangers, but it is the
forward motion, the kinetic force against resistance, the overcoming of the
conflict, the resolution of the quest, which are the searcher’s salvation,*® for,
as the thirteenth-century Spaniard Bahya ben Asher would point out, it is
the exoteric which represents darkness while the esoteric is the gem which
illumines.’! Allegory, then, is not for the casual stroller in the gardens of
the palace but for the one who dares to enter and is worthy of entering its
portals. It is for the one who is willing to invest the hard labor and energy
required, “the great effort at plowing and the need for being goaded. For
the metaphor of plowing for the finding of the worthwhile esoteric sense .
and allegories (bidot) has long been widespread: If you had not plowed with
my heifer, you had not found out my riddle (hidab) (Jud. 14:18). And this
is because plowing is an activity which uncovers and lays bare the concealed -
thing sought after.”?

Allegory presupposes readers assiduous in interpreting (rather than simply
following or responding to) a narrative. The greatest allegories are intran-
sigent and elusive . . . because they are concerned with a highly complex kind
of truth, a matter of relationships and process rather than statement. The
elusiveness of truth is a measure of its value. ..

To read a text, then, was to seek the truth that eluded, in other words,
to practice allegory. For the type of medieval mentality we are surveying,
as for certain of today’s literary critics, all reading was in some sense alle-
goresis, an allegorical reading.?* Such a reader was literally inundated with
allegory, expressed as it was in literature, in art, in architecture, and in
homily at divine service, for which, as in Christianity,’® greater or lesser
preachers, such as Jacob Anatoli (Italy, thirteenth century), Isaac Arama
(Spain, fifteenth century), and Abraham Saba (Portugal and Fez, turn of
fifteenth century), prepared their sermons. It is to the types and uses of this
all-pervasive allegoresis that we now direct our attention,
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Fourfold Schemes of Interpretation

The polysemous nature of Scripture was long accepted in Judaism. Tradi-
tion spoke of “seventy faces (panim) of the Torah,”* the concept of ‘faces”
(wujiih) being found in Islamic exegesis as well.”” On the Christian side, one
of the loveliest images was that of John Scotus Erigena, who noted that “the
sense of the divine utterances is manifold and infinite, just as in one single
feather of the peacock one sees a marvelous and beautiful variety of
innumerable colors” (De Div. Nat. 4:5, PL 122: 749). This acceptance of
polysemy would make allegory possible for “the language of allegory makes
relationships significant by extending the original identities of which they
are composed with as many clusters of meanings as the traffic of the
dominant idea will bear.”?* In Christianity, this polysemy had long been
formalized into a system: the four senses of Scripture.?® In Judaism, this
crystallization took place in several texts that appeared in Spain in the latter
half of the thirteenth century. We have already seen this description of a
fourfold sense in the passage from the Zobar cited earlier in this paper, and
Bahya ben Asher, the exegete and homilist, took a similar approach in his
Torah commentary. There he lists “the way of peshat” or, for want of a
better term, the plain sense; the “way of midrash” or the rabbinic herme-
neutic; “the way of reason” or philosophical interpretation; and “the Lord’s
way” or “the way of truth,” which is the kabbalistic interpretation (Intro-
duction to Torah commentary). The system soon formally received the
name of pardes, an acronym for peshat, remez (literally, “allusion” or
philosophical allegory), derashah, and sod or the kabbalistic sense.*®
Whether there is a historical association between the Christian and Jewish
quadruplex systems, an association already made by Pico della Mirandola,*!
has been a subject of some debate.2 One point about it, however, should
be made clear: the four senses of Christianity are not those of Judaism. The
former received a variety of names, but most commonly they were termed
literal, allegorical, moral or tropological, and anagogical. One of the best
known and clearest formulations is that of Dante in his Epistle to Can

Grande:

For the better illustration of this method of exposition we may apply it to
the following verses: “When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob
from a people of strange language; Judah was his sanctuary, and Israel his

4 o4 dominion” (Ps 114:1-2). For if we consider the letter alone, the thing signified

. to us is the going out of the children of Israel from Egypt in the time of
* Moses; if the allegory, our redemption through Christ is signified; if the
" moral sense, the conversion of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin
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to a state of grace is signified; if the anagogical, the passing of the sanctified
soul from the bondage of the corruption of this world to the liberty of

| everlasting glory is signified.*?
-

If we examine these four senses, we find that the “letter” could indeed
correspond to the Jewish peshat. Yet the allegory meant here is typology,
and although, as we have seen above, typology is not altogether alien to
Jewish exegesis and although philosophical allegory is not entirely absent
from medieval Christian exegesis,** Dante’s allegory is not our remez. To
be sure, moral exegesis of Scripture was part and parcel of Jewish interpreta-
tion, and, To take one example: Levi ben Gerson (Gersonides, Provence,
fourteenth century) established a formal system of to‘aliyyot (i.e., the
Aristotelian utilitas) middsyyot (moral lessons)* in his biblical commen-
taries. Moral homilies go back, of course, to the midrash and rabbinic
literature —one of the most remarkable being that cited in Maimonides’s
Guide (3:43), in which the verse “You shall have a paddle upon your
weapon (‘azenekha)” (Deut 23:14) is explained: “Do not read *azenekha but
‘oznekha your ear [the Hebrew consonantal spelling is the same in both
words]. This teaches us that whenever a man hears a reprehensible thing,
he should put his finger into his ear” (b. Ker. 15a). Yet although so much
of rabbinic derashab is moral, it does deal with other categories, and moral
interpretations can be found beyond the confines of rabbinic homily. The
anagogical too is not unknown to Jewish exegesis. As an example, the Zobar
interprets the “legalistic” passage “If a man sell his daughter to be a maid-
servant, she shall not go out as the manservants do” (Exod 21:7) in terms
of redemption of the soul, that is, leaving this world not as a slave, laden
within sin, but pure (Zohar 2:94b). The redemption of the soul after death
is dealt with at length in an elegant fashion in Abraham Saba’s *Eshkol ba-
kofer on Esther (Drohobycz, 1903, pp. 46-58), where Mordecai (mares
dakhya, “pure myrrh”) is taken to refer to the pure body and Esther
represents the hidden (nisteret) soul after death. The twelve months during
which the soul is purified are indicated by the twelve months during which
each maiden had to wait to be allowed into the presence of the King (God)
after their purification. Yet though the redemption of the soul is certainly
a central concern of the Kabbalah, it is not all of it, and the equation of
anagogy and sod will not work. In terms of content then, pardes is not the
fourfold Christian system.*s The question of the development of the four-
fold system needs further investigation. For the present, one might be
inclined to go along with the coy, jocularly serious or earnestly humorous
Abraham Ibn Ezra (twelfth century, Spain) who likened the four senses of
Scripture to the four functions of the nose —to ventilate the brain, to drain
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it of mucus, to smell, and to improve one’s appearance.”’ o
Whatever the historical development be,*8 our principal concern is v.vxt'h
the two categories of remez (philosophical allegoresis) and sod (kabbalistic
interpretation), which we have chosen to treat together under the category
of esoteric interpretation. Although such joint treatment has not .been at
all conventional, we hope that it will be justified in the course of this essay.

Motivations for Allegorization

Not all biblical texts lent themselves equally to esoteric interpretation.
Some were obvious candidates: Proverbs, with its Hebrew title_of n?ishlei
(“parables”) and its reference to the “words of the sages and their enigmas
(bidot),” the most obscure kind of allegory“"———aqordmg 0 such dlve}'se
philologists as the turn-of-the-seventh-century bishop Isidore of Sev1l.le
(Etym. 1.37.26) and the thirteenth-century Narbonnese exegete D;}vxd
Kimhi (Commentary on Ezek 17:2; cf. Maimonides, Quzde, introduction;
Pines, p. 13)—and with its references to wayward and virtuous women and
to wisdom’s building her seven-pillared house, crying aloud at the. street-
corners, was a favorite with the philosophical allegorists. Recurrent in such
commentaries is the notion that Proverbs is to be understood on two
levels—one exoteric, that is, as a book of practical wisdom, and one
esoteric, as intended only for the elite, for it is the elite, aqd only they, who
not only will benefit from the inner meaning but also will not be harmed
by its exposure to it. For the unprepared or incapable, examination of the
inner sense will not be salutary but, moreover, will be harmful. T.h.at the
truth must be kept from dolts was a common theme among practitioners
of allegory and allegorésis throughout the centuries. As Qeorge Changn,
a post-Elizabethan allegorist, would later put it, “Learning hath Slellgh.ted
... to hide her selfe from the base and profane Vulgare.”s® Maimonides
made clear that the Torah speaks in the language of human beings (b. Yeb.
71a; b. B. Mes. 31b) in order to make it “possible for the young, th'e women,
and all the people to begin with it and to learn it. Now it is not within their
power to understand these matters as they truly are” (Guide 1:33; Pines,
p. 71). Thus “it behooves to explain the matter to those whose §ou}s grasp
at human perfection and, by dint of expatiating a htde: on the point in ques-
tion just as we have done, to put an end to the fantasies that come to them
from the age of infancy” (Guide 1:36; p. 57). .

Maimonides’s spiritual disciple, Zerahiah ben Isaac ben Shealtiel I:Ien of
thirteenth-century Barcelona, writing in Rome, expresses these sentiments
more explicitly in the prologue to his commentary on Proverbs:
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My intention in this work is to explain the Proverbs of Solomon after the
fashion of science and inward speculation (ba-5yyun ha-penimi) everywhere
that understanding according to science or an esoteric explanation is called
for....

Now this book. ... has three functions. The first is 1o refer to matters
which have an explicit benefit for the masses. .. and their behavior and
interaction. The second...is to explain ethical martters of which their
exoteric sense has an explicit benefit for the masses and their esoteric sense
contains matters which are to be understood according to one’s intellect and
comprehension. The third, . . . which is the ultimate, is to allude to esoteric
matters which are therapeutic for the sick soul and a benefit for the wise soul
and its virtues in exalted divine matters. And because by their nature these
matters are esoteric and concealed from the masses, and because the natures
of most people are not recef‘ptive to them and their intellects cannot cope with
them, King Solomon was forced to conceal them and assumed that whoever
was disposed to understand that which he concealed would do so with a
slight hint.s!

According to Rabbi Zerahiah, then, Solomon’s writing in allegory was
protective, protective for the masses who simply could not cope with such
subtle thoughts but protective as well for the esoteric teachings themselves
lest they be misinterpreted by those unsuited for them. The Zokar goes so
far as to explain the rebellion of the generation of the Tower of Babel by
the suggestion that God revealed the secrets of esoteric wisdom to the
world and they were immediately misinterpreted and misemployed. Not
only Adam and Noah but also Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob failed to grasp
them properly. It was only Moses who succeeded in understanding them
(Zohar 1:75b-76a).

According to Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s somewhat more sophisticated histori-
cizing theory of protective camouflaging of the esoteric, there was a gradual
reduction of the concealment of philosophical truths over the ages. Moses,
writing the Torah for a people under the direct influence of a pagan and
materialistic world, left certain philosophical truths well hidden lest they
be perverted by the masses. In the course of time, David and Solomon
(Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs) could be more relaxed, even
though contemporary pagan influences prevented them from revealing the
truth openly:

Moses . .. had to conceal many beliefs and to present them as something
other than they were. . .. Now whereas he did conceal them from the multi-
tude and showed them to be different from what they were, he undoubtedly
transmitted them orally to Joshua and to the seventy elders together with the
rest of the oral Torah. He also alluded to many to let the wise know about
them in their proper place, . .. until David and Solomon came and added
hints to those secrets, once they saw the need to conceal them had lessened.5?
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Yet other motivations for allegorization are expressed in the context of
commentaries on the Song of Songs. This book had been considered
problematic since rabbinic times (m. Yad. 3:5) because of its blatantly erotic
and sensuous surface meaning, The rabbis therefore warned: “He vyho
recites a verse of the Song of Songs and treats it as a [secular] air . . . brings
evil into the world, for the Torah puts on sackcloth, appears before God
and complains: Your children have made of me a ﬁddlft played by scoffers”
(b. Sanb. 101a). Yet it was precisely because of its unlikely s:jlcrahtySJ that
the Song of Songs was to play second fiddle to no other blbhcal. book .amd
was eagerly embraced by philosophers and Kabbalists alike in a rich variety
of esoteric interpretations. Commentaries as diverse as thz}t of Ezra of
Gerona in the twelfth century and that pseudo-Joseph Kimhi bewail those
who take the book as a love song.5 Yet it was just that aspect which Ezras
contemporary, the rationalist North African ]udah k?en Joseph Ibn Aknin,
saw as positive. Similar to the sentiments expressed in the context of Do?
Vidal Benvenist’s Epber and Dinab is Ibn Aknin’s 1d?a that Splomons
writing in an appealing, belletristic style “was to make it attractive to the
masses”:>°

and when they became a little more learned they would reflect that it cannot
be thought of the like of him that he intended the exoteric sense of the husk
of the words . . ., and those that followed him .. . placed it in the biblical
canon and esteemed it more than their own words . . . and urged people to
study it for it contains exalted secrets and they would thus be prompted to
investigate [them], . . . For this is the way of the Indians in the book they called
Kalila wa-Dimna [a cycle of fables that originated in India and was widely
circulated in medieval Europe]. They spoke in fables in the form of discussions
between animals and birds and went as far as to decorate it with illustrations
50 that the masses would run and savor its wisdom and take pleasure in it until
their intellect strengthens’s and would examine and find the insights and
wisdom bound within.5

With a book like Song of Songs then, a/legorésis has a redemptive quality,*®
for it redeems it from embarrassment in the face of possible misinterpreters
and scoffers. Indeed, there is an additional dimension here. A number of
early Christian theologians had rejected the sacred character of Song of
Songs, but, as part of the canon, it was taken as an allegory of t}_le lovg of
Christ for the church and was made part and parcel of the chr;stologxcal
heritage.* Islam, however, had nosuch vested interest, an.d' aMuslim, wh’ose
religion so prided itself on the sublimity and incomparabxlx.ty of the Qur’an,
could well wonder at the inclusion of the Song of Songs in a collect}on of
sacred writings. Indeed, Ibn Aknin relates a charming story in which he
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shows how allegorésis saved the prestige of Judaism in the face of a rival
religion.

The physician Abu-l-Hasan ben Kamniel related . . . : I visited the Almora-
vide King and found a Jewish physician with him . . . who was explaining the
Song of Songs according to its exoteric sense as a love song. I rebuked that
physician and condemned him before the king and said . . . : “This man is a
stupid ignoramus and knows nothing of our Torah . . . [I then explained that
the text was an allegory] and I convinced the king of this and explained its
meaning and purpose to him . .. and disembarrassed him of the feeling of
contempt which that blithering ignoramus of a physician had prompted in
him..... In this incident, God’s name was sanctified.

If Song of Songs was considered to be problematic because of its erotic
character, the narratives (as opposed to the laws) of the Torah were con-
sidered to be no less so for other reasons. Some of these narratives, like the
story of the fall replete with talking serpent, were considered to be perhaps
a bit taxing on one’s credulity. There were Jewish Celsuses, too, who
considered such things old wives’ tales.5! Some things might well have
happened, as Scripture states,*? but they are recounted primarily to provide
the foundation for a more sophisticated superstructure. Other things, such
as the tales of the patriarchs—like, as we shall see, many rabbinic aggador®
—were considered by some to be frankly rather trivial and less than
worthy of a divine revelation. Rabbi Azriel of Gerona, on the evidence of
b. Hul. 60b, reiterates that “there are passages in the Torah and Scriptures
which would appear worthy of being burnt to those who do not know
their real interpretation” (Perush haaggadot, p. 37).* And 50, as C. S. Lewis
observed, esoteric interpretation, as “the most obvious way of turning
primitive documents to meet the ethical or polemical demands of the
moment,”® moved in. Surely one of the most daring expressions of this
attitude is a passage found in the Zobar (3:152a), which merits citation here

in full:

Rabbi Simeon said: Alas for the man who regards the Torah as a book of
mere tales and profane matters. If this were so, we might even today write
a Torah dealing in such matters and still more excellent. In regard to earthly
things, the kings and princes of the world possess more valuable materials.
We could use them as a model for composing a Torah of this kind. But in
reality the words of the Torah are higher words and higher mysteries. When
even the angels come down into the world [to fulfill a mission], they don the
garment of this world, and if they did not, they could not survive in this
world and the world could not endure them. And if this is true even of the
angels, how much truer it is of the Torah, with which He created them and
‘all the worlds and through which they all subsist. When she descends into
the world, how could the world endure it if she did not don earthly garments?
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If anyone should suppose that the Torah herself is this garment and nothing
else, let him give up the ghost. Such a man will have no share in the world
to come. That is why David (Ps 119:18) said: “Open thou mine eyes, that I
may behold wondrous things out of thy Torah,” namely, that which is
beneath the garment of the Torah. Come and behold: there are garments that
everyone sees, and when fools see a man in a garment that seems beautiful
to them, they do not look more closely. But more important than the gar-
ment is the body, and more important than the body is the soul. So likewise
the Torah has a body, which consists of the commandments and ordinances
of the Torah, which are called gufes torah, “bodies of the Torah.” This body
is cloaked in garments, which consist of wordly stories.® Fools see only the
garment, which is the narrative part of the Torah; they know no more and
fail to see what is under the garment. Those who know more see not only
the garment but also the body that is under the garment. But the truly wise,
the servants of the Supreme King, those who stood at the foot of Mount
Sinai, look only upon the soul, which is the true foundation of the entire
Torah, and one day indeed it will be given them to behold the innermost soul
of the Torah.

Thus, the truly wise, that is, the mystic, will perceive not only the inner
meaning but will one day, in this life or the next, atrain an innermost
ultimate understanding. It is then that he will realize that if he finds any-
thing in the Torah that appears vacuous, it is only because of a deficiency
within him,*’ that nothing is superfluous,® that the driest genealogical and
geographical lists are redolent of supernal wisdom for “there is no difference
between the [list of] captains of Esau and the Ten Commandments for it
is all one entity and one structure” and that “Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai
would expound three hundred halakhot through the mystery of supernal
wisdom on the verse ‘And the name of his wife was Mehetabel the daughter
of Matred the daughter of Me-zahav (Gen 36:39)” (Zohar Hadash 12d).¢°
Nor was it only the mystics who spoke so. Even the alleged archrationalist
Levi ben Abraham ben Hayyim, the scapegoat of the Maimonidean contro-
versy of 1304-1305, expressed essentially the same notion using precisely
the same verses.” :

Concerning other texts, of course, little apology was necessary. The first
chapters of Genesis and of Ezekiel were believed to contain esoteric teach-
ings from rabbinic times. The rabbis (5. Hag. 11b) and the medieval Kab-
balists treated these texts, the ma‘aseb bereshit (“work of creation”) and the
ma‘aseh merkavah (“work of the chariot”) as repositories of mystical lore,
while the medieval rationalists, Maimonides foremost among them (e.g.,
Guide, introduction; Pines, p. 6), took them as referring to natural science
and metaphysics respectively. Thus, Joseph Kimhi’s son, David, a staunch
Maimonidean but one who practiced restraint in the composition of alle-
gorical commentaries, allowed himself free rein in his “secret” commentaries
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on these texts. In the Hexaemeron commentary, the Garden of Eden
represents the active intellect and the tree of life the human intellect, while
the tree of knowledge of good and evil symbolizes the material intellect.
The virtuous human intellect strives toward the active intellect by pursuing
the divine sciences, while the material intellect languishes because of its
material Justs. In the same fashion, the roles of the cast of human characters
are spelled out: Cain, the materialist agriculturalist, was devoid of intellec-
tual atrainments; Abel, who hungered after luxuries, was potentially more
intelligent but allowed his intellect to go to waste; Seth, who was born of
another woman (for Eve had returned to her source), ate from the tree of
life, and was “good seed,” shared the human intellect with Adam and was
the true founder of humanity. The esoteric Ezekiel commentary, inspired
by Maimonides, goes into elaborate detail concerning the creatures, the
wheels, the four faces, the rider, and so forth in order to explain “this
obscure vision . ..and incomprehensible utterance” (Commentary on
Ezekiel, introduction).”!

The Appropriateness of Allegoresis
in a Biblical Commentary

Exegetical gymnastics such as these raised the question of the place of
allegoresis in a biblical commentary. Joseph Kimhy, for example, interprets
Prov 9:1, “Wisdom has built her house; she has hewn out her seven pillars,”
as referring to “the seven cognitive capacities by which man knows the
Creator of the world and all that is in it. They are the five senses in man
and two which are not physical—the reports of informants and the science
of deductive reasoning. . . .. ”72 In other words, he reads a medieval episte-
mological theory into the scriptural text. Yet when his son, David —who,
as we recall, did not shrink from writing allegorical commentaries on the
first chapters of Genesis and Ezekiel and found the “exoteric sense of [the
Garden of Eden story] very garbled (Commentary on Gen 3:1)—comments
on that verse in his own commentary on Proverbs, he avoids any such
“modernizing” tendency and instead of citing a philosophical interpretation
“reverts” to a midrashic type of comment. If this strikes us as odd, it is odder
still that it is not David’s last word on the subject. In his relatively lengthy
introduction to Psalm 119, he explains Prov 9:1 very much in the same
fashion as had his father. In the same way, Rabbi David gives several
rationalistic interpretations of Proverbs—which are not found at all in his
commentary on Proverbs—in the introduction to his Genesis commen-
tary. For example:
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“My son, let them not depart from your eyes, keep sound wisdom (tushiyyah)
and thought (mezimmah) (Prov 3:22).” . .. “Keep sound wisdom (tushiyyah)”
refers to the exoteric [element] in the secrets of the Torah. The word
tushiyyab is derived from the word yesh [“being”], which generally refers to
the sensible, and that is the exoteric. And he said mezimmah which means
“thought” with reference to the esoteric which is understood through ratio-
cination. He said that one should always guard the exoteric and the esoteric
in the Torah in his heart.”?

This anomaly may perhaps be clarified by looking at a similar anomaly.
In explaining Jer 17:12, Rabbi David remarks:

“The throne of glory, on high from the beginning, the place of our sanc-
tuary.” The rabbis referred this to the Temple and said “Seven things were
created before the world was created. One of them was the place of the
Temple...” (Mid. Tehillim 90). They said too that the Temple faces the
throne of glory (Gen. R. 49:7). The commentators have followed this
approach. In the Sefer Yezirah [Book of Creation, an early cosmogonic work],
it says: “the holy sanctuary is set in the middle” (Sefer Yezirah 4:3). I have dealt
with this at length in my commentary on Psalms.

Indeed we find such an esoteric explanation in Kimhi’s comment on Ps
132:2. The reason for this exegetical displacement is alluded to in the con-
tinuation of the preceding passage from the Jeremiah commentary: “{7he
esoteric explanation] is good but it is not connected to the preceding or follow-
ing verses.” And again at Jer 9:23, he cites Maimonides’s rationalistic expla-
nation (Guide 3:54) with approval, finding it “fitting” but “not related to the
context.” His function on the other hand is clear: “I have clearly explained
these two verses for you according to the subject of the chapter in relation
to the context.” Kimhi’s purpose thus becomes evident. In the introduction
to his commentary on Proverbs he notes:

When I considered the various biblical commentaries and I examined all that
my wise predecessors expounded, ... found that everyone had his own
opinion concerning the Book of Proverbs and this confused the mass of
people. Some of the exegetes say that Solomon likened the Torah to a
beautiful wise woman and idolatry to a wicked alien woman. Some explained
that he likened matter to the harlot and the intellectual form to the good and
wise woman. They all cite proofs to confirm their opinions.”*

Kimhi believed—like Maimonides, like Jacob Anatoli,”s like a host of
others—that Solomon wrote this book with two intents, one esoteric and
one exoteric, one philosophical and the other practical. In explicating “the
lovely hind and graceful doe” of Prov 5:19, he hedges: “Rabbi Jonah [Ibn
Janah] explained it allegorically as referring to wisdom. It is possible that
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the author of the book wrote it with two intents in mirid but it is probable
that he spoke about the woman.” Yet at Prov 5:3 he openly admits: “There
is another meaning to this parable but we shall explain it only according
to its plain sense.”7¢

To explain “according to its plain sense” was considered, then, to be at the
root of the scientific exegetical enterprise’ Scripture can and should be
understood according to its esoteric sense: one should go beyond the silver
traceries to perceive the golden apple. But that is the task of the philosopher
and rationalist investigator. The primary responsibility of exegete as exe-
gete is not to reveal what God or the inspired authors did not choose to
reveal openly but only to clarify the immediate message of their words.
When one takes a text out of its context, one may interpret it as one wishes;
in context, however, one must remain faithful to its apparent intent.

The Techniques of Allegorésis

Esoteric interpretation was not arbitrary and whimsical. The techniques of
allegorésis, whether the philosophical brand or the kabbalistic, were based
on textual manipulations made possible by certain attitudes toward
language —and in particular, the sacred language, that of Scripture.

Allegorical narrative and allegoresis both respond to the linguistic context;
in those periods when language is felt to be a numinous object in its own
right, allegorical criticism and allegorical narrative will both appear, the one
focusing on the manipulations the reader can make with a text and the other
creating a text designed to manipulate the reader.”’

And in the low Middle Ages, that great and golden age of allegory, such
a conception of the numinous quality of language was not lacking. The
often quoted kabbalistic tradition cited by Nahmanides states:

The entire Torah consists of the names of God and . . . the words we read
can be divided in a very different way, so as to form [esoteric] names. . . . The
statement in the aggadab to the effect that the Torah was ongmally written
with black fire on white fire (y. Sheq. 6:1) obviously confirms our opinion
that the writing was continuous, without division into words, which made
it possible to read it either as a sequence of [esoteric] names or in the tradi-
tional way as history and commandments. Thus the Torah as given to Moses
was divided into words in such a way as to be read as divine commandments.
But at the same time he received the oral tradition, according to which it was
to be read as a sequence of names.

The question of the magical uses of this theory aside,”” it laid the founda-
tion for such manipulation of the text as follows. Mentioning Rashi’s inter-
pretation of the first three words of Genesis, be-reshit bara Elobim, as “at the
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beginning of God's creation” (NJV: “When God began to create. . )
Nazhmanides adds an interpretation according to the “way of truth,” that is,
the Kabbalah, according to which the second sefirab (hokhmah) emanated
(bara) the third sefirah (elohim). Each sefirab in the kabbalistic systems of
exegesis is assigned one or more divine names as well as a plethora of
epithets and cognomens which make the biblical text a network of allusions
to what transpires in the world of the sefirot, to be deciphered by those who
know the code. But these allusions and this system of code words were
supplemented by a very fundamental technique in interpretation of this
sort —paronomasia, or plays on words.® This was, of course, hardly an
innovation in Jewish literature, for it was one of the pillars of rabbinic
hermeneutics and midrash. Yet it was turned to good use in the new
medieval kabbalistic midrash. For example, continuing the creation
account, the Zobar relates:

“And Melchizedek the King of Salem (shalem) brought out bread and wine”
(Gen 14:18). Rabbi Simeon began his discourse: “In Salem (shalem) also is set
his tabernacle,” etc. (Ps 76:3). Come and see: when the Holy One, blessed be
He, desired to create the world, he drew a flame (the sefirah gevurah) from.
the scintilla of darkness (here apparently the sefirah binah) and blew one
spark against the other: it dimmed and then glowed, and He drew from the
depths (the sefirah hokhmah) one drop (the sefirah hesed) and joined them
together and through them created the world. The flame (gevurab) rose and
ensconced itself on the left and the drop (besed) rose and ensconced itself on
the right, they being intermeshed and entangled, ascending and descending
[in disharmony]. A current of wholeness (shalim, ie., the sefirah tif ’eret)
went forth and immediately both sides became one. [Tif eret] resided bet-
ween them [besed and gevurah) and they were bound with each other. Then
was there peace (shelam) above and peace below and the ladder [the sefirot)
was firm. . . . Then “Melchizedek was the King of Salem,” the King of Salem,
to be sure, the king who governs in wholeness (bi-shelemu). (Zohar 1:86b-87a)

Thus, a temporary disarray in the creation of the “sefirotic” world is
resolved with the creation of tiferet, so that the Holy One, blessed be He,
is the King of Salem (shalem) who brings peace (shelarm) and wholeness
(shelemu) to the world.

But it was not only the Kabbalah that employed paronomasia; philo-
sophical allegory made extensive use of it as well. Thus, in explaining the
meaning of the book of Job, Maimonides plays on the name of Job’s home-
land, Uz, pointing out that among other things it is the imperative of the

verb ‘z: “It is as if [Scripture] said to you: ‘Meditate and reflect on this |
parable, grasp its meaning, and see what the true opinion is”” (Guide 3:22). |
Thus, the exhortation to scrutinize the book of Job for its true message is |

alluded to in an apparently incidental reference to a place name.
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The use of paronomasia was limited only by the philological (or pseudo-
philological) ingenuity of the writer. To one post-Maimonidean, the sons
of Leah symbolized the senses, since one of the sons of Dan is called
Hushim (Hebrew: hushim, “senses”). In this way, Reuben is sight (re'ut),
Simeon (Shim‘on) hearing (shema®), and so forth,#! an approach not all that
different from that of the early Christians who saw Simon of Cyrene as
representing the five senses because he came from the Lybian Pentapolis!#2
Joseph Ibn Kaspi (Provence, turn of the fourteenth century), who was
generally, although not absolutely, disinclined from allegory,** interpreted
the cherubim (keruvim) as the separate intellects who are “mounted
(rekbuvim) on stones of fire.”8* Isaac Arama, the fifteenth-century Spanish
homilist, takes Abraham’s saddling his ass (wa-yabavosh ’et hamoro, Gen
22:3) to refer to the subduing of his material component (kevishat be-heleq
ha-homri),# and Isaac ben Yedaiah, in his commentary on the aggadot, even
interprets Zion (zéyyon) as “the intellectual signification (ha-ziyyun) . . . that
is in man.”%6
have seen, harking back to ancient allegorical traditions, male and female
were standard representations of matter and form;¥” water, which according
to rabbinic tradition represented Torah, now could refer to philosophical
wisdom;®® “evil waters” (Ps 124:5), by association with Christian baptism,
alluded to apostasy® or, as in the flood story, the waters of sin, against
which one is protected by an ark of good deeds with three levels represent-
ing mathematics, physics, metaphysics,® and so forth. Although this was
seldom developed into a full-fledged formalized system, as it was in the
aggadic allegoresis of Isaac ben Yedaiah, its traces were clearly marked.

Yet it was not only the words and letters of the sacred text which were
vehicles of esoteric interpretation; it was the numbers as well. As M.-D.
Chenu has observed: “Numbers were like the thoughts of God, and in
decoding their meaning one discovered the secret of a world whose har-
mony derived from ‘measure and number and weight' (Wisd. 11:20).*!
Numerical manipulations in the form of gematria and other techniques
were integral elements of early rabbinic exegesis as well, but the Middle
Ages developed numerical interpretation in elaborate schemes designed to
reveal the mysteries of the universe. The interpretation of the four rivers
of Eden, which had its origin in the allegorization of the Eden story by
Solomon Ibn Gabirol quoted by Abraham Ibn Ezra, was oft repeated.”? But
this is trivial compared with David Kimhi’s almost encyclopedic listing of
the meaning of the number four in Ezekiel 1 in his esoteric commentary
on that chapter.
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(It refers to] . . . the four elements from which the lower world was formed
and the world of the four species: mineral, vegetable, animal, and rational.
The great luminaries which direct the lower worlds move in fours, for the
sun moves in its course through the four seasons of the year and the moon
in four phases in a month. The day is divided into four periods against the
four elements. Similarly the animal and vegetable kingdoms are in fours. .. ..
In a like fashion, the government of the microcosm is related to the number
four for the governors of the human body are four: the nutritive, the
sensitive, the imaginative, and the appetitive. The nutritive is divided into
four faculties: the ingestive, the retentive, the digestive, and the eliminative,
with the four qualities: heat, cold, dryness and humidity. Item, the four
humors through which the body is maintained: blood, white gall, red gall,
and black gall. Item, the four prime problems: existence, what, how, and
why . ..and four is the first perfect square. Again 1+2+3+4 is equal to
ten....”

But if this listing presumed to be exhaustive—as it is unquestionably
exhausting—other numerical symbolical references taxed one’s energy by
taxing one’s wit, for some ingenuity had to be used in deciphering them.
Thus, the Zobar tells us that on the Sabbath, “the Torah is crowned in
perfect crowns, on this day the [sound of] joy and delectation is heard in
250 worlds” (Zobar 2:88b). It is hardly obvious that the number 250 refers
to the 248 limbs™ of the shekhinah, the sefirab malkhbut, who is embracing
in dance the two sefirot, besed and gevurah—thus 250.

The examples adduced here are perhaps extreme and indeed are deliber-
ately chosen in order to put into relief the kind of approach taken. This
does not mean, though, that esoteric interpretation, especially philosophical
allegoresis, did not have its rules. One of the earliest pronouncements on the
Limits of “nonliteral” interpretation was that of the tenth-century Iraqi
scholar, Saadya Gaon, whose statement has become a classic:

We, the congregation of Israclites, accept in its literal sense and its universally
recognized meaning whatever is recorded in the books of God that have been
transmitted to us. The only exceptions to this rule are those instances in
which the generally recognized and usual rendering would lead to one of the
four [following] results: either () the contradiction of the observation of the
senses . . . ; or (b) the contravention of reason.. . . ; or (¢) a conflict with some
other Scriptural utterance; or finally, (d) 2 conflict with what has been trans-
mitted by rabbinic tradition. . . . Now the method of interpretation to be
adoptedin these exceptional cases is to look for arenderingof the expressions
[that are in doubt}, which would be permissible in the usages of the Hebrew
language and would make it possible for the contradictions to be reconciled.”®

This statement is of course intended to a great extent to deal with the
problem of anthropomorphisms and anthropopathisms, that is, individual
metaphors, rather than the extended metaphor which is allegory as well as
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certain very specific problems, although allegory is by no means excluded.
Yet it was the spirit of this statement that kept a check on what was to be
allegorized not only by him but by Abraham Ibn Ezra.¢ It was really not
until the generations of Maimonides and the post-Maimonideans that eso-
teric interpretation among the philosophers was used not only for limited,
apologetic purposes but also, as we have seen, as a natural mode of exegesis.
Yet even then allegorgsis had, officially at least, its limitations. And i, in
Goethe’s felicitous phrase, “it is in his restraint that the master reveals
himself,” Maimonides once again proved himself the master. Although
Maimonides clearly approved of allegorésis, he used it only to a very limited
extent in the Guide—and where he did do so he indicated that there was
a certain artistry in esoteric exegesis. When a passage is selected for
allegoresis, not every word has to be exploited. As Spenser warned in the
preface to the Faerie Queene: “Many adventures are intermeddled rather as
Accidents than intendments.”” Thus, in the introduction to the Guide,
Maimonides advises that there are two kinds of prophetic parables.

In some of these parables each word has a meaning, while in others the
parablé as a whole indicates the whole of the intended meaning. In such a
parable very many words are to be found, not every one of which adds
something to the intended meaning. They serve rather to embellish the
parable and to render it more coherent or to conceal further the intended
meaning, hence the speech proceeds in such a way as to accord with every-
thing required by the parable’s external meaning. Understand this well.
(Pines, p. 12)

As an example of the first kind, Maimonides cites Gen 28:12-13, the
account of Jacob’s ladder; as an example of the second, Prov 7:6-21, the
story of the harlot. Explaining that the passage is an allegory in which the
harlot represents matter, the cause of all bodily pleasures, against the
pursuit of which one is warned, Maimonides insists that certain phrases are
completely tangential to the narrative.

What can be submitted for the words, “Sacrifices of peace-offerings were due
from me, this day have I paid my vows” (7:14). What subject is indicated by
the words, “I bave decked my couch with coverlets?” (7:16) And what subject
is added to the general propositions by the words, “For my husband is not at
homes” (7:19)

He warns then:

[When thf: reader] find[s] in some chapter of this Treatise I have explained
the meaning of a parable and have drawn your attention to the general prop-
osition signified by it, you should not inquire into all the details occurring
in the parable, nor should you wish to find significations corresponding to
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them. For doing so would lead you into one of two ways: either into turning
aside from the parable’s intended subject, or into assuming an obligation to
interpret things not susceptible of interpretation and that have not been
ingested with a view to interpretation. (Guide, introduction; Pines, p. 14)

These, of course, are the words of a master, of one who knew how to prac-
tice restraint, of one who knew how not to outdo himself. And indeed, on
these verses, where the master gave guidance, the disciples followed,
although elsewhere they might be less discreet and judicious. In this way,
Zerahiah Hen in his rather lengthy commentary on Proverbs was faithful
to the master and refrained from explicating three verses in Proverbs 7
which Maimonides considered decorative, although he was prolix on the
others; whereas Immanuel of Rome singled these verses out as coming only
to flesh out the chapter.”®

Samuel Ibn Tibbon saw another reason for this sort of literary “padding.”
Connecting it with the Maimonidean style of esoteric writing, in which the
truth is hidden in a web of repetition and contradiction in order to conceal
it from the masses, he states:

This is the way of concealment used by Ecclesiastes in his book in order to
make his rhetoric more difficult, by the use of equivocity, by both dropping
and adding necessary connections [between themes] and this makes it pos-
sible for someone to interpret in a way counter to the intended interpreta-
tion ... but the man of understanding will understand. ... It should not
occur to you that [Ecclesiastes] is needlessly repetitious. ... Any time he
repeats himself or appears to contradict himself he does it intentionally, and
the intelligent reader will understand what he wanted to innovate by this
repetition, and which of the two contradictory teachings is the truth which
the author wishes to communicate.”

Again then, deliberate obfuscation helps draw the ways of the labyrin-
thine maze from which the adept must seek to extricate himself.

Allegorical Interpretation of Rabbinic Literature

The problems encountered by medieval Judaism in reading the Bible were
to be no less severe when it came to interpreting rabbinic midrash, espe-
cially the aggadah or nonlegal material. It was once again not just a question
of individual anthropomorphic or anthropopathic phrases but of entire
passages —passages that were the products of an essentially oriental litera-
ture, couched in the language and painted in the colors of the oriental
imagination, which were now to be read by those who professed —with the
rise of Islam, the absorption of Greek culture, and the translation of
Judaism to Western Europe—an occidental religion. In his Kuzari, the

[334] APPLES OF GOLD 129

twelfth-century Andalusian thinker, Judah Halevi, raises this problem in
the imaginary dialogue between a Jewish sage and the king of the Khazar
nation, who had just converted to Judaism and was receiving instruction in
his new religion. The sage admits that there may indeed be many a thing
in rabbinic literature “which is considered less attractive today,” but “was
held proper in those days.” Taking the opening, the king indeed notes that
“the application of such verses once for legal deductions, another time for
homiletic purposes, does not tally with their real meaning. Their aggadot
and tales are often against reason.” The sage advises that rather than con-
sider the rabbis deficient in the art of dialectic, one must take the apparently
difficult aggadot either “as basis and introduction for explanations and
injunctions” in the case of the anthropomorphic and anthropopathic agga-
dot or the “tales of visions and spirits, a matter which is not strange in such
pious men.” Others are clearly esoteric “parables employed to express
mysterious teachings which were not to be made public. For they are of
no use to the masses and were handed over to a few select persons for
research and investigation, if a proper person suitable —one in an age, or
in several—could be found. Other sayings appear senseless on the face of
them, but that they have their meaning, becomes apparent after but a little
reflection” (emphasis added).

The aggadot, then, are not to be taken lightly, for, like certain biblical
passages, they are reserved for a limited elite. As an example, Halevi cites
a passage from b. Pes. 54b and b. Ned. 39b:

“Seven things were created prior to the world: Paradise, the Torah, the just,
Israel, the throne of glory, Jerusalem, and the Messiah, the son of David.”
This is similar to the saying of some philosophers: “The primary thought
includes the final deed.” It was the object of divine wisdom in the creation
of the world to create the Torah, which was the essence of wisdom, and
whose bearers are the just, among whom stands the throne of glory and the
truly righteous, who are the most select, viz. Israel, and the proper place for
them was Jerusalem, and only the best of men, viz. the Messiah, son of
David, could be associated with them, and they all entered Paradise. Figura-
tively speaking, one must assume that they were created prior to the world.
(Kuzart 3:67-73).1%

Thus, the difficult passages are to be taken as allegories and metaphors.
Maimonides formalizes this principle by categorizing in several places three
approaches to aggadah, two erroneous and one correct. Two classes take the
words of the aggadah literally: one accepts them at face value and imagines
that the sages “have said these things in order to explain the meaning of the
text in question,” and the other “holds the [midrashim] in slight esteem and
holds them up to ridicule, since it is clear and manifest that this is not the
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meaning of the biblical text in question.” The fundamentalist “first class
strives and fights with a view to proving, as they deem,‘ tbe correctness of
the midrashim and to defending them and think that this is the true mean-
ing of the [biblical] text and that the midrashim have the same status as the
traditional legal decisions.” But both classes are gravely in error, for ht_er-
alism can lead only to blind fundamentalism, on the .one.hand, or mocking
rejection on the other. What both groups must real{ze is that the aggadot
“have the character of poetical conceits whose meaning 1s not obscure for
someone endowed with understanding. At that time this metho_d was gen-
erally known and used by everybody, just as the poets use poetical expres-
sions.” To illustrate this, Maimonides cites the aggadah from b. Ket. 15a
(quoted above) which plays on Deut 23:14, according to wh}cl? the
command to have a paddle (yated) on one’s weapon (*azenekha) is inter-
preted as a moral homily according to wh}ch one.shou‘ld plug one’s ear
(oznekba) on hearing something reprehensible. Maimonides rails:

Would that I knew whether, in the opinion of these ignoramuses, this
tannaite believed this to be the interpretation of the text, that such was the
purpose of this commandment. ... I do not think that anyone of sound
intellect will be of this opinion. But this is a most witty poetical conceit by
means of which he instills a noble moral quality .. -and he props 1t up
through a reference to a [biblical] rext, as is done in poetical compositions.

Although the example brought by Maimonides .is not allegorical, the
principle is established. As Judah Halevi put it, the biblical text is a fu!crum
on which the true meaning of the parable turns. Although he himself
would not, as a rule, allegorize the aggadah, he most certainly opened the
door for others to do s0.1% His rather limited expositions would be de\'rel—
oped by a wide variety of writers into interpretations such as the following
explication of an apparently fanciful passage from b. Baba Batra 75a by
Shem Tov ben Isaac Shaprut:

Rabbah stated in the name of . . . R. Johanan: The .Holy One, blessed bg He,
will in time to come make a tabernacle for the righteous frt_)r{)l the skin of /
Leviathan; for it is said “Can you fill tabernacles with his skin (Job 40:31). ©
If a man is worthy, a tabernacle is made fo; him. If a man is [sufﬁcneptly] é
worthy, a covering is made for him; if he is not worghy [even of .thls], a
necklace is made for him; if he is not worthy [even of this] an amulet is made é
fof(:l:& that the skin (‘o7) alludes to light (*o7) and emanation which the soul
acquires as they said in the baggadab: “And the Lord”God made . .. garmen}:s
of skin (‘07) (Gen 3:21), i.e. , garments of light (*or)” (Gen. Rab. 20:12). 'l}'1 e
sage clarified for us the purpose of the resurrection of the dead. He said t a(;

it is [to enable] man to acquire the perfection which he had not acquire
previously because of all extraneous matters which prevent apprehension,
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and at the time of the resurrection there will be no tempter (satan) or evil
affliction and one will be able to apprehend that which he is lacking. He also
advised that one should not think that at that time all will be equal for there
will be differentiation according to [the degree of] apprehension for there are
those who apprehend a great deal and those who apprehend a bit. . . . Now
reader, see how all these haggadot explain great secrets and awesome matters
bidden from the eyes of the sages. Praised be God who revealed their-intention
to us so we could understand their inner meaning'»

Although there would be not a few who, like Ibn Shaprut, would attempt
to penetrate the true meaning of the rabbinic dicta, Maimonides, like Judah
Halevi, was less than optimistic about the possibility. Whereas the latter
saw only “one in an age or in several,” Maimonides says that the third class
of people, those who truly understand, are so few that they can be con-
sidered a class only in the sense that the sun is considered a species.!** And
in principle they were correct, for opposition to allegorésis of the aggadot
was rife especially during the time of the thirteenth-century Maimonidean
controversy. Those who favored esoteric interpretation of the aggadab
constantly harked back to earlier authorities to establish the legitimacy of

their approach—David Kimhi to the Geonim!% and Yedaiah Ha-Penini of
Beziers who argued:

It is not today that we started to allegorize the haggadot . . . and understand
them in a manner other than their exoteric sense. I will say that we are not
only permitted to do so but that we are commanded by the master of blessed
memory [Maimonides] to be concerned for the honor of our sainted sages
and to clarify and explain them in a fashion which will be compatible with
the truth without the roots of the faith being affected.!?¢

Such justificatory statements have, to a great extent, led some to see in
the philosophical allegorésis of the midrash an apologetic tendency, a sense
of embarrassment in confronting the fanciful and at times “irrational”
aggadah. Such aggadot had been, it is true, under attack by forces outside
of rabbinic Judaism to show the alleged absurdity of rabbinic traditions and
teachings.'”” Karaism, Islam, and Christianity all contributed thetr share to
attacking the midrashic heritage.!% It is true too that such aggador were
problematic for those biblical exegetes who were interested in following the
plain sense of Scripture.!® But this did not necessarily mean that the
“rationalists,” more than any other Jews, were embarrassed by the aggadah.
Rather, the huge exegetical enterprise undertaken by them shows a convic-
tion (note the enthusiastic conclusion of Ibn Shaprut’s remarks cited above!)
that rabbinic tradition contains the teachings of Greek philosophy. It was
the task of the exegete of aggadah to decipher these teachings, which the
rabbis masked in fanciful guise very much for the same reasons that the
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biblical writers ostensibly masked their esoteric teachings in disguise —to
hide the truth from dolts,'1° to make their teachings more appealing to the
masses, and so forth. In this way, the motivation of the philosophizers
would be similar to that of the Kabbalists in their quest to. extract kab-
balistic teachings from rabbinic midrash and thereby demonstrate the antig-
uity of the Kabbalah. Thus, Rabbi Azriel of Gerona in the thirteenth
century would write a commentary on the aggador in which many passages
would be explained according to the sefirotic system. The anthropomor-
phic passage about God’s wearing phylacteries is explained in terms of the
ten sefirot: the four compartments of the head phylactery represent the first
four sefirot, the fifth sefirab, “strength,” is represented by the “left hand of
God,” on which the hand phylactery is placed on the basis of the proof text
Isa 26:8. That the word yadekhab (“your hand”) in “It will be as a sign on
your hand” (Exod 13:16) is spelled with a superfluous beh, the fifth letter
of the Hebrew alphabet shows, too, that the phylactery placed on the left
hand is the fifth sefirab. The lower five sefiror are represented by the knot
of the phylacteries, which, according to tradition, was revealed to Moses
when he was shown God’s back (Exod 33:24).11!

Esoteric Interpretation of the Commandments:
Allegory versus Symbol

The search for the esoteric sense of aggadah had, as do all matters aggadic—
its halakhic parallel, the quest for the inner meaning of the mizwot, of the
commandments of the Torah according to their traditional rabbinic inter-
pretations. The imperative of seeking out this meaning is given a striking
rationale by Jacob Anatoli. He harks back to the Christian argument,
familiar to us from the statement from Joseph Kimhi’s Book of the Covenant
with which we began this paper, that “we eat the husks while they eat the
fruit” and argues that this is indeed the case. The problem is that “their fruit
is the fruit of falsehood, while the fruit of truth, as bequeathed by Moses,
is not cultivated because of Jewish negligence and superficiality in reading
the Scriptures.”112

The entire question of this esoteric interpretation of the commandments
has far-reaching consequences not only in terms of the history of exegesis
but in terms of Jewish religious history as well. It is here also that some have
seen a strong line of demarcation between the approach of the philosophers
and that of the Kabbalists. According to this dichotomy, the allegorésis of
the philosophers had the potential for leading to the abandonment of the
actual observance of the commandment itself. In other words, there was a
potential (and at times allegedly actual) antinomianism, since, according to
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this conception, if one understood the philosophical rationale of a com-
mandment there was no longer any need to perform it in deed. In contrast,
kabbalistic exegesis of the commandments is held to be symbolic, the
symbol—in this case, the commandment —retaining its own integrity.

The thing which becomes a symbol retains its original form and its original
context. It does not become, so to speak, an empty shell, into which another
content is poured; in itself, through its own existence, it makes another real-
ity transparent which cannot appear in any other form. If allegory can be’
defined as the representation of an expressible something by another express-
ible something, the mystical symbol is an expressible representation of some-
thing which lies beyond the sphere of expression and communication.'?

Before examining the validity of this point of view, let us review the
treatment of a particular mizwah, namely, that of dwelling in a booth or
sukkab during the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev 23:42-43), in the philosophical
tradition and the Zobar.

In dealing with the former, our primary concern is not with the issue of
ta‘amei ha-mizwot, the enterprise of explaining the reasons for which the
commandments were actually given, but with actual allegorization of the
commandment. The ta‘am or reason is fairly straightforward. Whether
Maimonides, Gersonides, or others, all agree that the reason for the
commandment is that one dwell in the sukkab in order to be reminded of
the days of poverty in the desert, so that he may be grateful to God for his
present prosperity, or to be reminded of the miracles performed in the
desert.!’* Allegorization, on the other hand, follows the pattern we have
been observing. Bahya ben Asher, who combined philosophy with Kab-
balah, explains the minimal seven handspans required for the width of the
sukkah''s as representing the seven liberal arts, the ten for the height the
ten commandments, and the seventy square handspans of each side the
seventy “faces” of the Torah.!*¢ According to Gersonides, the covering (sik-
kukb) of the sukkah, made of some material that is naturally grown from
the earth, has the function of teaching that, as one becomes aged and the
veil (masakh) of matter is removed from the intellect and becomes fragile
like the covering of the sukkah, one must not think one can abandon the
study of the natural sciences and engage only in metaphysics but must still
engage in the former since they lead to the latter, and ultimately to the awe
of God."” Hasdai Crescas again interprets the covering of the sukkab
allegorically: T

As the body is the vehicle for the soul which is the form of man and shelters
him, the covering is the essence of the sukkab and shelters him. Thus the
Torah commanded that it be made of material which grows from the ground
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to indicate submission and that it not be subject to defilement in order to
alert us concerning the purity of our souls.!’?

Moving now from these rationalistic allegorizations of' elements pf thi
sukkab, let us review one kabbalistic, specifically Zoharic, interpretation.'

Among the interpretations of the Zohar of the Feast .of Tabernacles is
that of the invitation into the sukkab of “guests,” *ushpizin, a word related
10 one found in rabbinic literature meaning “inn”12° but given the connota-
tion of “guest” by the author, probably under the influence of the C:j\stxllan
buésped. This apparently extraneous bit of philology 1s qseful in that it dates
to the Middle Ages the custom of *ushpizin, a custom Wldely pract'lced unt'll
today even by Jews totally unaware of its Zoharic origins. According to this
custom, seven heavenly guests, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron,
Joseph, and David, are invited into the sukkab on each of the seven days
of the holiday. These heavenly guests are the seven heavenly days, t}}at is,
the seven lower sefirot, and by the fulfillment of the precept, the unity of

3
the seven sefirot is brought about. 0

» o
R. Abba said: It is written: “In booths shall you dwell, seven days” (Lev X

23:42). The Zobar reads the verse as if the seven supernal days, the seven
seﬁrot), are being addressed. And afterwards: “they shall dwell in booths” (Lev
23:42). ... The first is for the guests Cushpizin), the second for those of this
world. The first for the guests as when R. Himnuna the Elder entered the
sukkab, he rejoiced and stood at the entrance of the sukkab from within and
said: “Let us invite the guests, let us set the table.” He stood and blessed and
said: “You shall dwell in booths seven days (Lev 23:42). Be seated, O
supernal guests, be seated! Be seated, O guests of faith, be seated!” He raised
his hands and rejoiced and said: “Happy is our portion, happy the portion
of Isracl as it is written for the portion of the Lord is His people™(Num
32:9), and he would sit down. The second [verse, Lev 23:42], refers to those
of this world, for he who has a portion in his people and in the holy land
sits in the shadow of faith to receive the guests and rejoice in this world and
the next. (Zobar 3:103b-104a).

It is at this point that the Zohar adds its own dimension to its under§tand}ng
of the performance of the commandments. Their purpose, the unification
of the upper world, the world of the sefiros, is not accomplished unless there
is a corresponding fulfillment below in this world. T'herefore, the invitation
of the heavenly guests will be to no avail for they will not grace the sukkallzoi
unless earthly guests, the poor (and, for Bahya ben Asher, the scholars,
for who can be poorer than they?), are invited as well.

1 ? Because
Nonetheless, one must give pleasure to the poor. For what reason?
the portion of the guests (ushpizin) which he invited belongs to the poor.
And he who sits in the shadow of the faith, and does not give them their
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portion has them all get up and leave saying: “Do not eat the bread of him
that has an evil eye” (Prov 23:6), for it develops that the table he set was
intended for him and not for the Holy One, blessed be He. Concerning him,
it is said: “I will spread dung upon your faces” (Mal 2:3), “the dung o? your
sacrifices” (Mal 2:3), and not My sacrifices. Woe to him when the guests of
faith get up and leave his table. (Zohar 3.104a).

In this way, the esoteric level of the commandment has no validity unless
the exoteric level —the literal observance of the commandment—is ful-
filled. Further, the purpose of the commandment according to the philoso-
phers, the recollection of the Israelites’ poverty in the desert, is translated
here into action, recollection through concern for the poor. And he who
shows no such concern for the poor, the representatives of the patriarchs

who symbolize the sefirot, is cursed in the roundest and most colorful
terms.

Rabbi Abba said: Abraham would always stand at the crossroads to invite
guests and set the table for them. Now, when they invite him and all the
righteous ones and King David and do not give them their portion, Abraham
gets up from the table and says: “Depart, I pray you, from the tents of these
wicked men” (Num 16:26) and they all leave with him. Isaac says: “The belly
of the wicked shall want” (Prov 13:25). Jacob says: “The morsel you have
eaten you shall vomit up” (Prov 23:8). The rest of the righteous say: “For all
tables are full of filthy vomit and no place is clean” (Isa 28:8). King David
[representative of the sefirah malkhut, which serves as the agent for punishing
the wicked] says [this verse] and exerts retribution. . .. (Zobar 3:104a)

But he who fulfills the commandment in sincerity, even if his means only
allow him to do so in the humblest capacity, is greatly blessed.

Rabbi Eleazar said: The Torah has not laid a burden on man greater than he
can bear, as it is written: “every man shall give as he is able” (Deut 16:17).
Let not one say: first, I shall eat to satiety and quench my thirst and shall
give to the poor what remains; but the first portion is for the guests. And
if he gives pleasure to the guests and satisfies them, the Holy One, blessed
be He, rejoices with him and Abraham invokes the verse: “Then shall you
delight in the Lord” (Isa 58:14) while Isaac invokes the verse: “No weapon
that is formed against you shall prosper” (Isa 54:17). (Zobar 3:104a)

What does an example such as this teach us of the effect of esoteric exegesis
on halakhic practice? Despite the presence of ostensibly antinomian pas-
sages in Zoharic literature, the Tigquney Zobhar and Ra‘ya Mebeimna and in
kabbalistic literature in general,'?? the prevalent trend is a confirmation of
the actual observance of the mizwah since only that which has a corre-
spondence in the lower world can have reality in the upper world. The ques-

tion that needs examination, then, is the widespread view that philosophical
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allegorésis led to abandonment of the observance of halakbab. There are two
bases for this view, one historical and one literary critical. The former
stems largely from the criticism heard during the Maimonidean contro-
versy of the thirteenth century in which, among other things, the allegorists,
in their attempt to imitate Maimonides, “made dark light and light dark”
and “went out against Eden, the Garden of God, for which all Israel longs;
it was a beautiful sight to behold . .. after them it was a desolation.”!#
According to these critics the very foundations of the faith were shaken by
the allegorization of the creation story, since the observance of the Sabbath
rests on the principle of creation.’?* They tell too of actual ritual indiffer-
ence, laxity in prayer, and so forth.!$
The latter, literary-critical view, which sees in philosophical allegorésis a
catalyst for the abandonment of halakhic observance, is the distinction
between allegory, in which the literal sense is nulled or annulled, and sym-
bol, in which that which is symbolized participates in the symbol —in this
case, the mizwah—and therefore the precept itself cannot be annulled.
The difficulty with the first critique of philosophical allegoresis, stemming
primarily from the acrimonious feuding of the Maimonidean controversy,
is that we have virtually no evidence that these charges had any validity.
As is true with so many heresy hunts throughout history, our literary
records present the point of view of the accusers rather than that of the
accused. The latter, the so-called philosophizers or rationalists, continually
protest their orthodoxy, and indeed the sources give us scant reason to
doubt them. The one example continuously branded as an archheretic, Levi
ben Hayyim, was in reality hardly immoderate in his views and was lauded
by his familiars for his piety. If negligence in religious observance did exist,
it seems to have been due more to general indifference rather than to
sophisticated intellectual considerations.'¢
The second critique, the literary-critical, with its distinction between
allegory and symbol, has its origins in Goethe and since his time has
undergone numerous modifications and metamorphoses.'? To a certain
extent, this literary-critical crux seems to mirror or at least parallel the
distinction made in modern times between allegory and typology in Chris-
tian biblical exegesis. The former, with its roots in Philo and Origen is seen
as discarding the literal or historical sense; the latter, with its purpose of
establishing the link between one historical reality and another, is seen as
preserving it.!* Typology is, then, “a legitimate extension of the literal
sense, while word allegory is something entirely alien: the former is in truth
exegesis, the latter is not.”'?* This approach has led to a general embarrass-
ment on the part of modern Christian exegetes with allegory, that is, moral
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allegory, which is a “rationalistic phenomenon” over against typology
which is “concerned with tying into facts, not spiritual truths.”13° ,

To transfer the problematics of modern Christian biblical exegesis and
certain outmoded theories of literary criticism to concerns of medieval
]e?vish theology is, to say the least, fraught with difficulties.’*! For one
thpg, patristic and medieval Christian exegesis repeated, by 'and large, its
insistence that the spiritual senses, tropology and so forth, that which the
m.oderns call allegory, in no way annuls but indeed validates the literal or
historical: “Spiritual understanding is founded on the literal and pre-
supposes it,”132 It is true, of course, that Christian recognition of the literal
sense did not necessarily imply literal fulfillment. Whereas even the proph-
ecies concerning Jerusalem, which had been traditionally spiritualized in
Christian tradition, were taken literally when historical circumstances
made it desirable, that is, with the establishment of the Crusader king-
dom,'>* the fulfillment of the ritual commandments was not, for they were
considered a category unto themselves.!** In no way, however, should we
commit the fallacy of drawing an analogy between Jewish spiritualization
fmd allegorization of the commandments and that of Christianity against
its background of conceptions of a new dispensation and freedom from
the “law.” 1%

/_\nd so we find Jacob Anatoli, the object of so much criticism in the
Maimonidean controversy, stressing in the very context of his sermon for
Tabernacles that “true opinions need deeds in order to reinforce them.”13
Yet the fifteenth-century Spanish Jewish philosopher, Joseph Albo, address-
ing himself to Christian spiritualization of the commandments, notes in his
Book of Roots that the Torah is called “testimony” (Exod 25:21, Ps 132:12)
to signify that the words of the Torah are to be taken at their face value
like the testimony of witnesses in a court case, and that we must not give’
them. ﬁgurative interpretations (we-lo na‘aseh labem zurot) or read into them
f‘:ondltxons or time limitations that are not explicitly stated. He insists that
no man has the power to abolish the literal meaning of the commandments
by interpretation.” At the same time, however, many passages in the Torah
“bear allusion to more noble and celestial things. Thus, the account of the
tabernacle refers to real things, and at the same time bears allusion to
sublime and celestial things. . . .” In sum, “there are in the Torah expressions
which allude to other nobler and more sublime things, and yet are also true
in their literal meaning. This is especially true of the commandments. They
do allude to noble and sublime things, but at the same time there is an
important purpose in themselves and in their performance.”i%

Thus are the words of a “philosopher,” writing, it is true, ostensibly against
the background of an anti-Christian polemic but essentially reiterating the
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traditional Jewish view that multiple interpretation of Scripture leaves each
level of interpretation intact. And this is indeed in complete harmony with
what reading or practicing allegory is all about. As C. S. Lewis has warned,
one must be wary of the danger of “attend[ing] to the signification in the
abstract and . .. throw[ing] aside the allegorical imagery as something
which has done its work.”13® For the one cannot dispense with the other,
in that “allegory calls attention to the ‘other’ —in a word to God, or to some
sort of possible ‘sacredness’; by interfolded correspondences between word
and word, one woven web of sense (one text) calls attention to the plexed
(or ‘folded)) artistry of another text.”* Allegory is not then a throwing
away but, as W. Y. Tindall notes—if we transfer his use of the term “sym-
bol” to ours of “allegory”—a “throwing . . . together.”!*°

Thus, the dichotomy between rationalistic allegorésis and kabbalistic
interpretation would have to be tempered, first of all, on literary-critical
grounds.!*! Moreover, certain Kabbalists themselves were prepared to make
use of philosophical allegory itself as a legitimate mode of interpretation
even though it was not the kabbalistic truth. Bahya ben Asher in his Kad
ha-Qemab discusses the very mizwah, sukkah, with which we began.

Therefore one must fulfill the precept of sukkab concretely (be-murgash) and
consider its ideational (be-muskal) character, [for . . . it is the latter which is]
its ultimate purpose . . . for the physical (gashmit) level is not like the idea-
tional (sikhlit) level. Now it is known that our forefathers experienced both
at the Red Sea: . . . the physical crossing . . . when they physically perceived
that remarkable miracle and the metaphysical perception as our rabbis said:
“A maidservant at the Red Sea saw what Ezekiel ben Buzi did not” (Mekbilta,
Shirab 3). Thus it is the essence of the fulfillment of a mizwah that one
contemplates its essence which is its metaphysical and esoteric element. But
one is fulfilled only through both, for even though one knows the esoteric
level (nistar) of a precept, one is not exempted from fulfilling it on the exo-
teric level (nigleb). Of this it is written: “The hidden things (ha-nistarot) are
the Lord our God’s and the revealed things (ba-niglot) are for us and our sons”
(Deut 29:28), . . . i.e., we are under the obligation to fulfill them exoterically
for with a knowledge of the esoteric we cannot possibly be exempted from
the exoteric.'?

What does exist here is a hierarchy in the levels of meaning, whether in
the Kabbalists’ four senses, in the simpler formulation of the eleventh-
century Spanish philosopher Bahya Ibn Paquda that “the rational and prac-
tical commandments . .. are only a means by which to ascend to the
intellectual perception which is the ultimate purpose intended in the crea-
tion of the human species in this world,”* or in that of his later namesake,
Bahya ben Asher, falling back on Maimonides’s parable: “For the superior-
ity of the esoteric over the exoteric is as the superiority of gold over
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silver.”1* But hierarchy does not mean abrogation. The more precious the
apple of gold, the more must it be guarded by its silver encasement.

Afterword

As a postscript, one may inquire about what remains of this treasure of gold
and silver which medieval Judaism bequeathed to posterity. Is it, like so
many Hebrew manuscripts of the period, to be placed on the block at
Sotheby’s and be ultimately viewed as a museum piece or hidden in a dark
climate-controlled vault to be taken out occasionally at the request of some
odd antiquarian or doctoral student researching a dissertation? Or indeed
has it had and does it have a more vital function to fulfill> We have noted
previously the embarrassment of modern Christian biblical scholars and
theologians at certain types of allegorical exegesis, not only among Protes-
tants, who might be expected to be freer in dispensing with the patristic or
medieval legacy,!*s but among Catholics as well. As for Judaism, one would
be hard pressed to find very many modern Jews who would accept
medieval philosophical allegorésis at face value although kabbalistic inter-
pretation in various modifications and among diverse sectors of the con-
temporary Jewish world still retains meaning. Yet this is not the real point
at issue.

One of the most difficult concepts to convey to the student embarking
on a study of a religious tradition or a particular form of that tradition is
that it is not the intention or desire of the instructor to indoctrinate or
catechize the student but rather to have the latter appreciate it on its own
terms and, if possible, to empathize with its adherents, to penetrate their
minds—even as an outsider looking in; to see with their eyes—even through
the glass darkly. If one were to study medieval Jewish esoteric exegesis in
this light, one would appreciate that perhaps its most significant legacy for
modern Judaism has not been any particular doctrinal interpretation or
form of interpretation but the very principle of freedom of interpretation
itself, that the Scriptures, biblical or postbiblical, bear more than one mean-
ing, that a modernist approach to a text need not rule out a commitment
1o belief in tradition. Thus, one retains one’s foundation without funda-
mentalism, one’s faith in the Creator without creationism.

This was put on a sardonic level by Walter Kaufmann in his “Dialogue
Between Satan and an Atheist.” Complaining that arguing with Jews about
Scripture never got him anywhere, Satan laments: “They knew the texts as
well as I did, made connections from verse to verse across a hundred pages
much more nimbly than I did, and were never, absolutely never, fazed by
anything I said. . .. Usually they produced some rabbi who, more than a
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thousand years ago, had made my point and been given some classical
answer. 146

When asked why he could not show that their interpretations were
untenable, Satan replies that that was not the point at issue:

For they considered the whole thing a game, and they played it according
to special rules; by their rules, their arguments were tenable. They never
claimed that Moses had meant all the things they put into his mouth. Of course
not. But according to the rules of the game it could be argued that an inter-
pretation of the words of Moses was correct in spite of that—even several
conflicting ones.!¥’

Through the art of interpretation —the game, if you will—Moses’ hard,
chiseled tablets become pliable, malleable, flexible—no more to be shat-
tered but to retain their wholeness and integrity.

Thus, when the late Chief Rabbi of Palestine, Abraham Isaac ha-Kohen
Kook, was asked concerning the legitimacy of the findings of modern
biblical scholarship for the pious Jew, he replied, relying on some of the
texts we have cited above, that although one need not blindly accept them,
neither must one blindly reject them: “For the purpose of the Torah is not
to tell us simple facts and stories. Its essence is that which lies within (tokb),
the inner elucidation of the material.”1*8 If anything, he continues, should
modern biblical scholarship challenge traditional understanding of the
Torah, all the better! For it will spur on the pious Jew to probe more deeply
and search out the Torah’s profounder intents.!*® Yes, a game it may all be,
but it is one that has allowed Judaism to be continued to be played out in
earnest.
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Keep Your Sons from Scripture:
The Bible in Medieval Jewish
Scholarship and Spirituality

Frank Talmage

1. THE ROLE OF SCRIPTURE

The epithet ‘‘people of the book’* by which

styled themselves was not self-conferred. Ii, was bestgzv:?rxio};a‘tlﬁeg 0:: li);
was upon Chrigtians and Zoroastrians, by Islam to indicate their statu; as a
people possessing an authentic pre-Quranic revelation and therefore assured
of the option of retaining their ancestral religion rather than having to con-
ver't. In the case of the Jews, the ‘‘book’’ was the Book, the Hebrew Bible

which Israel saw itself as faithfully preserving and observing. Yet there wa;
by no means universal consensus as to rabbinic Judaism’s fidelity to the sa-
cred text. From within, Karaism denounced Rabbanism, which was to be the
preYalent form of Judaism, and its ‘‘Oral Torah’’ as a perversion and dis-
tortion of the entrusted revelation.! From without, early Christianity, in the
{\ugustlman formulation, recognized the Jewish people as the heirs ’of bib-
lical Israel and consequently entitled to continued existence as the living wit-
ness to the pre-Christian tradition. Yet, if we are to accept Jeremy Cohen’s

thesis, it was the thirteenth-century mendicant friars who realized that rab-

binic Judaism was not §t all identical with Israelite religion, and that con-
sequently the justification for the continued existence of this heretical

cult—loyal to the precepts of neither th
longer held.? P r the Old nor the New Testaments—no

e question we raise here, however, is not how *‘biblical’’ rabbinic Ju-
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