Introduction to Midrash

Rabbi Chaim Metzger
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What are Midrashim

Collections of Tannaitic statements



Types of Midrashim

Midrash Halakha
Midrash Aggadah
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Midrash Halakha

Collections of Halakhic statements by Tannaitic Sources (finalized 3" century CE) with some
stories as well. According to R” Dovid Zvi Hoffman:

1. School of Rabbi Akiva —

)  Mechilta dRabbi Shimon Bar Yochai (Shemot)
) Sifra or Torat Cohanim (Vayikra)
)
)

Sifrei Zuta (Bamidbar)
Sifrei (Devarim)

2. School of Rabbi Yishmael

Mechilta dRabbi Yishmael (Shemot)
Sifrei (Bamidbar)

Mechilta (Devarim)

Midrash Tanaim

a
b
C
d

a)
b)
C)
d)



Midrash Aggadah

Can be divided into two categories:
1. Aggadic Works — tell a story

2. Midrashim — expound verses or words exegetically
a) Interpretive Midrash
b) Homiletical Midrash



Aims of Midrash Aggadah
Dr. Moshe Simon Shoshan

1. Textual Concerns
a) Omnisignificance
b) Gap Filling
c) Dialogue between distant verses

a) Resolving contradictory verses:
b) Creating thematic or linguistic connections:

2. ldeological concerns

3. Aesthetic-Artistic concerns



How to deal with fantastic elements?



Rambam Introduction to 10t Chapter of Sanhedrin

People are divided into three groups:

1) The first - ... believes them according to their simple
meaning, and does not reason that they have any sort of
esoteric meaning. And for them, the impossible things
must correspond to reality. However they do this as a
result of their not understanding wisdom; and they are
far from the sciences and they do not have wholeness so
that they be aroused on their own and they did not find
someone to arouse them.

2) And the second group is also numerous, and they are
the ones that saw the words of the sages or heard them,
and understood them according to their literal meaning,
and thought that the sages did not intend in them
anything more than that which is indicated by the simple
[understanding]. And they come to make them foolish
and to disgrace them and to bring ill-repute to that
which has no ill repute; and they mock the words of the
sages...

3) And the third is, as God lives, very small to the point
that is not fitting to call them a group except in the same
way as one says about the sun that it is a species [even
if] itis [in fact] unique. And these are the same people to
whom the greatness of the sages, may they be blessed,
and the quality of their intellect was made clear, from
what was found among their words, [things] that
indicate matters that are very true. And even though
[these things] are few and scattered in different places in
their compositions, they indicate their wholeness and
that they grasped the truth; and that the impossibility of
the impossible and the necessity of that which exists was
also clear to them. And [the members of the third group]
knew that [the sages], peace be upon them, were not
saying jokes; and it became established for them that
[the sages'] words have a revealed and a secret meaning,
and that in everything they said about things that are
impossible, they were speaking by way of a riddle and a
parable - since this is the way of great wise men...



Shiltei Giborim (R" Yehoshua Boaz Baruch, 16% century Italy)

And according to what | saw from the lawless of our people who mock and despise the
words of Sages and teach them [non-Jews] to mock our Torah, | came to clarify the matter
of the Midrashim and what our Torah intended in them. Know and understand that the
Midrashim are three ways:

1) Some of them are through Guzma, exaggeration, such as Tamid 29a ‘the Torah spoke
employing exaggerated [havai] language, the prophets spoke employing exaggerated
language, and the Sages spoke employing exaggerated language. Such as in Devarim 9:1
when it says ‘the cities were large, fortified into the heavens’ or so that the earth rent
with the sound of them” (I Kings 1:40) or the exaggerated statements of Rabbah Bar Bar
Chana in Baba Batra, which are exagerations and it is normal for people to speak this way.

2) And there are some midrashim that are by a miracle that shows the power of G-d and
shows them awe-inducing and shocking deeds as said in Daniel (chapter 10) and | saw
[alone] the sight etc. and also Yonah son of Amitai who was swallowed by the fish and
vomited and many like them H. H. on R. Banana who would point out the caves and all the
matter mentioned there and also said there that he was from one Gusha who would dig
the caves of the dead etc. .

3) And there are some midrashim in which the sages intend to expand the written verses
in every matter that they can expound and rely on the fact that one thing is written but
two can be understood, what is written in one thing. And do not be surprised by this, for
you see this all the time when even a simpleton speaks, that much of what eh says has
tow meanings, even more so for the words of wisdom said with Ruach HaKodesh, in this
way the Rabbis expound the text in any way they can. fact that you will not see most of
the time.
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Shiltei Giborim (R" Yehoshua Boaz Baruch, 16% century Italy)

The Sages also stated that a verse does not leave its “pshat” straightforward
meaning which is the essence, and from every Midrash that is expounded from it
there are some whose essence is close to pshat, and there are those that have a
Remez, hint, for can’t you see the Drasha of one of the Sages in Taanit 5b, where he
says that Yaakov Avinu didn’t die, and a Sage responded Rav Nahman asked him in
surprise: And was it for naught that the eulogizers eulogized him and the embalmers
embalmed him and the buriers buried him? Rabbi Yitzhak replied to Rav Nahman: |
am interpreting a verse.

Meaning | also know that Yaakov died, rather I intend to expound on the verses in
any way that | can, and if it is impossible to mean what it sounds like there must be a
deeper hidden meaning.

Such as when they say that even in death the righteous are alive, since their name
and memory and actions exist in this world. ...
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Remembering the Holocaust



Summary

There are two main types of How to deal with miraculous
Midrash: elements

1. Midrash Halakha
2. Midrash Aggadah

They contain Tannaitic material and
were edited over several centuries.

Have different opinions like Mishna
and Gemara
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12 days, which is 1 week and
5 days of the Omer
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