
CANONIZATION  III:

KOHELET AND THE CLOSING OF THE CANON





B’MIDBAR RABBAH NASO 14
“Moreover, my son, beware” (Ecclesiastes 
12:12). God said: I have written twenty-
four books for you; beware lest you add to 
them.

Why? “Making many books endlessly”: 
whoever reads [liturgically] a verse that is 
not from the twenty-four books is judged 
as if he were reading from an illegitimate 
book. Therefore “beware the making of 
many books,” because one who does so 
has no share in the World to Come. 

 ,ב״י תלהק( "רהזיה ,ינב ,המהמ רתויו"
 םירשע[ד"כ :אוה ךורב שודקה רמא .)ב״י

 לאו רהזיה ;ךל יתבתכםירפס ]העבראו
 .םהילע ףסות

 לכ–"ץק ןיא הברה םירפס תושע" ?המל

 העבראו םירשעמ וניאש קוספ ארוקש ימ
 .םינוציחה םירפסב ארוק וליאכ ,םירפס

 לכש ,"הברה םירפס תושע רהזיה" יוה
.אבה םלועל קלח ול ןיא ,ןכ השועה



MIDRASH TANḤUMA’, VAYEILEKH 1
• “Moses went and spoke all these words to all of Israel” (Deuteronomy 

31:1). The term “going” connotes rebuke—to wit: “Go see the works of 
God” (Psalms 46:9). At the end of Ecclesiastes it says: “The words of 
sages are like goads …” (Ecclesiastes 12:11). Just as a goad directs the 
cow to its furrows, so do words of Torah direct the minds of those who 
study them to do well.

• “… As well-planted nails.” Just as the nail is fixed, so are words of Torah 
fixed (immutable). Just as planting yields fruit, so do words of Torah 
produce fruitful interpretations.

• “… Given by the one shepherd.” Even though some declare impure and 
others pure, some prohibit while others permit, all cite the authority of 
Moses, who received [them] from God.

• … “Masmerot,” “[well-planted] nails,” is written with a sin [rather than a 
samekh] to indicate that the Torah includes twenty-four books, 
corresponding to the number of [priestly] shifts (mishmarot) established 
by King David… Similarly, in Chronicles the name of David is given the 
full spelling דיוד (with an extra yod), whose numerical value is twenty-
four, corresponding to the twenty-four shifts he established. (Midrash 
Tanḥuma’, Vayyelekh 1)

 "לארשי לכ לא הלאה םירבדה לכ תא רבדיו השמ ךליו"•
 רמאנש ,החכות ןושל אלא "ךליו" ןיא .)׳א ,א״ל םירבד(
 תלהק ףוסב ".םיהלאֿ תולעפמ וזח וכל" :)׳ט ,ו"מ םיליהת(
 ןברד המ .)א״י ,ב"י תלהק( "…תונוברדכ םימכח ירבד" :ביתכ
 בל תונווכמ הרות ירבד ףא ,הימלתל הרפה תא ןווכמ הז
.הבוט ךרדל ןוהידמול

 הרות ירבד ףא ,עובק הז רמסמ המ ".םיעוטנ תורמסמכו…"•
 ןיברו ןירפ הרות ירבד ףא ,הברו הרפ העיטנ המו .םיעובק
.םעט םהב אוצמל

 ,ןירהטמ וללהו ןיאמטמ וללהש יפ לע ףא ".דחא העורמ ונתנִ"•
.הרובגה יפמ השמ ןרמא ןלוכ ,ןיריתמ וללהו ןירסוא וללה

 ד"כ הרותב שיש רמול ,ן"ישב בותכ ".םיעוטנ תורמשמכו…"•
 ךכל ;דוד דימעהש תורמשמ ןיינמכ ,םירפס ]העבראו םירשע[
 אוהש ,אלמ "דיוד" בתכנ םימיה ירבדב ןכו .ן"ישב בתכנ
 תורמשמ םירשעו עברא דגנכ ,םירשעו עברא אירטמיגב
.דוד דימעהש



AN IDEOLOGICAL AFTERTHOUGHT
2 Chronicles 36:19-21

[The Babylonians] burned the Temple, 
knocked down the walls of Jerusalem, put all 
its palaces to flames, and destroyed all its 
choice appurtenances. The remnant of the 
sword was exiled to Babylonia and became 
servants to [Nebuchadnezzar] and his 
children until the kingdom of Persia arose. 
This fulfilled the word of God through 
Jeremiah: “Until the land shall appease its 
Sabbaths.” In its destruction, it remained 
fallow for seventy years.

אכ-טי:ול 'ב םימיה ירבד

 תאֵ וּצתְּנַיְוַ ,םיהSִאֱֿהָ תיבֵּ תאֶ וּפרְשְׂיִּוַ
 וּפרְשָׂ הָיתֶוֹנמְרְאַ לכָוְ ,םלִָשָׁוּריְ תמַוֹח
 לגֶיֶּוַ.תיחִשְׁהַלְ הָידֶּמַחֲמַ ילֵכְּ לכָוְ ,שׁאֵבָ
 וֹל וּיהְיִּוַ לבֶבָּ לאֶ ברֶחֶהַ ןמִ תירִאֵשְּׁהַ
–.סרָפָּ תוּכלְמַ [Sמְ דעַ םידִבָעֲלַ וינָבָלְוּ
 התָצְרָ דעַ :וּהיָמְרְיִ יפִבְּ ׳ה רבַדְּ תוא_מַלְ
 המָּשַּׁהָ ימֵיְ לכָּ .הָיתֶוֹתבְּשַׁ תאֶ ץרֶאָהָ
:הנָשָׁ םיעִבְשִׁ תוא_מַלְ ,התָבָשָׁ



2 Chronicles 36:22-23

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, when the 
[aforementioned] prophecy of Jeremiah had come 
to pass, God awakened the spirit of Cyrus king of 
Persia, who issued a proclamation, oral and 
written, throughout his kingdom, declaring:  “Thus 
says Cyrus king of Persia:  The Lord, god of heaven 
and earth, has given me all the kingdoms of earth 
and has commanded me to build Him a house in 
Jerusalem within Judah. Whoever among you of His 
people, let his Lord god be with him and may he 
ascend.”

גכ-בכ :ול 'ב םימיה ירבד

 יפִבְּ ׳ה רבַדְּ תוֹלכְלִ ,סרַפָּ ;לֶמֶ שׁרֶוֹכלְ תחַאַ תנַשְׁבִוּ
 רבֶעֲיַּוַ ,סרַפָּ ;לֶמֶ שׁרֶוֹכּ חַוּר תאֶ ׳ה ריעִהֵ ,וּהיָמְרְיִ
 רמַאָ הכֹּ.רמֹאלֵ ,בתָּכְמִבְּ םגַוְ וֹתוּכלְמַ לכָבְּ לוֹק
 ,׳ה ילִ ןתַנָ ץרֶאָהָ תוֹכלְמְמַ לכָּ :סרַפָּ ;לֶמֶ שׁרֶוֹכּ
 תיִבַ וֹל תוֹנבְלִ ילַעָ דקַפָ אוּהוְ ,םיִמַשָּׁהַ יהRֵאֱֿ
 ׳ה ,וֹמּעַ לכָּמִ םכֶבָ ימִ .הדָוּהיבִּ רשֶׁאֲ םלִַשָׁוּריבִּ
.לעַיָוְ וֹמּעִ ויהRָאֱֿ



This postscript to history signifies that the
rabbinic overseers of the canonization process
wanted to stipulate, as Nahum Sarna put it, that
“The consummation of history involves the ideal of
the return of the Jewish people to its land, of the
restoration of Jewish sovereignty, and of spiritual
renewal.”

Nahum Sarna, “The Authority and Interpretation of Scripture in Jewish Tradition,” in
Studies in Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2000), p. 70.



BEN-SIRA AND THE GENIZAH



א דומע גי ףד הגיגח תכסמ ילבב דומלת

And R. Aha b. Jacob said: There is still another Heaven 
above the heads of the living creatures, for it is 
written: “And over the heads of the living creatures 
there was a likeness of a firmament, like the color of 
the terrible ice, stretched forth over their heads 
above.” Thus far you have permission to speak, 
thenceforward you have not permission to speak, for 
so it is written in the Book of Ben Sira: “Seek not 
things that are too hard for thee, and search not 
things that are hidden from thee. The things that 
have been permitted thee, think thereupon; thou 
hast no business with the things that are secret.”

 עיקר דוע :בקעי רב אחא בר רמאו
 ,תויחה ישארמ הלעמל שי דחא
 עיקר היחה ישאר לע תומדוא ביתכד
 ךל שי ןאכ דע .ארונה חרקה ןיעכ
 ךל ןיא- ךליאו ןאכמ ,רבדל תושר
 ןב רפסב בותכ ןכש ,רבדל תושר
 שורדת לא ךממ אלפומב:אריס
 המב ,רוקחת לא ךממ הסוכמבו

 קסע ךל ןיא ,ןנובתה תישרוהש
.תורתסנב



BEN SIRA 3

21 What is too sublime for you, do 
not seek; do not reach into things 
that are hidden from you.

22 What is committed to you, pay 
heed to;

what is hidden is not your 
concern.

 ,שׁוֹרדְתִּ לאַ 0מְּמִ תוֹאלָפְּ )טי(•
.רוֹקחְתַּ לאַ 0מְּמִ הסֶּכֻמְוּ

 0לְ ןיאֵוְ ,ןנֵוֹבּתְהִ תָישֵׁרְוּהשֶׁ המֶּבַּ )כ(
.תוֹרתָּסְנִבְּ קסֶעֵ





ריהק תזינג THE CAIRO GENIZAH



A CENTURY OF GENIZAH STUDIES 

• 1. Definition of terms תומש" ,הזינג"

• 2. Location of the Cairo Genizah: 

The (Ben) Ezra Synagogue

• 3. Pre-discovery: Wertheimer, Antonin

• 4. Discovery: Solomon Schechter 

Dispersion: Moscow, St. Petersburg, Cambridge, New York





“SHEIMOS” AND GENIZAH



FUSTAT (OLD CAIRO)



(BEN) EZRA SYNAGOGUE



JUDEO-ARABIC
school        madrasa הסרדמ ةسردم

meat lachm םחל محل

book kitab באתכ باتك

mosque masjad ד’גסמ دجسم

blessing      barakah הכרב ةكرب

cook tabbakh ‘ ךאבט خابط

tailor khayyat טאי’כ طایخ



THE “SYMBIOSIS”





“MIKRA’OT GEDOLOT”



A 10TH CENTURY HAGGADAH

• This text follows the rites 
(rituals) of the “Palestinian” 
(Land of Israel) synagogue in 
Cairo.

• Note the familiar (  םידי לע
תליטנ ) as well as the novel 

continuation on this page and 
the next.



HAGGADAH (CONTINUED)

• Notice how the order of the 
Seder (which itself means 
order) in this ritual includes 
several berakhot that are 
unfamiliar to us. The Cairo 
Genizah has provided many 
such examples.



WHY IS THIS SLIDE DIFFERENT? המ הנתשנ

• Compare this version 
of the famous “Mah 
Nishtanah” on this 
slide and the next, with 
the familiar one.

• See, again, how more 
“fluid” or “flexible” 
their liturgy was.



WHY IS THIS SLIDE DIFFERENT? המ הנתשנ

• What conclusions  may we 
draw regarding the history of 
our liturgy from examples such 
as these?



MAIMONIDES (RAMBAM)



THE GENIZAH AND YOU

• Imagine how historians in a thousand years would describe your community if the only 
source of information they had about it was the contents of the SHEMOT box in your 
synagogue!

• Which texts are deposited there?

• Is the box ever emptied? What happens to its contents?



THE GENIZAH AND YOU

• Imagine what impression someone would form about you, personally, if they all they 
could judge you on was your home library? But before you let them in, tear the covers 
off all your books, rip out the title pages, destroy the bindings and then scatter the loose 
pages, randomly, in four or five different rooms--on three different continents 


