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THE QUEST FOR P’SHAT:

YOSEF B’KHOR SHOR




b oz @s% gg e
g m@,w_y ,w ot

%‘Waw«m W}m xm w&» By AmET e, ‘w‘&%&wwv%@ S 52 Joiinn 5 it
b Sk ey : mﬁ»%« e



YOSEF B’KHOR SHOR (FRANCE, LATE 12TH CENTURY)

A useful place to start our analysis of B’khor Shor’s position on p'shat and d rash 1s with the
following statistics regarding the use of dual interpretations by the leading northern French

exegetes:’!?

s of dual | # m narrative texts | # in legislative texts
interpretations

Rashi 150 127 23

Rashbam 35 14 21

Bekor Shor 183 62 123




A NOVEL READING OF THE TEXT SUPPORTS

A MIDRASHIC INTERPRETATION.
VN PI9 MM NYID NPVRIA NV 7102 Q0P 9

Some interpret “from prey my son you have risen” [to mean] of
your own will and volition; no one can raise you from your prey
until you wish, to wit: “Like the lion, or the young lion, growling
over his prey, though a multitude of shepherds be called forth
against him, will not be dismayed at their voice, nor abase
himself for the noise of them,” until he rises on his own. [This] |
heard from R.Yosef Kara. ...

So we have seen with [King] David who looted and plundered
[other] nations in order to distribute [the spoils] to his
impoverished brethren... according to the Aggadah one can
interpret “from prey my son you have risen” to mean: from the
prey you have created, you have been elevated by transforming
it into charity.
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AN EXPANDED CONTEXT SUPPORTS A MIDRASH.
T P79 NPYRI1 NYID NPPVYRIL NV 702 OV I

God was disgusted with Cain and his offering DR “.NYYw RY INNan YR pp HRY (D)

and gave him a sign he would recognize, as MR DNY NV ,INNINT ORMY P2

Abel with fire—that a flame descended from RI9D) 1M1 17 WD 1272,WTV

heaven consuming the offering—while Cain’s VR TPV ,520Y My R 2 (RY 1NY

offering was not greeted by fire.Ve can see NRY NYIVH DR HIRN DINWYWN n
I that fi t tabl

[ourselves] that fire greets an acceptable WRI N3P RY PP 5V 13279 Y1 ,NMann

our Sages explained that He responded to

offering as in the cases of the Tabernacle (Lev.

9:24), the Temple (2 Chr. 7:1), and Elijah [at 12972 R12H YR TIT 10 20 ORI
Mt. Carmel] (1 Kings 18:38). AMYRIY VTHIND 1IWN 1D NN




UNUSUAL LANGUAGE OR EXTRANEOUS WORDS

OPEN THE DOOR TO D’RASH.
D P79 1 NYIA MINY MW 702 OV I

Moses stood among [the Israelites] when they heard the
Ten Commandments from God. However, our rabbis
have said that [only] “l am” and “Do not have” were
heard [directly] from God, while the rest were from
Moses. R.Yosef Kara explained that this is evident from
Scripture as “l am” and “Do not have” speak [of God] in
the first person, while from “
speaks indirectly [in the third person]. To wit:*God wil
not clear;” rather than “l will not clear.” “In six days, God
made,” rather than “l made.” “That the Lord your God
gives you,’ rather than “that | give you.”

DY 7YY NWN PNV "DNOR 92T (R)
.17apPN AN YNY ,DI12T0 NIVY IYNVWYI
19 1o RY™ MR 90 1INR 119137 YaR

IRV LR T3 NION) NI AN YNV
NIRIPNNY Y1 RIP OV 7 VP9 .IVNN
DY92TA 797 7N RY™ 9IRS ,10 0NN

FRURIRIME) ,01°0R 7270 1MXY RIN 19K
X7 7" IMIT WYY T 9P 1T 1R TR

2”7 N ."NPaR RY 19”7 2:n5 RO, npy
JYrpwYy” :0n RYY 70 1YY DN NWY
:2'N5 ®YY,"H 10 PRYR N WR” 20
S99 1M IR quR”




OCCASIONALLY, THE D’RASH IS THE TRUE P°SHAT.
10 P9 DVAVN NYID MNY 7Y 7101 90 9

“If one gives another money or utensils to guard” 9999 IN 90 1Y HR VIR 1ny " (1)
[and they are stolen... the guardian takes an oath

of no culpability and pays nothing]. The verse deals R Q03 Ol 13‘71 , 127D 1IN INvAY...
with an unpaid guardian, which is why it cites 9 99v DIRVYH TIT PRY ,DH
money or utensils for whose guarding people do RYR ]WﬁW)'? N7V 102 PRY ,DANY

not ask for payment because their keeping

requires no effort, save to place them in :...0V DM ,ANhvnn D1|7?3'7 on2an
safekeeping where they repose... [However] “if 19T DYV’ [1YN] 2337 2723 DR (R?)
[domesticated animals] are stolen from him, he

must pay” since he is paid to guard them, he I Y N , ) NNV 2V 70V 17 VWY

should have exercised caution. Ja
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“Take the staff:” To strike the rock. It appears to me that this is the same incident as [the one recorded] in
Vayehi Beshallah of which it states, “Strike the rock and [water] will come out.” Rather, there the purpose is to
relate [in general] how God sustained them with manna, quail, and water in the wilderness, and subsequently
each [incident] was recorded in its place. You may know that these two incidents are the same since there it
states, “He named the site testy and unruly,” and in Vezot Haberakhah, he mentioned that it was on account of
this episode that God was stringent with Moses and Aaron “who tested Him at Masa™ and struggled with Him
at Mei Merivah” (Dt. 33:8). Clearly it is all one incident. Furthermore, here it states, “These were the waters of
struggle (mei merivah) of Kadesh in the Zin wilderness” and there it states, “they traveled... from the Zin
wilderness.” What was left unsaid here was completed there, namely that God told him to strike the rock. This
is the manner of many episodes to be sealed in one place and explained in another, such as the episode of the
scouts. In Deuteronomy, it states that Israel said, “Let us send men,” and in Shelah Lekha it was left
unexplained. Etc.




EXEGESIS V
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(1092-1167)
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Fortune’s Stars

The heavenly spheres and fortune’s stars

n%TnI 9373

veered off course the day | was born;

if | were a seller of candles, ;’n-f‘_”n‘? D?\?np: qu / D-I@)”_:J ]-n\?y_:) ‘73'73

the sun would never go down. 1NN TY WY -[\’_)n"Nb / = M7IND N7 PR 15
I 0V 72213 MIMY 73 / ,90IR-KD) MIIXNY PR
| struggle to manage and even succeed, AnlY ‘7?3 DYYINR DVU’ NY / —']’D’-\DDJ nod n’nN 5

but I'm thwarted by the stars in the sky;
if | were a dealer in shrouds,

no one so long as | lived would die.

1

If | had a scheme to profit
from arms and going to war,
all the foes in the world

would be friends and fight no more.
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The reader of this commentary may wonder why | employ
Arabic (the language of Ishmael). It is a consequence of our
ignorance, for our knowledge of biblical Hebrew is limited
to what the text records of the prophets’ speeches, while
whatever they had no need to speak of remains unknown.

Since Arabic is very close to Hebrew (leshon ha-kodesh)—
its conjugations; the use of the letters yod, he, vav, and “alef
for prefixes etc.; the verbal forms for passive (nif al) and
reflexive (hitpa'el) tenses; and noun constructs (semikhut)
are identical, as are its numerals, and more than half of its
vocabulary exists in Hebrew—any time we encounter an
unusual word in the Bible that has a cognate in Arabic, we
will suggest that they share a definition, although it remains
questionable.
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of the philosophical issues and Arabic linguistic and poetic matters | have raised in my
commentary. They might cause him to withdraw from its use and only on account of my
reputation would he decline to declare it an act of treason. This boorish and oblivious hypocrite
should know that the Sages anticipated me in this regard... [Here follow numerous examples of
mishnaic and talmudic sages employing Greek and Latin in interpreting biblical words.]

We note that R. Hayya Gaon employed Arabic... even utilizing a stanza of a love poem to explain
a rabbinic term... as well as the Qur’an and Hadith. He was preceded in this by R. Se’adyah Gaon
in his Arabic commentaries, on account of which [activity] the Sages said: “Whosoever says
something wise—even a gentile—is called a scholar” [Megilah 16a], and [his wisdom] must be
transmitted.

In this regard, [Shmuel] the Nagid wrote—after citing Christians—that R. Mazli’ah, the Dayyan of
Sicily, that he came to Baghdad with the biography of R. Hayya and an account of his noble
activities mentioning that one day the academy was studying the verse “... let my head not refuse
such choice oil” (Ps. 141:5) and there was a dispute concerning its meaning.

R. Hayya instructed R. Mazli’ah to go to the Christian Catholicos [head of the Nestorian Church]
and ask how he understood the verse. He recoiled; and when R. Hayya saw that it was an
imposition on R. Mazli’ah, he chastised him saying: Our pious ancestors, who serve as our role
models, would inquire about languages and their meanings from members of different
religions—even from shepherds and cattlemen, as is well known. So he went and asked and he
told him [the translation of the verse] in Syriac. These [examples] should suffice for any fair-
minded person.




IBN EZRA (GEN. 2:11)

“One [of the rivers of Paradise] was named Pishon.”

109 TNRN DY

The Gaon (i.e. Se adyah) said that Pishon is the River of
Egypt (the Nile)... but there is no proof of that
identification; rather he translated [the Land of] Havila
tendentiously, without a tradition to that effect. He
similarly rendered [into Arabic the names of] tribes,
countries, animals, birds, and minerals. Perhaps he saw
them in a dream? He surely erred in some—as | shall
indicate ad loc—so we need not rely on his dreams.

Perhaps he did so for the honor of God, translating the
Torah into the Arabic language and script, lest they say
that there are mizvot in the Torah that we do not
understand.
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Some of our predecessors maintain that Jacob planted them

and Israel took them out of Egypt at Moses’s instructions... APY7Y NINRY 1PNATPA V= DOV 23V
But this is perplexing...The Egyptians thought that they DIXNN DINIRIN ORIV, DYV AR

were [taking a furlough] to offer sacrifices and would later DINNN M0 LLINNY WYL L. AWND NINNa
return, which is why they loaned them things. How could

they carry out many planks of wood—each one ten cubits
long, not to mention [even longer] crosspieces—when they IR PRI, DIDIRVA 13 9P ,120)

were passing by the royal center of Egypt? What would they D) ,MNR VY TNR 95 IR D27 DIV
have answered to the question, why are you taking acacia DIPN DN HY 1Y DM, DN
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trees if you are going for only three days?

Behold our quandary. If our ancestors had a tradition

(masoret) that the trees came from Egypt, we too shall take
it literally. However, if it is an opinion (sevarah), then we are N23p DR YT RY NI .00 MWV TIT
free to seek an alternative approach and say that there was D) ,DINRIN DIXNNY IR T2 RN

a forest of acacia trees adjacent to Mount Sinai. K90 777 DRI .DNYRYN YR 7901 MR
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It is well-known that the sense of sight is keener than the
sense of hearing.We have positive proof in that the instant
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lightning is visible to the eye the thunder actually peals.The
eye, however, can perceive at a great distance while the ear
must wait for the air, which moves slowly, to carry the sound,
after a moment, to the ear....Therefore, the entire letter
zayin enters the ear before the kaf, vav, and reish. Even if we
were to say that, miraculously, NI>Tand YImwwere uttered
simultaneously [by God], how could the [human] ear have
heard them?

If this is the case, that their ears miraculously heard two
simultaneous words—unlike their usual nature in which even
two simultaneous letters are inaudible—why did the Sages fail
to say this? Surely [simultaneous human hearing] is even
more impressive than simultaneous [divine] speech?
Moreover, what shall we do with the remaining discrepancies
which do not have the same meaning, like NI>T and "y, or
which consist of things said only in the second version and
absent in the first? How does this reconcile "do not covet
your neighbor's house" (Exodus 20:14) with "do not desire
your neighbor's wife" (Dt. 5:18), or the other shifts?
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| cannot explain all these to you until | first explain the rules of the
Hebrew language. God is my witness, and knows me intimately, that
if | did not have to answer these questions, | would have preferred to
remain silent. Before | begin, let me correct the words of the Sages.

* The author; Abraham [Ibn Ezra] said:

The Hebrew [authors] are accustomed, at times, to explaining
themselves fully, while, at other times, they only speak succinctly, just
enough for the listener to understand their intent.

Know that words are like bodies and their meanings are like souls, and
the relationship of body to soul is instrumental. Therefore, it is the
custom of all men of letters, in all languages, to be concerned with the
meanings, and not to be concerned about changes in wording as long as
their meanings remain the same.
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Seekers of truth understand that the

: : : TP IR RNY 1IN
midrashim of our righteous predecessors Gl i

are based on truth and molded through
knowledge, and all they have to say is as QIPTININNTY WA N2 NN TUIN

pure as gold and silver refined sevenfold. ’Dymy) v-m np,y,:n pr |7)) D10)) DY
Yet, they can be divided into several .D)Pmm D'NyIvY (]UDN 1M1 DYMAT '731
categories. Some are esoteric, mysterious,
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and sublime analogies. While others are

designed to relieve aching hearts in times 0PNV 7Y DM DHYA MM MTN
of depression, and still others to instruct ,D,va D,mg: nm'n m:& nnm& o)

those who are failing and fill those who
are empty.
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Therefore, the meaning of a verse can
be compared to a body, and the
midrash is like a garment affixed to the

body.

Some [garments] are as fine as silk,
while others are as coarse as burlap.

The way of p’shat is the body in
narrative and legal affairs, as they

maintained: “Scripture is to be taken
according to its p’shat;” it’s old news.
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