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In the Western world and in some parts of the East, too, the Bible enjoys a distinction which no other literary classic has ever enjoyed, at least up to modern times. Until about the beginning of the middle of the 18th century, the Bible was the only book familiar to both learned and simple people, old and young, rich and poor. While Plato, Dante and Shakespeare were read either by scholars or devotees of literature, the Bible was consulted by John Bunyans, as well as John Miltons.

The Bible’s popularity was, in large measure, due to its inherent qualities. However, it proved to be every man’s book because, in addition to its own virtues, it had the good fortune of falling into the hands of some of the most extraordinary teachers that we have ever had in history, men who understood how to translate a book from parchment or paper into the common property of all kinds of people.

This “translation” was carried out through an activity called Midrash, a word derived from the Hebrew root meaning literally “to seek out,” “to investigate,” “to search.” In classical Hebrew times, men spoke of seeking out, investigating, searching the Bible, the only book which they deemed worthy of meditating day and night. Indeed, some of the sages looked with disfavor on the multiplication of books. Of the making of books, there is no end, Ecclesiastes said somewhat satirically.

The 1st century sage, Hillel, urged men to devote themselves to the one book, namely the Scriptures, because he, like all the ancients, was truly convinced that in this book one could find everything – laws of purity and impurity, the historical narrative of the Jewish people, philosophy, prophetic words and comfort in the time of tribulation. Like the lover who tries to read between the lines of a letter from his beloved, wondering about what she did not say or why she did say what she said at a particular place, the sages felt that the words of the Lord called for constant attentiveness and exploration. As the sages explored the words of the text, they found ways of interpreting and explaining its meaning; and since their minds were far from lazy, a wealth of interpretations soon developed. Ceasing to mean merely the investigation, Midrash came rapidly to mean the explanation and interpretation of Bible text.

It is impossible to say when Midrash first began. But from about the 4th century B.C.E. on, this activity of searching out and interpreting Scriptures gathered momentum and became one of the dominant activities of intellectual and spiritual life in Palestine, continuing in each generation, one teacher stimulating another disciple, one father stimulating his son and the son his son in turn. Possibilities occasionally overlooked in one generation were discovered in the next.

Originally, the Midrash was not a literary performance, but simply a study activity going on orally in academies, homes, synagogues and in the market place. This oral exercise took on such huge proportions that ultimately people felt that they simply had to record, at least in shorthand, some of these interpretations and explorations. That is how some of the Midrashim were recorded in the texts we have today. But it is through the Midrashic activity that the Scriptures became known by the common people.

Actually, it was a religious obligation for everyone to know the Bible. In ancient times, however, learning its content was no easy matter. Today, if we read a book on page 12, let us say and we want to look up something on page 512, it is a matter of seconds to turn the pages forward, and then back again. But in earlier times, readers were dependent on scrolls; if they were reading in the book of Genesis and suddenly wanted to refer to Deuteronomy, it was a clumsy matter to keep rolling the scroll forward and back for reference.

Furthermore, since Scripture was accepted as the record of God’s revealed will, no one could allow himself the luxury of skipping even a sentence or a section, let alone a whole narrative. In reading the record of God’s will, how could anyone say that a sentence was trivial? Or that a certain passage was really of secondary significance? Did the Lord speak superfluously? Was what God ordained something of only tertiary importance? Obviously not, and hence it was important to learn everything contained in the scroll. But how in the world could an ordinary person do this, if the scroll itself was so difficult to handle physically as well as intellectually? Here is where the Rabbis used the Midrashim to teach and interpret the Scriptures for the people. 

How did the Midrash function? In the Biblical story of Moses and the burning bush, for example, the passage opens with the verse that Moses was a shepherd. One might, of course, ask what difference it made how Moses earned his living, and probably many people did. But the Rabbis were convinced that if Scripture had gone to the trouble to include this detail, it must be important.

They proceeded, therefore, to tell the following story: Once upon a time, as Moses was taking care of his father-in-law’s flock in the wilderness, one of the lambs ran away. Moses pursued but could not overtake the lamb until it reached a stream, where it began to lap up the water. Moses said, “So it was because of thirst that you ran away. How utterly obtuse of me.” He waited for the lamb to drink and then carried it all the way back to the flock saying, “I do not want you to walk back. You must be worn out from so much running.” All this time, the Holy One, blessed be He, had been observing from on high what was taking place, and He cried out, “Moses, you have proven yourself a shepherd of the flock of flesh and blood. By My oath, you shall be the shepherd of My folk Israel.”

That is the whole story, a story of utter simplicity and without affectation. Yet, it taught a very important lesson. My means of this anecdote, the Rabbis were able to impress upon an entire congregation the criteria for leadership, describing the leader as someone who takes care of his flock, even the least of it, someone who can recognize that sometimes he overlooks the needs of that flock and then he must have the humility to say he was wrong and make amends, even as Moses did by carrying the lamb back in his bosom. In addition, everybody who sat in that congregation remembered ever after that Moses was a shepherd.

In another verse, one of the prophets says, “For I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” Toward the end of the first century or the beginning of the second, a homilist or teacher explained this verse to his congregation by recalling an historic incident. Once upon a time, he said, Rabbi Joshua ben Hananya and his teacher, Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai, walking in the streets of Jerusalem, came to the spot where the Temple had formerly stood. Joshua burst into tears.

“Why are you weeping?” Rabbi Johanan asked. To which Joshua replied, “How shall I not weep when I see the place where the sins of our people used to be atoned, now lying in ruins?”

“Do not weep,” said his teacher. “We now have a means of atonement as effective as this – acts of loving kindness, as it is said by the prophets, ‘For I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’”

In this Midrash, as in the one described above, the skillful teaching is noteworthy. By taking a verse of Scripture, and by using a little history and a great deal of pedagogy, the homilist introduced a radical doctrine into the religious culture, namely, that Judaism for its survival does not depend upon the cultic-sacrificial system. Secondly, he taught the noble idea that acts of loving kindness, though they have nothing ritualistic about them, have an atoning power; and who is not in need of atonement? Above all, nobody in that congregation could even forget the verse, “For I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”

Another Midrash deals with the passage in which God tells Abraham, “Go, leave your father’s country, leave your father’s homeland and walk on in the direction which I am going to point out;” Abraham obeyed by moving on, bag and baggage, with “all the souls they had made.” The Rabbis wanted the people to remember the extraordinary accomplishments of Abraham, so they commented on the peculiar expression, “all the souls that they had made.” How is it possible to make a soul? If all mankind collaborated and tried to create as much as one mosquito, they could not do it! Yet, here we speak of souls being made. This passage teaches, the Rabbis concluded, that Abraham and Sarah used to bring people close to the divine, or as we might say in our terms, toward the realization of the truth. One who draws a person toward the divine is regarded as though he had actually created him.

What happened as a result of Midrash was that a series of lessons was impressed cumulatively in a deep way upon the congregation, the people, old and young. These impressions, in the course of time, literally became second nature to the folk Israel.

Thus, the Rabbis went through the Scriptural text, deriving, searching out and explaining. Through the Midrashim, the Bible became, in the course of time, the book of the entire Jewish people and this people became, in turn, the People of the Book.

