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Abstract 

The Reception of Qoheleth in a Selection of Rabbinic, 

Patristic and Nonconformist Texts 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the reception of the text of 
Qoheleth in a selection of rabbinic, patristic and nonconformist literature. The 

differences in the act of reading, reception and response to this text in discrete 

Judaic and Christian locations is examined. The source texts that are considered 

are Qoheleth Rabbah, Targum Qoheleth, Gregory of Nyssa's homilies and 
Matthew Henry's exposition on Ecclesiastes. The thesis further investigates 

historical and theological experiential influences on the reception of Qoheleth as 

portrayed by the source texts. 
The text of Qoheleth and its history of interpretation, and the value of 

examining the reception of the text by specific readers from a variety of contexts 

are discussed in the first chapter. In the consecutive chapters the reception of 
Qoheleth by each source text is examined individually. The historical and 
theological contexts of each source text are described, including literary 

traditions and exegetical principles. In the detailed examination of the source 
texts, the textual structural challenges that Qoheleth poses and how and why they 

are responded to by the author(s) of the source texts are analysed. 
The final chapter compares and contrasts the main issues raised by the 

differing readings of Qoheleth, including the identity of Solomon and the view of 
God, and also, the differing contextual perspectives in which the reception 

process took place. Finally, a brief examination of a modem reader's (Michael V 

Fox') reception of Qoheleth is contrasted with that of earlier readers of the text. 

The manner in which the potential effects of Qoheleth are actualised and the 

process of meaning production varies between readers, being conditioned by 

their historical horizon. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

A. Theoretical Context 

1. Qoheleth: Literary Effects and Responses 

In its history of interpretation, Qoheleth has been and continues to be 

viewed and read from numerous perspectives and ideological backgrounds, each 

giving birth to their own individualistic understanding of this textually and 

theologically provocative piece of religious literature. The enigmatic text of 

Qoheleth stands out from other biblical books, being considered alternative, 

critical and ironic in comparison. Thus, it has undergone a long period of 

accommodation to more traditional views but there appears to be a shift among 

modern scholars to try and read it as the author intended it to be understood: as a 

critique of traditional views. The attraction of Qoheleth when read this way is 

that it seems to be more `modern' than its readers. Hence, Qoheleth presents a 

vibrant text of reception and one that is still being received. Qoheleth appears to 

be a `modern' text waiting to be (re)discovered. 

The copious number of readings and commentaries on Qoheleth testifies 

not only to its textual repute within biblical literature but also to the fact that the 

book has nearly as many interpretations as it has readers. The popularity of new 

readings of Qoheleth continues to increase with the adoption and application of 
literary critical methods within the study of the Hebrew Bible. ' Michael V. Fox's 

A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build up: A Rereading of Ecclesiastes 

exemplifies the recent movement to (re)approach the text of Qoheleth in new 

ways but building on pre-existent exegetical readings and comments. The trend 

in rereading Qoheleth is accompanied by a simultaneous penchant to (re)discover 

the meaning of the text, often with a seemingly predetermined subjective 

parameter, for example as seen in the labelling of Qoheleth's message as either 

One of the most recent critical analyses of Qoheleth is Mary E. Mills, Reading 
Ecclesiastes: A Literary and Cultural Exegesis (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003) where socio-rhetorcial 
criticism is the method adopted. 

2 Michael V. Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up: A Rereading of 
Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999). 



2 

pessimistic or optimistic. Readings that appear obviously biased in hindsight are 

clearly not a new phenomenon and Roland Murphy draws attention to this fact in 

his commentary on Ecclesiastes when he states that: 

If there is one feature that is common to all periods in the history of 
the interpretation of Ecclesiastes it is that of selective emphasis. 

It is in this forum of divergent interpretations and readings that this research 

proposes to examine the theological, historical, social and literary setting in 

which a selection of these literary responses to Qoheleth arose and to further 

examine the textual structures of Qoheleth that effect and give rise to a particular 

reading. The interpretative process is a dynamic and complex one, involving a 

number of internal and external structural conditions relating to the text, which 
force a response or reaction to the text. The reader or interpreter of the text is not 
immune from these forces when confronted with the text but is often 

unconsciously permeated by them to create a reading. The Marxist writer, 
Fredric Jameson, insists that a text is never totally new or fresh but rather 

texts come before us as the always-already-read; we apprehend them 
through sedimented layers of previous interpretations, or-if the text 
is brand-new-through the sedimented reading habits and categories 
developed by those inherited interpretive traditions. 5 

This notion, of course, is not only applicable to the text of Qoheleth but other 
biblical books and literature in general. Qoheleth remains a book that continues 
to challenge and intrigue its reading audience, one that integrates both theology 

and philosophy. 6 Qoheleth's contradictions and apparently untraditional religious 
ideology have seen its position within the Hebrew Bible, along its turbulent path 
to canonisation and following, being questioned but also relished as an exegetical 

challenge, one where it has come to be a refuge for seekers of wisdom and 

3 Examples include H. U. William Qoheleth and its Pessimistic Theology: 
Hermeneutical Struggles in Wisdom Literature (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1997) 
and It N. Whybray, "Qoheleth, Preacher of Joy. " JSOT23: 87-98. 

4 Roland E. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, vol. 23A, Word Biblical Commentary, (Dallas: Word 
Books, 1992), lv. The introductory chapter of the commentary provides a brief comparative look 
at both the Jewish and Christian history of interpretation of Ecclesiastes. 

S Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), 
9. Jameson goes on to expound the significance of the presence of cultural conflict within texts 
and the uneasy balance that these create. 

6 In R. N. Whybray's paper "Qoheleth as a Theologian" in Qohelet in the Context of 
Wisdom (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1998) he maintains the view that Qoheleth was a 
theologian rather than a philosopher. He places Qoheleth in the realm of modem theologians who 
"even though they may be aware that their writings will be studied only by a minority of educated 
people, are more inclined to address contemporary issues and to express their arguments as far as 
may be possible in plain language" (p 239). 
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interrogators of life. It expresses thoughts and emotions that are often silenced in 

a community of faith. Qoheleth raises questions that challenge and provoke the 

reader, not to answer them but to be mindful and aware of the mystery of God 

and the enigma of life. For Qoheleth raises more questions than he can answer 

and in so doing often forces a strong response from the reader. 7 

It is notable then that in the history of literary responses to Qoheleth 

readers have attempted not only to provide answers to Qoheleth's questions but 

to also re-actualise textual problems and so provide new meaning to the text. 
How and why this is done is important not only in understanding these 

responsive texts but also in understanding the text of Qoheleth and its interaction 

with its reading audience. 
Qoheleth's textual structure and challenges, and the socio-historical 

influences on the literary responses to its text argues for an examination of the 

interplay between text and reader, and the historical impact on its interpretation. 

The recognition that there are internal textual and external experiential forces at 

play in the reading and interpretation of a text is an important one. The reader 
does not come to the text untouched by external influences but with a palette of 

experiences that spill into this interactive process between reader and text and 

environment. The reader's role and the metamorphosis or modifications that the 

reader's perceptions undergo are important facets of actualising the text and 
forming meaning. The dynamic interaction with the text causes the reader to 

reformulate existing realities and create new ones as a direct result of structural 

conditions and codes within the text, which in turn govern meaning but which 

still allow individual and different interpretations of a text. 8 

The text of Qoheleth can therefore be viewed as a structure of codes that 

a reader receives and actualises through the reading process and so drawing 

interpretations and meaning: 
The interpreter's task should be to elucidate the potential meanings of 
a text, and not restrict himself to just one. Obviously, the total 
potential can never be fulfilled in the reading process, but it is this 
very fact that makes it so essential that one should conceive of 
meaning as something that happens, for only then can one become 

Hugo Grotius expresses this dichotomy well when he states that "not to know certain 
things is a great part of wisdom. " Bergen Evans, Dictionary of Quotations (New York: Delacorte 
Press, 1968), 754. 

8 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 
67,70. 
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aware of those factors that precondition the composition of meaning. 
However individual may be the meaning realized in each case, the act 
of composing it will always have intersubjectively verifiable 
characteristics. 9 

It is therefore the act of reading that provides meaning to the text of Qoheleth, 

which contains potential structures and codes, that effect meaning production and 

consequently generate different interpretations. The act of reading is viewed in 

this thesis as a dynamic experience where the reader of Qoheleth attempts to 

recreate the implied author's original intent through a process of reflection, 

anticipation, questioning, review, acceptance, and rejection. 10 It is the reading 

experience and the reader that actualises the text's potential meanings and so 

creates a history of different books of Qoheleth, a selection of which will be 

examined in this research. 

An examination of the reception of the text of Qoheleth by specific 

readers from a variety of contexts illustrates not just those individual readings, 
but also facets of the text itself. Moreover, these individual readings are episodes 
in the history of reading that informs subsequent readings. The modem reader of 
Qoheleth confronts the book as a text "already read". The manner in which a text 

has been interpreted in the past, affects the way it is interpreted today, and in turn 

how it will be interpreted in the future. Hans Robert Jauss rethought this 

relationship between literary history and interpretation and concluded that: 

interpretation of a text could no longer be undertaken by simply 
placing it in its historical context; rather, the history of its very 
interpretation was considered an integral part of our ability to 
understand it. " 

Therefore the historical literary life of Qoheleth can be best attained and 

understood through its readers. It is through this process that a work like 

Qoheleth enters into what Jauss calls a changing "horizon-of-experience" or 
"horizon of expectations" where it undergoes levels of reception, from the simple 
to the critical, resulting in a new production. 12 In the context of readings of 
Qoheleth, each generation of readers possess their own horizon of expectations, a 

9 Ibid., 22. 
1° Robert M. Fowler "Who Is `The Reader' in Reader Response Criticism? " in Beyond 

Form Criticism: Essays in Old Testament Literary Criticism, Paul R. House, ed. (Winona Lake, 
Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 391-2. 

11 Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (New York: Methnen, 
1984), 159. 



5 

particular set of conditions, through which they read and respond to the text of 
Qoheleth. 13 It is by attempting to reconstruct the horizon of expectations of the 

selected source texts that the present research endeavours to understand the 

questions or problems that the text of Qoheleth, with its potential of unrealised 

readings, posed to successive and very different generations of readers. '4 

Therefore it can be justifiably claimed that the history of interpretation of 
Qoheleth is embedded in the text itself, for only through the act of reading is 

meaning given to the text. 15 The understanding of the interpretative mind or 

community in which the text of Qoheleth is encountered provides the context in 

which reader and text meet and contributes to the construction of a critical and 

responsive community through whom the reception of Qoheleth is processed. 16 

The actualisation of readings of Qoheleth, as documented by the source 
texts, will be examined in themselves and concurrently, attention will be given to 

the textual structure, codes and indicators within the text of Qoheleth that prompt 

and give rise to a particular reading. '7 The manner in which the text of Qoheleth 

prompts a particular reader to respond to it and arrive at a certain meaning will 
be considered and other external factors that influence discrete readings. 18 

2. Sources: Rabbinic, Patristic and Nonconformist 

This research proposes to compare the reception of Qoheleth among two 

communities of readers, Jewish and Christian, but also to compare different 

readers within their respective communities. The number of texts in both 

communities that contribute to the reception of Qoheleth is not exhaustive but an 

examination of the entire range of readings of Qoheleth is of course impossible. 

Hence the need to select a limited number of texts that will illustrate distinct 

readings both between the two faith communities and within them. Since the 

chosen literary critical model for this research is the reception of texts, the 

12 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, Timothy Bahti trans. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 19. 

13 Raman Selden, ed., The Theory of Criticism: From Plato to the Present. A Reader 
(London and New York: Longman, 1988), 187. 

14 Ibid., 210. 
's Philip R. Davies, Scribes and Schools: The Canonization of the Hebrew Scriptures 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 41-42. 
16 Fowler, 386. 
17 Willem S. Vorster, "Readings, Readers, and the Succession Narrative: An Essay on 

Reception, " in Beyond Form Criticism: Essays in Old Testament Literary Criticism, Paul R. 
House, cd. (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 396. 
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imposed parameters provided to an extent a pragmatic approach in the selection 

process but also create idiosyncratic markers or textual structures that favour 

certain texts over others. 

The chosen Jewish texts are the Midrash on Qoheleth, Qoheleth Rabbah, 

and the Targum to Qoheleth. Both these rabbinic texts exemplify a period of 

authoritative and efficacious Jewish exegesis, in which the study of the Torah 

remained central to the faith community. The historical, social and religious 

contexts of both works will be discussed in greater detail in their respective 

chapters, as part of the application of the theory of reception. The multiple 

authors or compilers of Qoheleth Rabbah and the absence of and lack of 

authorial identity in Targum Qoheleth provide a further dimension when 

reasserting the role of the reader in the process of finding meaning in the text of 

Qoheleth. The rabbis' role in (re)reading the text of Qoheleth continued a process 

of actualisation of the text, whereby the textual structure and signs within 

Qoheleth stimulated a response, an interpretation that was coloured by their 

historical context. The apparent predisposed nature and objectives of the Midrash 

and Targum texts, one "searching out" Qoheleth and the other supposedly 

translating the Hebrew text of Qoheleth to Aramaic, provide two distinct surface 

level acts of reading. 19 By examining how each work is affected by Qoheleth and 

in turn responds to its inherent structural and intellectual challenges, a selective 

history of reception of Qoheleth, as seen through its Jewish respondents, will be 

traced. The documentary classification and textual structure of these rabbinic 

texts provide the rationale by which they will be read and examined 20 Both 

Qoheleth Rabbah and Targum Qoheleth will be read thematically, though 

Qoheleth Rabbah's classification as a form of theological discourse is more 

sympathetic to a topical approach 2' For they both present recognisable textual 

and theological themes and arguments that will be examined in a complementary 

manner. 

's Ibid., 398. Vorster describes the act of reading as an "act of production, of making a 
new text". 

19 Daniel Patte, Early Jewish Hermeneutics in Palestine (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 
1975), 118. 

20 Jacob Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 8- 
13. 

21 Ibid., 13. 
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The chosen Christian texts are Gregory of Nyssa's Homilies on 

Ecclesiastes and Matthew Henry's Exposition of Ecclesiastes. These works differ 

more greatly in terms of historical time periods and geography than do the 

Jewish texts and they also represent a wider theological and sociological gulf. 

Gregory of Nyssa represents the early Orthodox faith writing to the ecclesiastical 

elite and Matthew Henry represents a later Protestant faith addressing the 

nonconformist masses. As with the Jewish texts the same questions will be asked 
in the application of the theory of reception. What is in the textual structures of 

Qoheleth and the horizon of expectations of its readers that result in difference in 

meaning production and interpretation of the same text by these Christian 

readers? How and why is the text of Qoheleth read in a particular manner, and 

what is it that each individual reader brings with them in the act of reading? 

Analysis will further show when the reader/commentator perverts the text and 

when the theology of Qoheleth is easily adopted. In contrast to the rabbinic texts, 

the Christian texts will not be read thematically but will follow the existing order 

of the text structure. Thus, the intended sermon/lesson format of these two 

Christian texts dictates a sequential mode of analysis. 

Though English translations of Qoheleth Rabbah, Targum Qoheleth and 
Gregory of Nyssa's homilies are utilised in the comparative analysis of the texts 

in the body of the research, the original language texts in Hebrew, Aramaic and 

Greek have been consulted as source texts. The use of these primary sources is 

essential in understanding the key concepts and linguistic nuances that exist in 

the individual texts in relation to the Hebrew text of Qoheleth. Hence vocabulary 

of significant conceptual importance is discussed in relation to the original 
languages. 

B. Research Objectives 

It is the objective of this research to understand how the history of 

reception of Qoheleth is influenced by historically and religiously distinct 

reading communities, and how the text of Qoheleth causes these readers to react 
to and draw totally different conclusions from the same text. It is this interaction 

between text and reader that will be examined and how the differing 

circumstances and perspectives that each reader brings to the text effects the 

reading process. The historical context of each source text will first be discussed, 
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including the political, social and religious climate of the period. Then the 

distinctive exegetical approaches and literary productions of each author(s) will 
be examined, followed by a close reading of the source texts. Finally, 

comparative conclusions will be drawn between the source texts and a brief 

examination of a modem reading of Qoheleth, Michael V. Fox's Rereading of 
Ecclesiastes, will enable the question to be raised of whether a modem reader has 

a better understanding of Qoheleth than an ancient one. 



Chapter Two 

Qoheleth Rabbah 

A. Compilation of Qoheleth Rabbah 

The literary history regarding the compilation of Qoheleth Rabbah 

remains incomplete but a number of textual indicators have helped in drawing 

the conclusion that it was edited sometime between the sixth and eighth centuries 
in Palestine. ' While some scholars narrow the dating and editing of the Midrash 

on Qoheleth to the seventh century. 2 References in the text to Talmudic sources, 

extracts from earlier portions of the Midrash Rabbah, and the absence of a 

notable pethihta or proem, all indicate a late date. Qoheleth Rabbah borrows 

heavily from the haggadoth of the Palestinian Talmud and to a lesser extent from 

the Babylonian Talmud, both of which were compiled during the fourth and fifth 

centuries. It also relies heavily on classical Midrashim, like Genesis Rabbah, 

Leviticus Rabbah, and on older traditions. 5 The late date of Qoheleth Rabbah is 

further and strongly upheld by references in the text to Tractate Abot and several 

other smaller tractates. 6 Tractate Abot, is thought to have been largely composed 

after the closure of the Mishnah and has been dated roughly at 250 CE. 7 Another 

important textual indicator is that most of the rabbis quoted in and referred to in 

Qoheleth Rabbah are Palestinian sages from the Tannaitic and Amoraic periods, 
8 providing further evidence to its compilation date. 

1 Marc Hirshman, A Rivalry of Genius. Jewish and Christian Biblical Interpretation 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996,107. Hirshman classifies Qoheleth Rabbah 
as "anthological or encyclopedic. " 

2 Meyer Waxman, "From the Close of the Canon to the End of the Twelfth Century, " in 
A Histor ofJewish Literature Vol. I (New York: South Brunswick, 1960), 137. 

L Rabinowitz, trans., Midrash Rabbah. Ruth and Ecclesiastes (London: Soncino Press, 
1939), vii. 

4 Jacob Neusner, Midrash in Context (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 113-114. 
5 Herman L. Strack, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (New York: Athenum, 

1969), 220-221. Both, Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah have been dated to 400-450 CE. 
6 Strack, 221. 
7 Jacob Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 

572. Tractate Abot is a collection of wisdom-sayings set in the context of the law, covering a 
wide range of topics. Neusner provides a useful introduction to the document, including its 
identification and rhetoric, in chapter 23. 

8 Ruth N. Sandberg, Rabbinic Views of Qohelet (Lewiston, New York: Mellen Biblical 
Press, 1999), 28. 
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B. Rabbinic Tradition and Historical Context 

It is helpful to trace some of the significant historical and religious events 
leading up to and during the period of Qoheleth Rabbah's inception, beginning 

with the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple in 70 CE, to endeavour to 

understand how these events impacted rabbinic thought and literature. 9 

Prior to the calamitous events of 70 CE, Palestine and Babylonia were the 
leading centres of Jewish life, especially in terms of religious and literary 

activity. The destruction of the Temple by Titus in 70 CE threw the Jews into a 

period of turmoil, one in which they were without, both a religious and political 

centre. Jewish religious life, which had centred on the Temple and Jerusalem, 

required reorganisation and the synagogue became a partial substitute. 1° Jewish 

polity survived, due in part, to the efforts of Yohanan the son of Zakkai. il He 

gained Roman permission to establish a rabbinical school in Jamnia in western 

Palestine and it was there that the Sanhedrin was reconstructed, forming both a 

religious and legislative centre. 12 

The Bar Kokhba revolt in 132 CE gave rise to nearly four years of 

relative independence for the Jews before Julius Severus succeeded in crushing 

the revolt. 13 Following the revolt, the centre of Jewish life in Palestine moved 
from Jerusalem to Galilee. Rabbinic learning thrived once more and Tiberius, 

Caesarea and Sepphoris became the primary academic enclaves in Palestine. 14 

The upheaval, brought about by the exile from Jerusalem, was further 

compounded when a critical turning point occurred at the beginning of the fourth 

century, with Constantine's conversion to Christianity and the subsequent edict 

that made Christianity religio licita. 15 The legitimisation of Christianity and its 

rise to power put Judaism increasingly on the defensive. Not only were they 

9 Galit Hasan-Rokem, Web of Life: Folklore and Midrash in Rabbinic Literature, Batya 
Stein, trans. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 12. Hasan-Rokem looks in particular at 
how the destruction of the Second Temple influenced the reading of Lamentations as seen in 
Lamentations Rabbah and comments on how Palestinian haggadic literature is especially affected 
by this event. 

10 F. F. Bruce, The Spreading Flame (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1958), 261. 

ý1 Ibid., 262. 
12 Ibid. The new Sanhedrin had seventy-one members, like the old one, but most of them 

were doctors of the law and the president was usually one of the most prominent rabbis of the 
day. 

13 Ibid., 271. 
14 Dan Cohn-Sherbok, Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996), 14-15. 



11 

facing political coercion but also a threat to their very faith, identity, and Holy 

Scriptures. How Judaism responded to this challenge was crucial for its very 

survival and continuation. The Torah, now read and claimed by another, became 

a refuge for Jews searching for answers and questions. The need to accommodate 

the Torah to their time and condition was greater than ever, and the sages rose to 

meet that challenge. The Mishnah was compiled early in the third century and 

this process of law making was continued, partly, by midrash exposition. 16 

Scriptural exegeses became the tool for reassuring and reaffirming to the Jewish 

people of their validity in the face of a counter-claim. From the first century the 

Nazarenes, the early Christians, read and studied from the same scriptures as the 

Jews. They drew similar conclusions on the nature of history, and therefore asked 

the same questions about the future of Israel and argued over who had the right 

to be called Israel. 17 But their answers were diametrically opposed to that of the 

Jews. For they found in the destruction of the Temple a powerful apologetic and 

evidence that God had now rejected Jewish Israel because of its iniquity and they 

now claimed to form the new and legitimate Israel. '5 Prophecy, and more 
importantly its fulfilment, was now the urgent issue being addressed by both 

Jews and Christians alike. Counter-exegesis was the stage on which the play for 

the ownership of God and his Word was acted out. 

Christianity was now addressing the world, including the Jews, with its 

own sacred scriptures. By the end of the first century the four Gospels were 

written but did not gain some semblance of canonical authority until the late 

second century. 19 It is clear that in the second century the Gospels, the Pauline 

Epistles and other writings from the apostolic period were in circulation and used 
by various churches. 20 The process of the formation of the New Testament 

Canon and its coming to share equal authority with the Hebrew Bible was to be a 

slow and complex one. This process came to a close in the Eastern Church 

Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. and ed. Markus 
Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 3. 

16 Strack, 201-202. 
17 Hirshman, 2. 
18 Jacob Neusner, A Midrash Reader (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 29. The early 

Christians not only pointed to Christ's prediction of the destruction of the Temple but also the 
disappearance of the priestly order, as proof of their spiritual legitimacy. 

19 Alfred Wikenhauser, New Testament Introduction (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1967), 26-27. 

20 Ibid., 31-32. 
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(Egypt, Palestine and Syria) in the mid-fourth century but the final fixing of the 

canon in the Latin Church did not come until later in the fifth century. 21 With its 

own scripture, conversion successes, and favourable political standing, 
Christianity was becoming a powerful force, one to be reckoned with. 

The events of the fourth and fifth centuries proved to be significant ones 
for the Jews, in both literary and political terms. A series of events that would 
have a fundamental impact and lasting consequence on Judaism took place 
during this time. One can mention the conversion of Constantine to Christianity 

and then the farcical attempt by Emperor Julian to rebuild the Jerusalem Temple. 

Julian's accession to the throne in 360 CE and his short-lived reign was marked 

by his patronage of the Jews and-disdain of Christianity. 22 After Julian's death 

there was systematic effort to remove paganism from the Roman Empire, which 
led to synchronous attacks on pagan temples and also, synagogues. Later 

significant events included the Christianisation of the majority of Palestine, and 

the creation of the Palestinian Talmud and other scriptural exegesis 

compositions 23 The implications of these events on Jewish literature were 

beginning to be felt but were not actualised until after the close of the Talmudic 

era and the onset of midrash exegesis, the now innovative instrument for 

theological discourse 24 Among the many claims that Christianity made contra to 

the Jews, were three specific motions that served to fuel the growing gulf 

between the two faiths. Firstly, Christianity's claim of the incarnation of the 

Messiah in the embodiment of Jesus, through whom salvation was provided for 

all through the cross. Secondly, the claim by Christianity to now be God's 

chosen people and so attempting to supersede Israel's claim to that position. And 

finally, the utilisation of scripture by Christianity to illustrate, to prove, and to 

back up these two claims 25 To answer and repudiate these claims, Judaism called 

on its rabbis and sages to address these theological issues with a renewed 

encounter with scripture. The stakes were high, for the very validity and 

existence of religious Judaism was in danger. 

21 Ibid., 36-52. The history of the New Testament Canon is broad and elaborate one. The 
limits of this research constrain the scope of material that can be presented regarding this topic. 

22 Hirshman, 95. In his attempt to discredit Christianity, Julian wrote a treatise entitled 
"Against the Galileans". 

23 Neusner, Midrash in Context, 113-114. 
24 Neusner, A Midrash Reader, 96. 
25 Neusner, What is Midrash? 46. 
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The seventh century had seen the close of the Talmudic era and the dawn 

of the Geonim, an era of literary extension and creativity. Jewish literature during 

the Geonic period of about 450 years established itself as being innovative, 

complex, and broad. 26 The Talmud continued to be highly regarded but there was 

a shift away from the confines of religious literature which resulted in a more 

permissive approach that opened the way to biblical exegesis, philosophy, poetry 

and the introduction of a secular element. 27 

The seventh century found the political and social world in a renewed 
state of turmoil. While still under Byzantine rule, the Persian armies invaded 

Palestine in 614 CE but did not attempt to establish any form of permanent 

political control over the region. Under Persian rule the Jews were persecuted 

and the Jewish literary centre of Babylon was under greater threat than that of 
Palestine. The Persian presence in Palestine was more intermittent intervention 

than political dominance. At the same time to the south east in the heartland of 
Arabia, a religious movement was in the awakening, which would further 

destabilise the political situation in most of the Mediterranean basin. Change was 
brought about in the mid-seventh century when Islam swept over Western Asia 

and brought an end to Roman/Byzantine rule with the fall of Caesarea. 28 The 

change in rulers brought a change in fortunes for the Jews. Once persecuted, the 

Jews now prospered and were even granted special privileges. 29 This change in 

circumstance to their daily existence was also reflected in the vibrant literary 

productions that followed. 

Islam was the dominant force for most of the seventh century in Palestine 

but the influence of Christianity was still felt even after the coming of Islam. 30 

Judaism, though not under threat, was struggling to maintain its identity in the 
face of a rapidly growing Islamic world and a Christian one, which remained a 

vital force in the eastern Mediterranean for still several centuries. In the midst of 
this political and social and religious unrest Qoheleth Rabbah was compiled. To 

accurately place the compilation of Qoheleth Rabbah in this period of historical 

26 Nathaniel Kravitz, 3000 Years of Hebrew Literature (London: W. H. Allen, 1973), 
189. The Geonic period lasted from about 576 to 1038 CE. 

27 Waxman, 156. 
28 Ibid., 190. 
29 Ibid. 
30 A. A. Vasilier, History of the Byzantine Empire, trans. S. Ragozin (Madison, WI: 

University of Wisconsin, 1928), 237-252. 
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change is difficult, as has already been noted, and it remains a topic of 
investigation among rabbinic scholars. What is known is that a number of 

momentous and significant events took place leading up to and in the course of 
the sixth to eighth centuries, and that Palestine was part of this political and 

religious upheaval, during which time and location Qoheleth Rabbah was being 

compiled. 

C. Midrashic Hermeneutics 

The developmental history of Midrash, 31 as both an exegetical process 
and a result of that process, has its place in the accommodation of the Written 

Torah in rabbinic literature and as the continuation of the Oral Torah. 32 Rabbinic 

midrash is characterised by the basic principle of understanding scripture from 

scripture, in its totality. 33 Mishnah exegesis played an important part in the 

development of midrashic exegesis. While Mishnah exegesis concerned itself 

mainly with issues of halakhah, the law, scriptural exegesis, as found in midrash, 
focused on haggadah, a narrative form of ethical and moral teachings. 4 Mishnah 

exegesis set the template from which midrash, as a form of scriptural exegesis 

would develop. In the same way that the Mishnah was scrutinised word for word 

and line for line, so these same principles were applied to the study of scripture 

to both interpret and explain it. Some of the early Sifre to the Pentateuch 

characterise this early form of exegetical discourse, where collections of 

scriptural exegesis were related to passages from the Mishnah, with the intention 

of bringing the Mishnah and scripture into closer harmony. 35 This created an 
interest in examining scripture methodically, verse by verse, and then collecting 

and organising these disparate interpretative comments into a work 36 This early 

type of Midrash is characterised by its lack of any one theological thought or 

theme, and also its ridged, systematic style of approaching the biblical text. This 

narrow exegetical stage gave way to a more discursive form of exegesis, where 

comments were not collected around verses but rather around topics, where 

31 The literary text and the exegetical process will be distinguished between by the use 
of `Midrash' and ̀ midrash' respectively. 

32 Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature, 10. 
33 Stemberger, 237. 
34 Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature, 10. 
35 Ibid., 11. 
36 Ibid. Genesis Rabbah exemplifies this form of exegetical work. 
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scriptural verses were used "in a context established by a propositional program 
independent of Scripture itself'. 37 The form of Midrash, as observed in Qoheleth 

Rabbah, is a combination of the earlier approaches, where the scriptural text is 

analysed systematically and comments collected but an underlying theological 

theme governed the process of exegesis. 8 It is important to note that midrash 
does incorporate and draws from to varying degrees a mixture of genres, 
including halakhic, haggadic, exegetical and homiletical traditions, which in 

itself characterises the nature of rabbinic midrash as being one that collects and 

quotes from various works, while retaining its own distinctive identity. 39 

Layers of interpretative discourse and a multiplicity of rabbinic readings 
exist in midrash, where each reader, and previous readers, affects the final work. 
Its conversational language, flair, imagery, and ingenuity, and a hermeneutic 

approach built on a pre-existent and developing convention of scriptural exegesis 

exemplify the prose of midrash. It is a paradigm of exegesis that strives to derive 

textual meaning through various means. The rabbinic readers, the midrash 

compilers, impose and derive questions and answers from scripture, and each 

reader is allowed to comment and retain their interpretative independence. 

Midrash may appear to be a deviant in the literary sense of what would be 

considered today to be a traditional reading. Boyarin defines Midrash to be: 

a radical intertextual reading of the canon, in which potentially 
every part refers to and is interpretable by every other part. The 
Torah, owing to its own intertextuality, is a severely gapped text, 
and the gaps are there to be filled by strong readers, which in this 
case does not mean readers fighting for originality, but readers 
fighting to find what they must in the holy text. Their own 
intertext-that is, the cultural codes which enable them to make 
meaning and find meaning, constrain the rabbis to fill in the gaps of 
the Torah's discourse with narratives which are emplotted in 
accordance with certain ideological structures. 0 

The manner in which this midrash exegesis developed and the rabbinic 

motivation to create this interpretative and theological discourse is important to 

consider. For the historicist, midrash is a pure reflection of the historical and 

37 Ibid., 12. Leviticus Rabbah marks the shift away from a systematic, syllogistic reading 
of scripture. 

38 Ibid., 13. 
39 Stemberger, 240. 
40 Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, 1990), 16. Boyarin makes a strong case for a new theory of Midrash, in which 
intertextuality is redefined and reapplied to the reading of Midrash. 
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social conditions, which were existent during its conception. 1 On the other end 

of the spectrum, deconstruction theorists have suggested that midrash is a 
kind of protodeconstruction, a hermeneutics of Dionysian free play 
with the biblical text 42 

The very nature and process of midrash means that it is dynamic and constantly 

changing and so potential inferences abound. The textual complexity of Midrash 

calls for a balanced approach in its reading and an understanding of midrash 
hermeneutics and rabbinic thought. Boyarin attempts to find the balance between 

traditional historicism and the new age of literary theories by stating that 

a revised conception of the hermeneutics of midrash ought 
accordingly to allow us to reunderstand its relation to history and 
rabbinic culture and account for both its character as interpretation 
and its relation to life in historical time 43 

It is important to place the readers of the text, the rabbis, in their historical, social 

and ideological context to understand their relation to the hermeneutics of 

midrash but also to understand how they viewed scripture, the written Torah, and 
in turn God. Midrash, meaning `to inquire', in the context of Torah is understood 

to be the `inquiring or God in search of knowledge and answers 44 Therefore, 

Torah played an intermediary role between God and his people, and the task of 

inquiring of God, through the Torah, was given to the sages and the rabbis 45 

Rabbinic thought perceived of a God that was both personal and omnipresent, 

guiding the events of human history through intervention and removed activity 

and the process of midrash reflects this worldview. 46 The idea of theodicy was 

part of this rabbinic tradition, where God's intervention in history followed a 

pattern of sin-punishment-redemption through seemingly paradoxical means. 7 

This understanding was extended to where the onus of responsibility for 

suffering was placed on Israel and not on God 48 There is a further dimension to 

be examined in the understanding of rabbinic midrash and its relation to God and 

41 Ibid., 117. In chapter 8 Boyarin considers the whole subject of the relationship 
between textuality and history. 

42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 118. 
44 Daniel Patte, Early Jewish Hermeneutic in Palestine (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 

1975), 118. 
45 Ibid., 119. Patte sees the sages as taking over the role, once held, by the prophets and 

further notes that prophecy ended when the Pentateuch was canonised. 
46 Ira Chernus, Mysticism in Rabbinic Judaism (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1982), 126. 
47 Ibid., 133. 
48 Ibid. This notion had great relevance and implication on the Jewish political nation, 

and was promoted in an effort to deter rebellion and political uprising. 



17 

to the language of scripture. It is suggested that a language of myth developed in 

scripture, one which, expressed the relationship of God to Israel and the world, 

mainly through narratives: 

Rabbinic Midrash reads this language and coordinates its diverse 
images. In its third-order mythic formulations, the whole of Scripture 
provides the linguistic signs of God's deeds and personality. The 
details are there - plain to see, or clarified by exegesis. An obscure 
point in one place is illumined by a clearer expression elsewhere, and 
telling gaps are filled.. 

. In all these ways, exegesis constructs mythic 
forms new to Scripture 49 

This idea and extension of the language and adoption of myth from scripture to 

midrash exegesis will be considered in the reading of Qoheleth Rabbah, 

especially in regards to the Solomonic persona and its portrayal. The rabbinic 

understanding of myth and its revelation in scripture is important in identifying 

possible mythic language and creations within Midrash. 

It is clear that some general principles governed the rabbis' approach to 

the text and their subsequent interpretation of scripture, a critical component of 

which was their view of scripture. The concept of the dual Torah, consisting of 
both the written and oral Torah, was the basis of rabbinic Judaism. This concept 

allowed for them to perceive God as being able to communicate not only through 

the written word but also through other means, including the sage or rabbi. 50 The 

rabbis viewed their authority to be descended directly from Moses and so 
legitimate heirs to divine inspiration as transmitted through the written and oral 

Torah. 51 The written Torah was, of course, seen as a divine book one not 

comparable to human literary designs but significantly, the rabbis themselves 

were equated with Torah and enjoyed the same authority. The authority and 

challenge of the Written Torah, though, was not diminished, for there was a 

need, if not a necessity, on the part of the rabbis to interpret and examine every 

tiny detail encapsulated within scripture, for it was God's Word and in it new 

meanings could be found. 52 It was also accepted and highly feasible that each 

49 Michael Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1998), 99. 

S0 Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature, 6-7. Neusner argues that "the sage 
embodied the Torah, another way of saying that the Torah was incarnated in the person of the 
sage". 

s` Sandberg, 10. 
52 Addison G. Wright, The Literary Genre Midrash (New York: Alba House, 1967), 62. 

The other main principle that Wright presents is that "all parts of the Bible (the letters, the words, 
the verses, and the sections) may be explained not only as a continuity in relation to the context 
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reader could and would find various `truths' and interpretations within the 
language of the text, and in this way, meanings accumulated. 53 The belief was 
that scripture was a self-contained divine speech system containing a number of 
distinct contexts: 

The result is that that the extended (but bounded) speech of Scripture 
is reconceived as the multiform expressions of divine revelation - 
beginning with the individual letters of its words, and including all 
the phrases and sentences of Scripture. These all became the 
constituents of possibility in the opening of Scripture from 
within.. . In other words, Scripture becomes a closed and unified 
system of language with particular possibilities for linking words and 
phrases. Midrash is the name for the speech-acts that arise from this 
system. 54 

Therefore, the equation of rabbis with Torah, scriptural canon, in this context is 

understood by the notion that rabbinic midrash was seen as the actualisation of 
the divine language of scripture and therefore midrash was already part of the 

language of scripture. 55 Further still, midrashic exegesis not only promoted the 

unity of the written Torah but also attempted to disclose it as a rabbinic work. 56 

The rabbis' ideological context allowed for a mode of exegesis that created a 
form of literature that went beyond a limited definition or understanding of 
hermeneutics and the text. 

When reading Midrash it is tempting to conclude that there is a lack of 

structure and cohesion. Texts and comments appear to be pulled at random and 
fused with others, without apparently sound reason and rationale but this was 

clearly not the case, for a central theological thought or theme governed the 

collection of comments and intertextuality. 57 The intertextual links between all 

parts of scripture was understood and what may appear as intertextual 

dissimilarities were considered to show a deeper level of scriptural connections 

(as with human documents), but also as autonomous units, for the parts retain an independent 
significance as well as unlimited possibilities of combination with each other. " 

53 Mostly building on pre-existing tradition. Fishbane notes that "Scripture is 
remembered first and foremost-and then the teachers, who are remembered by the anonymous 
editor by their own names and those of their teachers" (18). 

54 Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination, 12. 
ss Ibid. Fishbane equates the sages with Moses, whose speech was an actualisation of the 

divine lanF uage through him. 
5 Ibid., 20. Fishbane argues that the idea of scripture as a rabbinic work was the 

ultimate achievement of midrashic exegesis. 
57 Irving Jacobs, The Midrashic Process (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1995), 170. Jacobs states that "no matter how extrinsic the rabbis' treatment of the biblical text 
may appear to the modem reader, it was neither vicarious nor haphazard. " 
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and the notion of scripture interpreting scripture. 58 Therefore, the need to look for 

patterns of exegesis, reoccurring themes and motifs within the text is essential to 

a faithful reading of Midrash, specifically theologically discursive Midrash. Once 

a pattern is realised then it can be placed within a contextual framework to 

provide an evaluative critique. By drawing similarities and connections within 

and outside of scripture, the rabbis through exegesis were constructing a different 

reality: 

The world of the text serves as the basis for the textualization of the 
world - and its meaning. Through exegesis new forms arise, and the 
content varies from one teacher to another. What remains constant is 
an attempt to textualize existence by having the ideals of (interpreted) 
Scripture embodied in everyday life. 59 

The need to find intertextual similarities was one part of a wider exegetical 

strategy but this search for likeness also extended to everyday realities. The 

historical and ideological position that this form of rabbinic exegesis grew out of 

provides clues in understanding the images and concepts that the rabbis drew on 

to interpret scripture. 

There is another element that should also be considered, and that is the 

audience for whom the text was intended. Palestinian rabbis in late antiquity, in 

contrast to their Babylonian counterparts, interacted in various contexts with 

non-rabbinic Jews and non-Jews and heretics. 60 Therefore, though, the midrashic 

process itself was to a certain extent a cloistered one, reserved for the educated 

rabbinic class, 61 there was an element of a wider public persona that was adopted 
by the authorship and which is evident in both the content and context of the 

message. 62 The rabbis' intent, among others, was to make scripture relevant to 

the people by adapting the Torah to the changing circumstances of Jewish life 63 

They expounded and interpreted scripture in a manner that would make it 

familiar and inviting to the reader or hearer, with memorable narratives and 

5" Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination, 2-3. 
S9 Ibid., 4. 
60 Richard Kalmin, The Sage in Jewish Society of Late Antiquity (London and New 

York: Routledge, 1999), 5. 
61 Hirshman, 108. Hirshman states that Qoheleth Rabbah "fulfilled an educational role 

in various educational frameworks, beginning with elementary schools and up to rabbinic 
academies, where disciples studied Scripture with the sages'. 

62 Jacobs, 13. 
63 Stemberger, 15. 
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relevancy, and by making connections with everyday reality. TM This was, of 

course, important since non-rabbinic Jews would have received most of their 

instruction and knowledge of scripture from the rabbis. 65 Qoheleth Rabbah 

provides a distinct form of Palestinian rabbinic exegesis and interpretation, 

where not only the desire to `inquire of God' motivated the reading of scripture 
but also social and religious concerns affected the collective comments and 
discourse. 

The process of midrash was not intended to re-write the biblical text but 

was a means to preserve and promote the unity of scripture, and to continue the 

tradition of the Oral Torah, where God reveals himself through his Word, which 

is expounded on by those who continue the Mosaic tradition, the rabbis. The 

rabbis' objective was not to find the `correct interpretation' but rather to bring 

the biblical text into what was their reality, in a form of literature that would both 

edify and influence the ideology and behaviour of its readers and listeners 66 

Rabbinic exegesis, in the form of midrash, was used as a tool for ideological 

communication, one in which the rabbis were fully convinced that God's will 

and plan for the Jews lay in the text of the Torah. 67 

D. Rabbinic Exegetical Techniques 

In the history of rabbinic biblical exegesis a distinctive set of parameters 

and techniques developed with which scripture was approached, read and 

consequently understood. Rabbinic exegeses employed an apparatus, a seemingly 

creative dichotomy in the reading of the biblical text, in the form of peshat, the 

plain meaning, and derash, the applied meaning. The manner and frequency with 

which peshat and derash have been used has altered and evolved from early 

rabbinic literature, and in later Medieval and modem exegesis. The tension 

64 Jacobs, 170. Jacobs notes the importance of the nature of the audience. "The rabbis 
were highly sensitive not only to the social and economic conditions of their audiences, but also 
to their intellectual capacity. They realised that abstract ideological concepts could most 
of ectivel r and dramatically conveyed in the form of three-dimensional, familiar images. " 

A. I. Baumgarten, "Literacy and the Polemics Surrounding Biblical Interpretation in 
the Second Temple Period" in Studies in Ancient Mid-ash, James Kugel, ed. (Harvard University 
Center for Jewish Studies, 2001). The mutual relationship of literacy and polemics is examined 
by Baumgarten and his central thesis is that an increase in literacy can "yield a push for greater 
precision in the interpretation and application of the central texts of society, and a concomitant 
growth ofPitched debate" (41). 

Boyarin, 37. 
67 Stern, 41. 
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between scriptural peshat and rabbinic derash is one that existed and had to be 

grappled with in the process of rabbinic exegesis. 68 The preference for either 

peshat or derash developed and varied in the course of the ongoing exegetical 

process. 69 

1. Peshat 

The understanding of peshat, the plain meaning of the text, as a mode of 
interpretation can itself be defined in various ways, and within historical rabbinic 

tradition different emphases is placed on its function and its meaning. The 

preference for or superiority of peshat over derash in different periods of 

rabbinic exegetical history is contended but there is some consensus behind the 

notion that the preference for peshat increased over time, finding its height 

during the Medieval period . 
70 The rabbinic understanding of peshat is not to be 

equated with a modem sense or concept of plain meaning. As has been put 
forward, the basic principle of hermeneutics by which an interpreter approaches 

the text is greatly influenced by what he perceives the text to be. 7' Peshat, in the 

rabbinic context, is more than just the plain or simple meaning and is also 

understood to provide an extension or context for the verse being interpreted. 2 

The complex nature of peshat is evident in this text from Qoheleth Rabbah: 

I made me gardens and parks (II, 5): this is to be understood 
literally. And I planted in them all kinds of fruits: even pepper. 
R. Abba b. Kahana said: Solomon made use of the spirits and sent 
them to India from where they brought him water with which to 
water [the pepper-plant] here [in the land of Israel] and it produced 
fruit. R. Jannai b. R. Simeon said to him: If you hold that opinion 
you attribute much labour to Solomon [in connection with his 
plantations]; the truth is that Solomon in his wisdom stood upon the 
centre of the earth, and saw which root branched off to a particular 
country. He planted upon the root of that country and in this way 
produced fruits. 3 

It is understood that the text should be taken literally, its plain meaning, but then 

you have the expositions given by R. Abba and R. Jannai on Solomon's 

68 David Weiss Halivni, Peshat & Derash (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), xiv. 
The tension that exists and arises between peshat and derash is shown by Halivni to be one that is 
positive in nature, complementary rather than decisive. 

69 Ibid., xv. Halivni presents the thesis of "timebound exegesis", where exegesis is 
timebound and historically conditioned and therefore, must be historically contextualised. 

70 Ibid., 79. Halivni argues that "peshat in the plain, simple meaning is entirely the 
invention of the medieval exegetes". 

71 Jacobs, 12. 
72 Ibid., 11. 
73 Qoheleth Rabbah, 55-56. 
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horticultural skills, and the text takes on a new dimension. For Solomon, in the 

midst of a series of verses flaunting his accomplishments and wealth appears to 

rather embellish his gardening abilities, leaving the rabbis with a real problem to 

solve. Solomon claims to have planted all kinds of fruits in Jerusalem but it is 

clear to the rabbinic readers that all kinds of fruits do not grow in Jerusalem. The 

rabbis, in an attempt to overcome this problem through extension, turn Solomon 

into an assiduous, devoted gardener who not only had water brought from India 

but even knew the origin of each plant root. This appears to be in direct contrast 

to the persona of Qoheleth, the now midrashic Solomon, who unfolds in the 

biblical text of Qoheleth. For is this the same Qoheleth who, just a few verses 
later, anguishes over the futility of life and questions "For what does a man get 
for all the toil and worrying he does under the sun? "74. This sentiment is repeated 

on a number of occasions and the answer is as wearying as the question, that all 

toil and labour are utter futility and bring more misery than good. 75 Qoheleth's 

rather pragmatic, even fatalistic view of work and its consequences is in direct 

contrast to the picture painted by the rabbis. For Qoheleth does not see the point 
in labouring and toiling all your life but rather fords that "there is nothing 

worthwhile for a man but to eat and drink and afford himself enjoyment with his 

means. "76 The rabbis faced with this problematic concept, read meaning in to the 

text, and Solomon, replacing Qoheleth, becomes the very example of a diligent 

and hard-working man. As will be shown in the later more comprehensive 

reading of Qoheleth Rabbah, this is just one example of Solomon undergoing a 

conversion, or possibly restoration, process at the hands of the rabbis. 

2. Derash 

The necessity for rabbinic derash, the applied meaning of the text, is 

called into question by the ardent devotees of scriptural peshat. A dictum from 

the Babylonian Talmud states "that no text can be deprived of its peshat". 77 Some 

argued that this gave peshat superiority over derash but others pointed to the 

broader meaning of peshat, as context, so allowing both rabbinic tools equality 

and significance. 78 Rabbinic derash can appear at times to be far removed, even 

74 Qoh. 2: 22. 
'S Qoh. 2: 22-23,4: 4,5: 14-16. 
76 Qoh. 2: 24. 
77Shabb. 63 a, Yevam. 11 b and 24a. 
78 Halivni, 52. 
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contrary, to the plain meaning of the biblical text and it is argued that at these 

seemingly radical deviations that "rabbinic derash actually restores the original 

meaning of the scriptural verse, recovering its divine authorial intention". 79 The 

notion is that rabbinic derash, rather than changing the plain or intended meaning 

of the text, actually reinstates the original peshat which had been corrupted, and 

so providing a more faithful reading of the text. This understanding of derash is 

important when applied to the reading of Qoheleth Rabbah, for discrepancies 

between peshat and derash do occur. For it appears on occasions that rather than 

restoring the supposed original meaning of the text, the rabbis read in to the text, 

reconfiguring Qoheleth into Solomon, mostly through peshat and derive the 

central theme or lesson of the book as being Torah, mostly through derash. It is 

therefore important in the reading of Qoheleth Rabbah to recognise and 

acknowledge any discrepancies and attempt to understand them in the context of 
historical rabbinic thought and theology. 

3. Mashal 

Mashal, an offspring of derash, is a literary device which is used 

extensively in the midrashic process. Mashal is a narrative or parable that is used 
to help interpret and comprehend a text: 

The mashal, does its hermeneutic work by recasting diverse texts into 
a narrative, which then frames and contextualises the verse to be 
interpreted. 80 

The use of narratives is an important feature of Midrash and an example of 

mashal is found in the midrash on Qoh. 1: 1: 
The words of Koheleth, the son of David, King in Jerusalem (I, 
1). That is what scripture declares by the Holy Spirit through 
Solomon, king of Israel: Seest thou a man diligent in his business? 
He shall stand before kings (Prov. xxii, 29). 

R. Simon said in the name of R. Simeon b. Halafta: It may be 
likened to a councillor who became great in the royal palace. The 
king said to him, `Ask what you will and I shall give it to you. ' The 
councillor thought to himself, `If I ask for silver and gold, or 
precious pearls, or garments, he will give them to me; but I will ask 
for his daughter [in marriage] and then everything will be given to 
me including his daughter. ' 

79 Ibid., 132-133. The basis for this theory is found in Halivni's interpretation of the 
historical process of chate'u Yisrael ("the people of Israel sinned") and its resultant corruption of 
the biblical text. He understands the role of derash as being the act of restoration. 

80 Boyarin, 80. 
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Similarly, In Gibeon the Lord appeared to Solomon in a dream by 
night; and God said. " Ask what I shall give thee (I Kings 3: 5). 
Solomon thought to himself, `If I ask for silver and gold and pearls, 
He will give them to me; but I shall ask for wisdom and then 
everything will be included. ' 

That is what is written, Give Thy servant therefore an 
understanding heart (I Kings 3: 9). The Holy One, blessed be He, 
said to him: `Thou hast asked for wisdom and didst not ask for 
riches, honour, and the life of thine enemies for thyself; therefore 
wisdom and knowledge will be granted thee and thereby riches and 
possessions also will I give thee'(cf. II Kings 3: 2ff). 

Immediately, Solomon awoke, and, behold it was a dream (II Kings 
3: 15). 81 

In this midrash mashal is used to both interpret and contextualise the biblical 

text. An inference loaded text, alluding to Solomonic authorship, is expounded 

upon with use of a narrative and intertextual references. Firstly it appears that the 

primary text, Qoh. 1: 1, is apparently ignored and it is instead Prov. 22: 29 that is 

subjected to interpretation. It is in reference to this text that R. Simon relates the 

story of the councillor and his diligence. Then only is Solomon reintroduced and 

the tale is retold with him as the main character and key verses from II Kings are 

expounded upon. Mashal was meant to function as a tool for both teaching and 
learning. 82 It was to make the biblical text accessible to readers and hearers alike. 
Both are engaged as a story unfolds of kings and palaces, treasures and romance. 

Once captivated they are then drawn into the biblical text and the prudent choices 

of Solomon. Here the device is the locking of three texts, two by Solomon and 

one about him, thereby uniting scripture. This kind of haggadic device illustrates 

one great strand of exegesis of Qoheleth by the rabbis, where it is used not to 

generalise but to particularise Solomon. Mashal, through making use of textual 

fragments promotes the totality of the biblical text and fills in apparent gaps. 83 

By doing so it renders the text safer by illustrating a strand of exegesis that pulls 

the text together. Mashal can at times also have a darker side to it, in that the 

relating of an allusive narrative could be the bearer of an unspoken message. 84 

81 Qoheleth Rabbah, 1-2. 
82 Boyarin, 83. "The mashal is not an enigmatic narrative. Its central function is to teach 

knowledge to the people, to make "handles" for the Torah, so that people (not an elect) can 
understand. " 

83 Ibid. This `gap filling' is seen by Boyarin as yet another example of intertextuality in 
the midrashic process. 

84 David Stem, Midrash and Theory (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1996), 40. 
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Mashal was used to express political opinions and in response to polemical 

attacks, both of which would have been too dangerous to express openly. 85 It can 

also be said that the Gospel writers used this literary form, in the way that they 

depicted Jesus using parables as a means to argue with Jewish leaders who 

opposed him. 86 There were other less oblique motives and uses of mashal, 
including that of 

a tactful instrument for smoothing over socially awkward situations 
as well as for praising the dead, either in eulogies or in the course of 
consoling grieving relatives... The most frequent use of the mashal, 
however, was the sermon in the synagogue or the lecture in the 
Rabbinic academy... The most common literary context in which 
meshalim are preserved in Rabbinic literature is that of midrash. It 
was midrash that determined the conventional two-part structure of 
the mashal, consisting of a narrative (the mashal proper) and a 
nimshal, the so-called explanation or application of the narrative. 
And it was midrash, too, that gave the Rabbinic mashal its explicit 
raison d'etre, which was to be an exegetical tool, a device for 
interpreting Scripture and for arriving at its meaning. 87 

The extent to and the manner in which these rabbinic exegetical tools, peshat, 
derash and mashal, were employed varied through the history of rabbinic 
literature and represent different stages of rabbinic exegesis. The time of 

Qoheleth Rabbah's compilation falls into a transitional stage of rabbinic 

exegesis, where a period of "textual implication" was being replaced by a period 

of "awareness of the value of peshat". 88 In addition, Qoheleth Rabbah retains the 

early period of rabbinic exegesis where peshat was replaced by derash, by way 

of "reading in" to the text. The existence of these stages of rabbinic biblical 

exegesis in Qoheleth Rabbah, not only reaffirms and characterises its eclectic 

compilation, in that it drew on and borrowed heavily from earlier rabbinic 
literature, but it also draws attention to the specific textual challenges and 

problems that Qoheleth posed to rabbinic thought and theology. 

85 Ibid., 40. A good source of examples on the various uses of mashal within midrash is 
found in Stem's book Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature 
(Cambride, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991). 

Ibid. 
87 Ibid., 40-41. 
88 Halivni, 33-34. Halivni notes that the direction of rabbinic exegesis towards peshat 

"meant not violating the integrity of the text, not necessarily getting closer to authorial intention. 
With respect to authorial intention, it is true, rabbinic exegesis displays a zigzag pattern of 
development". 
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E. Qoheleth Rabbah: Theological Discourse 

In considering the reception of Qoheleth by the rabbis, as revealed 

through their compilation of Qoheleth Rabbah, a number of influential factors 

have been considered and along with these, the unique structural challenges that 

Qoheleth presents the rabbinic readers should also be taken into account. In 

reading Qoheleth Rabbah it is important to be faithful to its midrashic form, 

theological discourse (exegetical-propositional), and to trace thematic links, 

patterns of exegesis and contextual references without losing the textual integrity 

of Qoheleth. There is also a need to examine the reader's intention and 
interaction with the character of the text. By firstly identifying the patterns and 

themes that thread their way through the fabric of the book, these threads can 

then be tied together with the historical, social and religious context in which the 

text was compiled, to provide a more informed understanding of the text and the 

unique challenges it posed to rabbinic exegesis. 

As was discussed in exegetical techniques, it is important to be aware of 

the different rabbinic modes of interpretation. In reading Qoheleth Rabbah, R. N. 

Sandberg identifies and imposes four modes of interpretation on the Midrash, 

which attempts to understand the process of rabbinic exegesis: 

Reinterpretive Mode 1: Reading the text as symbolism 
Reinterpretive Mode 2: Attaching added meaning to the text 
Transitional Mode 3: Transforming generalizations into specifics 
Mode 4: Accepting the literal text and its context89 

These modes of interpretation are helpful in approaching the complex textual 

nature of Qoheleth Rabbah, and they complement and underscore the tension that 

exists between peshat and derash. The use of allegory and symbolism are an 

important part of Qoheleth Rabbah, as is the rabbinic idea of interpreting what is 

not said and so adding what they understood as implied. 90 Qoheleth's general 

statements regarding futility, life's inconsistencies and others, present a 

challenge to the rabbis, who then transform and apply them to more specific 

situations and events but still attempting to accommodate some of Qoheleth's 

initial observations. 1 The obvious reinterpretation of Qoheleth at times obscures 

the literal reading of text by the rabbis but interestingly, peshat is also employed 

89 Sandberg, 29-35. 
90 Ibid., 30-31. 
91 Ibid., 33. 
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in the reading of considered problematic portions of Qoheleth. As noted earlier in 

exegetical techniques, two significant themes arise in the reading of Qoheleth 

Rabbah, those of the Solomonic persona and the Torah. These will be examined 

as the two main themes of the Midrash, where the reading of Solomon appears to 

be mostly peshat and the interpretation of the Torah, mostly derash. 

Additionally, the use of polemical language in the Midrash, and the ironical use 

of Qoheleth being used against heresy will also be considered. 
1. Solomon 

The identification of Qoheleth as Solomon - as one and the same person 

- was not questioned by the rabbinic authors of Qoheleth Rabbah. This 

assumption, though, does at times result in an apparently inconsistent reading of 

the text, one in which the signs and the referent become disjointed and the 

rabbinic equivalencies for Solomon seem in contention with the biblical text of 

Qoheleth culminating in the production of a new sign-system. The rabbis, 

through midrash, present a new system of signs through which their message can 

be transmitted 92 Through the process of midrash the rabbis read Qoheleth in a 

quest to seek knowledge of the text and God, redefining codes along the way to 

fit their ideology and suit their own agenda but also with the intent of restoring 

the original meaning to the text. 

The rabbis, in their exegesis of Qoheleth 1: 1, identify Solomon with 
Qoheleth by explaining that the name Qoheleth was one of several symbolic 

names for Solomon and `Qoheleth' was the one that fitted Solomon's role at the 

time: 

Why was Koheleth's name so called? Because his words were uttered 
in public (hikkahel), as it is stated, Then Solomon assembled (yakhel) 
the elders of Israel (I Kings 8: 1) 93 

Each one of Solomon's names, which varied between three and seven according 

to different rabbis, had a significant meaning and described Solomon's character 
in religiously symbolic terms: 

He was called `Agar' because he was stored (agur) with words of 
Torah. He was called `Jakeh' because he discharged (meki' words 
[of wisdom] like a bowl that is filled at one time and emptied at 
another time; similarly did Solomon learn Torah at one time and 

92 Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination, 11. Fishbane states that "Biblical Scripture is a 
complex stem of written signs". 

Qoheleth Rabbah, 3. 
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forget it at another time. He was called Lemuel because he spoke 
against God in his heart, saying, `I can multiply [wives] without 
sinning. ' He was called Thiel' because he said, `God is with me (itti 
e. 94 

This addition to the text allows the literal reading of the text to remain, where 
Qoheleth is not removed from the reading, but further information and 

explanation is provided so enabling the rabbis to keep the sense of peshat, where 
the contextual meaning of the text is retained. 

Once that Solomon is equated with Qoheleth, the rabbis now address the 

problems that Solomon, as Qoheleth, presents in the text. Qoheleth's persona is a 

problematic one and rabbinic exegesis reinvents Qoheleth, as Solomon, into a 

pious student and teacher of the Torah. This reinvention threads its way through 

Qoheleth Rabbah and is combined with the other major theme of the Midrash, 

the Torah. The rabbinic reading and interpretation of Qoh. 1: 3 introduce these 

themes and serves as a reminder of the still disputed and fragile nature of 
Qoheleth's position in scripture: 

What profit hath man of all his labour wherein he laboureth 
under the sun (1,3)? R. Benjamin said: The Sages sought to 
suppress the Book of Koheleth because they discovered therein 
words which savour of heresy. They declared: Behold all the 
wisdom of Solomon which he aims at teaching [in this Book] is, 
What profit hath man of all his labour? It is possible that the words 
may also be applied to man's labour in the Torah! On reconsidering 
the matter they declared: He did not say `Of all labour' but Of all 
his labour-In his labour one should not labour, but one should toil 
in the labour of the Torah! 95 

The expose by the rabbis of the attempt by the sages to stifle the controversial 

message of Qoheleth and their subsequent relinquishment of this objective is to 

be expected. The rabbis have no reason to be coy concerning their exposure and 

acceptance of the problematic nature of Qoheleth, for it was well accounted for 

in earlier rabbinic writings. What is of interest here is the manner in which the 

generality of the text is specialised and so removing the corruption of the text and 
hence its troublesome meaning. The rabbis are casuistic, by drawing the 

distinction "all his labour", meaning not God's labour, and not "all labour". By 

particularising the text, the rabbis solve the problem raised by Qoheleth's 

94 Ibid., 3-4. 
95 Qoheleth Rabbah, 6-7. 
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question and their pedantic exegetical approach identifies the nuances of the 

question and its validity but again the literal meaning of the text is retained. 

One of the key concepts of Qoheleth, gis i, presents a challenge to the 

rabbis, less because of its meaning but rather because of its application by 

Qoheleth. For Qoheleth makes what could be considered very broad and 

sweeping statements when referring to this very conceptual word. In attempting 

to define and understand hebel in their reading of Qoh. 1: 2, the rabbis use 
imagery that retains one of the renderings of this key word. 6 A number of 

rabbinic comments are collected; all drawing similar interpretations to the 

meaning of hebel but also acknowledging the word's abstract and complex 

nature: 

Vanity of vanities (1,2). R. Huna said in the name of R. Aha: David 
used a phrase without explaining it and its exposition was given by 
his son Solomon; and Solomon used a phrase without explaining it 
and its exposition was given by his father David. David said, Man is 
like unto breath (Ps. CXLIV, 4). To what breath? If he were like the 
steam from an oven, there is substance in it; if like the steam of a 
stove, there is substance in it! His son Solomon came and explained 
it; for that is what is written, Vanity of vanities, saith Koheleth [is 
man]. R. Samuel b. Nahum in the name of R. Joshua B. Korah: It 
may be likened to a man who sets on the fire seven pots one on top of 
the other, and the steam from the topmost one has no substance in it, 
[and such is man] 97 

The rabbis attempt to retain the simple, literal meaning of the text in their 

explanation of hebel and through their simile of a man and his pots an illustration 

and comparison is drawn. Further, by bringing David and Solomon into a 
dialogue to explain each other, the rabbis further reinforce the notion of scripture 
interpreting scripture and the totality of the written Torah. The problematic 

nature of Qoheleth's utilisation of the word hebel is encountered further in the 

text when he declares that even the enjoyment of pleasure is hebel: 

I said in my heart: Come now, I will try you with mirth (H, 1). 
R. Phinehas and R. Hezekiah in the name of R. Simon b. Zabdi 
commented on this. R. Phinehas said: [The text can be read as] 
anassekah (I will try thee) and anuskah (I will flee thee). I will 
make a test with words of Torah and I will make a test with words 
of heresy; I will flee from words of heresy to words of Torah. And 

96 Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the 
Old Testament, vol. 1, revised edition, trans. and ed. M. E. J. Richardson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 
236-237. `Steam, ' `breath, ' `vapour, ' and `vanity' are all considered meanings of the word ý: i; t. 

97 Qoheleth Rabbah, 4-5. The seven pots refer to the seven ̀ vanities' in the verse, since 
oýýiýn denotes two `vanities'. 
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enjoy pleasure: i. e. the pleasure of Torah. And, behold, this also 
was vanity! The verse should have stated nothing else than `And, 
behold, this also was pleasure'; but it declares, And, behold, this 
also was vanity! R. Hezekiah said in the name of R. Simon b. 
Zabdi: All the Torah which you learn in this world is `vanity' in 
comparison with Torah [which will be learnt] in the World to 
Come; because in this world a man learns Torah and forgets it, but 
with reference to the World to Come what is written there? I will 
put My law in their inward parts (Jer. 31: 33). 98 

When the plain meaning of the text is considered unacceptable, it is abandoned 

and the rabbis are categorical in reading in what the text should have said. Here 

rabbinic derash is thought to restore the original meaning of the text, its peshat. 9 

Qoheleth's language and use of the word hebel left too many gaps for the rabbis, 

who were uncomfortable with its utilisation and possible inferences. They 

resolved this difficulty by particularising the text, and by reiterating and 

emphasising the pleasure found in the study of the Torah. Further, hebel is seen 
in relative terms, where in comparison to the study of the Torah in the world to 

come, the study the Torah in this world can be considered to be hebel. 

The problematic nature of Solomon's sweeping statements in regards to 
hebel and similar perceptions forced the rabbis, as noted in the previous midrash 

examples, to particularise the text. In the reading of Qoh. 1: 14 the rabbis firstly 

provide an allegory of an old man who sits at a cross road warning people of the 

differing conditions of the roads from which a comparison is made to Solomon 

but then it is followed with a literal reading of the text, ending with an important 

addition: 

In like manner, ought not people to be thankful to Solomon who sits 
by the gates of wisdom and warns Israel, I have seen all the works 
that are done under the sun; and behold, all is vanity and a 
striving after wind, except repentance and good deeds. '°° 

The midrash on this text illustrates how rabbinic exegesis could adapt to the 

language of individual texts without always reading in. Clearly, the 

indiscriminate sentiments of Qoheleth were problematic but the rabbis allow the 

98 Qoheleth Rabbah, 51. 
99 Halvini, 132-133. Halvini proposes to solve these discrepancies between peshat and 

derash by understanding the corruption of the text through the historical process of chate'u 
Yisrael ("the people of Israel sinned"). "What this theory implies is that, in these instances, the 
uncorrupted Torah actually originally did say derash, and that the peshat of our current text is 
fallacious, a reality which necessarily prompted corrective, but essentially restorative, activity of 
midrash". 

100 Qoheleth Rabbah, 42. 
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peshat of the text to remain and the additional clarification is what is considered 

already implied in the text. The attempt by the rabbis to restore Solomon, as 
Qoheleth, to his supposed position of moral and spiritual authority, though, is 

inconsistent with the biblical Solomon portrayed in I Kings but is consistent with 
the illustration of Solomon in II Chronicles, where he is described as being one 

whom God was with and as one who was faithful to God. '°' 

As earlier observed, the pleasures of Qoheleth were interpreted by the 

rabbis as being ones confined to those of the Torah and here again, Qoheleth's 

specific pleasures are read as scriptural allegory: 
I searched in my heart how to pamper my flesh with wine (II, 3). 
Solomon said, I searched in "my heart how to pamper my flesh 
with wine - to pamper my heart with the wine of the Torah. And my 
heart conducting itself with wisdom - with the wisdom of the 
Torah. 

Repetitions within Qoheleth Rabbah are not infrequent and the interpretation of 

eating and drinking, as signifying the Torah and good deeds, is applied as 

necessary. 102 The process of restoration and trying to make the text meaningful 

created a problem of internal consistency. Therefore, the challenge that Qoheleth 

posed to the rabbis was to make the potentially heretical and seemingly non- 

rabbinic sentiments of Qoheleth, both relevant and one whose message fell into 

place with the unity of scripture. Clearly, the image that the rabbis wish to 

portray of Solomon is one that is compatible and sympathetic with their own 

ideological agenda but also one that reflected the Solomon of II Chronicles. The 

study of and devotion to the Torah was a virtuous preoccupation and not the 

egocentric indulgent pass times of a king with too much time on his hands, 

pleasuring himself with food and wine. 

But the presentation of Qoheleth, as Solomon, as being not only a student 

of the Torah but also a teacher of the Torah is done through a radical re-reading 

of the text. In the midrash on Qoh. 2: 8, where Qoheleth vividly describes his 

material wealth, the rabbis initially allow the peshat of the text to remain. The 

intertextuality of scripture supports this literal reading, as shown by their linking 

of Qoh. 2: 8 to I Kings 10: 27 and II Chron. 11: 23. But then added meaning is 

attached to the text and Solomon's material wealth is connected with matters of 

101 II Chronicles 1: 1,11-12,9: 22-23. 
102 Qoheleth Rabbah 2: 24; 3: 13; 5: 17; and 8: 15. 
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the Torah. 103 The rabbis interpret the mansions built by Solomon as synagogues 

and houses of study, and the vineyards he planted as really referring to rows of 

disciples. The material possessions and accomplishments of Solomon during his 

reign, the enormous task of building the Temple in Jerusalem and the return of 

the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem, are well documented in both I Kings and II 

Chronicles. The rabbis, though, appear to favour the Solomon of II Chronicles 

and the midrash on Qoh. 2: 8 diffuses Solomon's worldly endeavours and reads 

meaning into the text, sanctifying Solomon's persona as Qoheleth along the way. 

It may appear that in attempting to bring Qoheleth into line, the rabbis seem, at 

times, to over compensate for Solomon exegetically. But maybe their 

overzealous interpretation was necessary for a wayward Solomon. I Kings 11: 9 

states that "The Lord was angry with Solomon, because his heart turned away 

from the Lord... " After years of service and devotion to God, Solomon married 

numerous foreign women and built shrines to other gods and offered sacrifices to 

them. 104 The rabbis did seem to have reason indeed to protect Solomon's 

reputation and to recreate and reconfigure him into an image of their own 

likeness. But it could also be argued that the rabbis were restoring to these 

problematic verses the real peshat, which had been corrupted through chate'u 

Yisrael, in this case Solomon's sins. 105 This could therefore account to some 

extent for the discrepancies and inconsistencies between the persona of Qoheleth 

and the rabbinic Solomon, who is not necessarily equivalent to the biblical 

Solomon, at least not the one of I Kings. 

This rabbinic Solomon is given a further dimension by means of paternal 

association, where the nature of the relationship between David and Solomon 

provide supportive exegesis. 106 By associating Solomon with David, the rabbis 

provide intertextual support while simultaneously safeguarding and preserving 

the image of both Solomon and David. As noted in the earlier midrash on Qoh. 

1: 2, Solomon and David are brought into dialogue in the very important 

interpretation of the word hebel. The linking of texts by Solomon and David not 

only united scripture but allowed any perceived problems, such as the application 

103 Ibid., 57-58. 
104 I Kings 11: 1-8. 
ios Halivni, 133. 
I°6 Like Solomon, the biblical portrayal of David is not consistent. The wayward David 

of II Samuel contrasts with the faithful David of I Chronicles. 
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of hebel by Qoheleth, to be rendered safer. 107 David's likening of man to breath 

in Psalms 144: 4 is used to explain Solomon's use of hebel and vice versa. 
Consequently, the rabbis' interpretation of Qoh. 1: 2 retains one of the renderings 

of hebel as breath or steam by showing how scripture interprets scripture. 
The importance of Solomon's association with David can be further 

understood by placing Qoheleth Rabbah in its historical and geographical 

context. In his book, "The Sage in Jewish Society of Late Antiquity"108, Richard 

Kalmin carries out an exegetical study into the attitudes toward King David in 

rabbinic writings, and how distinct differences between Babylonian and 
Palestinian rabbis and in turn their relationship and interaction with non-rabbis, 

affected David's portrayal. 109 By placing the rabbinic writings in their historical 

context, he argues that the attitude towards David found in rabbinic writings can 
be explained. Focusing on his comments on the Palestinian rabbis (as is relevant 
to Qoheleth Rabbah and its Palestinian literary origin) is found a valuable 

observation for this present study: 
Palestinian rabbis, we will argue, in keeping with their greater 
involvement with non-rabbis and their weaker position in society, 
tend to depict David as sinless and saintly. They portray him 
positively to defend him, and by extension themselves, against the 
scorn and criticism of non-rabbinic Jews... So Palestinian rabbis tend 
to praise David, to whitewash his sins, to make his behavior conform 
to rabbinic halakhah, and to portray him as a rabbi. ' l° 

Concentrating primarily on rabbinic literature from the Tannaitic period", 
Kalmin demonstrates how Palestinian rabbis tend to downplay David's sins or in 

some cases retell or re-reason a serious incident. A prime example can be shown 
in their statements concerning David's illicit relationship with Bathsheba, where 
Kalmin observes that: 

R. Shimon ben Yohai claims that David committed adultery with 
Bathsheba only in order to show the way to penitents, to demonstrate 
that repentance was possible and effective. 112 

6: 12. 
107 A similar example is found in Qoheleth Rabbah, 165 and the interpretation of Qoh. 

108 Richard Kalinin, The Sage in Jewish Society of Late Antiquity (London: Routledge, 
1999). 

109 Ibid., 83-93. 
110 Ibid., 83. 
111 Ibid., 84. The Tannaitic period refers to the first two centuries CE and includes the 

works of the Mishnah and Tosefta. 
112 Ibid., 84. Statements concerning David and Bathsheba are found in b. Avodah Zarah 

4b-5a, b. Shabbat 56a and b. Shabbat 56a. 
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In Qoheleth Rabbah we do not find such specific references to events in David's 

life but like Solomon, David is portrayed in a positive light and the mantle of a 
Torah teacher and a man of exemplary character is also bestowed upon him. The 

glossy and positive rabbinic portrayal of David is shown in the following 

statements in Qoheleth Rabbah, particularly in regards to his wisdom: 
Another interpretation of The wise man, his eyes are in his head: 
i. e. David, king of Israel; But the fool walketh in darkness: i. e. the 
wicked Nebuchadnezzar! 13 

Another interpretation of Wisdom is a stronghold to the wise man; 
i i. e. to David... 114 

It is interesting to note that it is David who is chosen as an example of a wise 

man, rather than Solomon who was famed for his wisdom. ' 15 The wisdom of 
David is also the reason, according to the rabbis in their midrash on Qoh. 7: 19, 

why the book of Psalms is named after him, even though it was composed by ten 

men and even God speaks up on David's behalf: 

Similarly when the ten righteous men wished to compose the Book of 
Psalms, the Holy One, blessed be he, said to them, `You are all 
pleasant, pious and worthy to utter hymns before Me, but let David 
utter them for all of you because his voice is sweet. ' That is what is 
written, The sweet singer of Israel (II Sam. XXIII, 1). 116 

Along with wisdom, literary skills and a beautiful voice, the rabbis disclose other 

honourable traits of David. In the midrash on Qoh. 5: 10 Simeon b. Eleazar 

recounts a conversation between David and God regarding the day on which 

David will die, in which David requests to die on the eve of the Sabbath. In 

response to this request God responds, curiously quoting scripture himself, 

portraying him in a manner very much in accord with the rabbis: 

He replied, `For a day in Thy courts is better than a thousand (Ps. 
LXXXIV, II), i. e. better to Me is one day in which you are engaged in 
Torah before Me than a thousand sacrifices which your son Solomon 
will offer before Me on the altar. ' David used to sit and study every 
Sabbath throughout the day! 17 

David's life was so precious that God did not want to shorten it by even a day, 

especially seeing that if he died on the eve of the Sabbath he would not be able to 

study the Torah for one more day. In one very poignant revelation in the 

1'3 Qoheleth Rabbah, 65. 
114 Ibid., 202. 
115 I Kings 10: 1-5 recounts the story of the queen of Sheba who hears of Solomon's 

fame and visits him to test his wisdom. 
116 Qoheleth Rabbah, 203. 
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interpretation of Qoh. 9: 18, the rabbis not only provide a saintly summary of 
David but also (re)claim their authority: 

R. `Azariah and R. Jonathan b. R. Haggai said in the name of R. 
Isaac b. Marion: It is to teach you that whoever hardens his face 
against the disciples of the Sages and the great [teacher] of the 
generation is as though he hardens his face against the king; so how 
much more so in the case of David who was king, sage, and a great 
[teacher] in his generation! 118 

David's moral lapses are not dwelt on but elements of his persona remain in the 

midrash and reflect a similarity to the rabbinic derash on Qoheleth as Solomon. 

If Kalmin's theory is accepted, then this whitewashing of father and son is a 

product of the context and climate in which the text was produced. Qoheleth 

Rabbah was compiled in Palestine by rabbis who interacted on a daily basis with 

non-rabbinic Jews and others. Whether real or imagined, there appears to be a 

conflict between rabbinic and non-rabbinic Jews regarding the character of David 

and Solomon. 119 The need to respond and defend these two prominent biblical 

figures, and also re-establish their position in society, were reasons enough to 

explain away and ignore the immoral conduct of these two great kings. 

2. Torah 

Qoheleth Rabbah inextricably ties the emphasis on the study of the Torah 

to Solomon, for the book of Qoheleth is perceived as the conduit through which 

the message of Solomon, which is the Torah, is transmitted. It is in this regard 

that Qoheleth presents the rabbis with the most challenges. Verses that would 

apparently take a plain or simple meaning, are instead transformed through 

rabbinic derash into, what could be called, Torah propaganda. Even the few 

sentiments expressed by Qoheleth that seem to provide him comfort in a 

meaningless existence are interpreted by the rabbis in a manner that subdues the 

emotions. The midrash on Qoh. 2: 24 illustrates this reality: 

There is nothing better for a man than he should eat and drink 
(II, 24). R. Tanhuma in the name of R. Nahman, the son of R. 
Samuel b. Nahman, and R. Menahma said: All the references to 
eating and drinking in this Book signify Torah and good deeds. R. 
Jonah said: The most clear proof of them all is, A man hath no 
better thing under the sun than to eat and drink and to be merry, 
and that this should accompany him in his labour-`amalo (Eccl. 

117 Ibid., 149. 
118 Ibid., 257. 
119 Kalmin, 90. 
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8: 15). The last word should be read as `olamo (his world)-in this 
world; All the days of his life (ib. ) alludes to the grave. Are there, 
then, food and drink in the grave which accompany a man to the 
grave? It must then mean Torah and good deeds. 120 

As mentioned in the previous section, repetitions within Qoheleth Rabbah are not 
infrequent and especially in reference to Torah. In most cases where Torah is the 
interpretative result, derash is employed to understand the text and to provide 

meaning. In the understanding of food and drink as always meaning Torah, the 

surface meaning or simple meaning of the text is rejected and instead meaning is 

read into the text. 121 Further examples of reading in are found in the midrash on 
Qoh. 11: 1,3: 

Cast thy bread upon the waters (XI, 1). R. Bibi said: If it is your 
desire to practice charity, bestow it upon those who labour in the 
Torah, because the waters means nothing else than words of Torah, 
as it is said, Ho, every one that thirsteth, come ye for water (Isa. LV, 
1). 122 

If the clouds be full of rain, they empty themselves upon the 
earth (XI, 3). If the disciples of the Sages are full of Torah, they 
empty it upon Israel who are called earth, as it is said, For ye shall 
be a delightsome land (Mal. III, 12). 123 

In both midrashim, the plain meaning of the text appears to be rejected and 

replaced by another. But this understanding of reading in is dependent on a 

narrow understanding of peshat as being only the plain or literal sense of the text. 

The peshat of the text can also take the form of an allegory or metaphor. 124 

Therefore, it can be argued that metaphors of bread and water, and clouds and 

rain, are actually the scriptural peshat and that reading in the meaning to be 

Torah is restoring the literal meaning of the text. It is also important to note the 

connecting of both interpretations with texts from elsewhere in scripture and 

therefore providing intertextual support. The reading of certain texts as an 

implied metaphor for Torah is not uncommon in Qoheleth Rabbah and along 

with continued references to anything related to food and drink meaning Torah, 

120 Qoheleth Rabbah, 72. 
121 Halivni, 6. This differs to allegorising where the plain meaning of the text is 

preserved. 
'22 Qoheleth Rabbah, 284. 
' Ibid., 292. 
124 Halivni, 19. 
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there are others, including interpreting the darkness of Qoh. 6: 4 to mean without 
Torah and good deeds. 125 

The need to particularise Qoheleth's general statements was an important 

part of the rabbinic use of derash and the midrashim on Qoh. 2: 13 and 3: 1 

illustrate this hermeneutic technique: 
Then I saw that wisdom excelleth folly (II, 13). It has been taught 
in the name of R. Meir: As there is superiority of light over darkness, 
so there is superiority of words of Torah over words of vanity. 126 

To every thing there is a season (III, 1)... and a time to every 
purpose under the heaven. There was a time for the Torah to be 
given to Israel. R. Bibi said: There was a time for a certain thing to 
be found above the heaven, and now it was to be found beneath the 
heaven. What was it? The Torah, as it is stated, And God spoke all 
these words saying (Ex. XX, I). 127 

By particularising the texts, meaning is added but the plain sense of the text 

remains unaltered, making the texts both meaningful and less ambiguous. 

Rabbinic midrash was seen as a way of continuing the legacy of God's revelation 

through the dual Torah and trying to understanding God's will through scriptural 

exegesis. 128 The rabbis' role in this process of continued revelation was critical 

and they draw attention to their unique position in regards to the Torah in the 

midrash on Qoh. 1: 7: 

Another interpretation of All the rivers: all the Torah which a man 
studies is only in his heart; Yet sea is not full: but the heart is not full 
nor the appetite ever satisfied... the Holy One, blessed be He, gave 
wisdom to the wise who sit and meditate upon it in Synagogues and 
Houses of Study. 129 

Further, it was important to emphasise their sacred role in continuing the legacy 

of Moses and maintaining their revelatory authority: 

Is there a thing thereof it is said: See, this is new (1,10)?... if you 
have heard Torah from the mouth of a scholar, let it be in your 
estimation as if your ears had heard it from Mount Sinai. 130 
Who is as the wise man (VII, 1)? This alludes to the Holy One 
blessed be He, of whom it is written, He is wise in heart, and mighty 

125 Qoheleth Rabbah, 160. 
126 Ibid., 63. 
'27 Ibid., 74. 
128 Halivni, 150-151. Halivni contends that the theological premise underlying chate'u 

Yisrael, which accounts for any textual corruption, can be understood by noting that "Revelation 
made the Torah available to man and accessible to man, but also vulnerable to human exertion". 

129 Qoheleth Rabbah, 21-22. 
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in strength (Job IX, 4) And who knoweth the interpretation of a 
thing? [That is God] who expounded the Torah to Moses. 131 

In response to Qoheleth's open rhetorical questions the rabbis reaffirm their 

direct line of authority back to God and Moses by interpreting what is not said 

and so adding what they considered to be already implied in the text. 

The reoccurring theme of the importance of the Torah as emphasised by 

the rabbis in Qoheleth Rabbah, can be read as a veiled warning, subtext, against 
the subtle influences of Islam and Christianity. Christianity and then to a lesser 

extent Islam, saw themselves as the true custodians of the traditions of the Torah, 

as it was interpreted and understood in their individual communities. The 

ownership of the written Torah, God's revelation, was intrinsically tied to the 

very identity of Israel, Judaism. This sentiment is clearly made in the midrash on 
Qoh. 1: 4: 

One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh (I, 
4)... and the earth abideth for ever... R. Simeon b. Yohai said: It is 
written, For as the days of a tree shall be the days of My people (Isa. 
LXV, 22), and `tree' means nothing else than Torah, as it is stated, 
She is a tree of life to them that lay hold upon her (Prov. III, 18). 
Now what was created for the sake of what? Was Torah created for 
the sake of Israel or vice versa? Surely Torah was created for the 
sake of Israel. Since, then, Torah which was created for the sake of 
Israel endures for all eternity, how much more must Israel, for whose 
sake it was created, [endure for all eternity] ! lag 

Through intertextuality and reading in the rabbis state plainly the meaning of the 

texts, that Torah and Israel cannot be separated, for one identifies the other. 
In concluding, in part, the theme of the Torah as found in Qoheleth 

Rabbah, the emphasis on the Torah can not be seen as unique to the period of 
Qoheleth Rabbah's compilation. The Torah remained pivotal in Judaism 

throughout its religious and literary history. What is then notable is not whether 

the preoccupation with the study of the Torah in Qoheleth Rabbah may or may 

not reflect the historical climate of the day but what is even more striking is that 

such a book as Qoheleth could be read in this manner. Qoheleth challenged the 

rabbis through its indeterminate textual realities, through which sweeping general 

statements were made. Qoheleth's highly individualistic message, when judged 

against other biblical texts, forced the rabbis to respond through the midrashic 

13' Ibid., 213. 
132 Ibid., 14-15. 
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process to preserve the unity of scripture by making connections between 

Qoheleth and the rest of scripture, through intertextuality. Further, they had to 

particularise Qoheleth's textual generalisations, and reading, what were 

considered to be implied linguistic signs, to mean Torah. 

3. Polemics and Parables 

The overriding theme of the Torah affirms the status quo but it also serves 
to a certain extent as a symbolic polemic. In the reading of Qoheleth Rabbah are 
found mostly covert polemical messages directed towards Christianity and its 

adherents but also at Jewish heretics. The importance of the historical context 

and how it relates to Qoheleth Rabbah is especially significant when examining 

the polemical language in the Midrash. Further, the rabbinic understanding of 
divine activity and intervention in history is another important factor to be 

considered. The Jewish community read contemporary events and questioned 
God's part in them, and the rabbis responded, in part, through midrashic tradition 

and exegesis. 133 In rabbinic midrash tradition there are examples of God's 

paradoxical actions in history, as understood by the proverb, "The Holy One 

blessed be He, with the very thing with which He injures He heals" and it is 

particularly contextually relevant in the reading of certain polemical language. 134 

When the reading of hebel was examined in relation to Solomon, the 

midrash on Qoh. 2: 1 was given as an example of how the rabbis attempted to 

restore the plain meaning of the text by stating what should have been said. Prior 

to this claim, the rabbis' counsel and warn their audience of the dangers of 
heresy: 

I said in my heart: Come now, I will try you with mirth (11,1)... I 
will make a test with words of Torah and I will make a test with 
words of heresy; I will flee from words of heresy to words of 
Torah. 13s 

It is ironic that Qoheleth is here used against heresy while it is held to be 

potentially heretical itself, as acknowledged by the earlier midrash on Qoh. 1: 3. 

It appears that to overcome the challenge of the perceived heretical position that 
Qoheleth held in certain quarters, the rabbis both particularise Qoheleth's 

133 Chernus, 126. Chernus notes that rabbinic literature of late antiquity evaluated events 
by the standard "Is it good or bad for Jews? " and asked whether these events affected the 
fulfilment of divine promises of redemption. 

134 Ibid., 127. 
135 Qoheleth Rabbah, 51. 
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language and read in to the text added meaning. It could be assumed that `words 

of heresy' is a disguised polemic against Christianity and Islam but the rabbis 

could also be addressing religious factions within Judaism. The midrash on Qoh. 

5: 5 makes a further warning concerning the study of the Torah: 

Suffer not thy mouth to bring thy flesh into guilt (V, 5). R. 
Benjamin interpreted the verse as alluding to those who make a 
pretence of knowledge of the Torah. Suffer not thy mouth: give not 
permission to your mouth, to bring thy flesh into guilt: to make your 
body sin in the matter of your study. Neither say thou before the 
messenger, i. e. the teacher, that it was an error: he makes himself 
out to be a Bible-scholar but is not one, or a Mishnah-scholar but he 
is not one. 136 

Here R. Benjamin appears to be hinting, not to Christianity and Islam, but to 

students of the yeshiva, maybe even his own, who were pretending to be rabbinic 

scholars. Polemical language within Qoheleth Rabbah is not overtly invasive but 

it exists and certain significant examples will be considered. 

In the interpretation of Qoh. 1: 8 is found the following narrative that 

warns the reader of associating with questionable characters, and the serious 

consequences of doing so: 

Another interpretation of All things toil to weariness: Words of 
heresy weary man. R. Eliezer was once arrested because of heresy, 
and the governor took him and made him ascend a dais to be tried... 
After R. Eliezer had left the dais, he was sorely grieved at having 
been arrested because of heresy. His disciples visited him to console 
him, but he would not accept [their words of comfort]. R. Akiba 
visited him and said to him, `Rabbi, perhaps one of the minim 
expounded something in your presence which was acceptable to you. 
He answered, `By heaven, you have reminded me! Once I was 
walking up the main street of Sepphoris when there came toward me 
a man named Jacob of Kefar Sekaniah who told me something in the 
name of So-and-so which pleased me, viz. "It is written in your 
Torah, Thou shalt not bring the hire of a harlot, or the price of a dog, 
into the house of the Lord thy God for any vow (Deut. XXIII, 19). 
What is to done with them? " I told him that they were prohibited [for 
every use]. He said to me, "They are prohibited as an offering, but is 
it permissible to destroy them? " I retorted, "In that case, what is to be 
done with them? " He said to me, "Let bath-houses and privies be 
made with them. " I exclaimed, "You have said an excellent thing, " 
and the law [not to listen to the words of a min] escaped my memory 
at the time. When he saw that I acknowledged his words, he adds, 
"Thus said So-and-so... On that account I was arrested for heresy. 

"137 More than that, I transgressed what is written in the Torah... 

136 Ibid., 132. 
137 Ibid., 26-28. 
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The historical contextualising of the text through a narrative is significant. By 

gentle prodding from R. Akiba, R. Eliezer was able to recollect the events 
leading up to his arrest for uttering words of heresy. In a moment of weakness he 

overlooked the law about conversing with minim and brought on himself 

avoidable consequences. Minim are thought to be of Jewish heritage, heretics, 

and are most likely to be Jewish Christians. 138 In the midrash on Qoh. 7: 26 the 

nature of the min is made explicit and a min is equated with a sinner. 139 A more 

accurate profile of minim is difficult to compile but the rabbis warned against any 

contact with minim but yet acknowledged their skill as healers and the alluring 

nature of their words. 140 Jacob of Kefar Sekaniah is clearly a follower of 'So- 

and-so', Jesus, and subtly entraps the unsuspecting Rabbi with his shrewd 

questioning. In conversing with a min, R. Eliezer not only broke the law but 

transgressed the Torah and quotes Prov. 5: 8 and Prov. 7: 26. The narrative does 

not leave the reader in any doubt about the serious nature of associating with a 

min. Again the ironical use of Qoheleth against heresy through rabbinic midrash 
is notable. 

The midrash on Qoh. 1: 8 is just one passage in a series of references to 

minim and minuth, minuth being the abstract noun of min and translated as 
heresy, where Christianity is the heresy. '4' As seen in the previous narrative, 
Jesus is never mentioned directly by name in Qoheleth Rabbah but is instead 

introduced as another character, an imitator, often suggestive but never explicit. 
A concise example of this can be seen in yet another midrash on Qoh. 1: 8: 

Hanina, the son of R. Joshua's brother, came to Capemaum, and the 
minim worked a spell on him and set him riding upon an ass on the 
Sabbath. He went to his uncle, Joshua, who anointed him with oil and 
he recovered [from the spell. R. Joshua] said to him, `Since the ass of 
that wicked person has roused itself against you, you are not able to 
reside in the land of Israel. ' So he went down from there to Babylon 
where he died in peace. '42 

The story, though short, is brimming with details and assertions about the 

identity of its characters and their roles. The location, Capernaum, was a well- 

known Christian city from the time of Jesus and so it is not surprising that 

138 R. Travers Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash (Clifton, New Jersey: 
Reference Book Publishers, 1966), 192. 

19 Qoheleth Rabbah, 210. 
10 Kalmin, 68. 
141 Ibid., 107. 
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Hanina has an encounter with the minim there. The residents of Capernaum are 

referred to again later in Qoheleth Rabbah in a manner that may confirm its 

Christian notoriety. For in the midrash on Qoh. 7: 26, the inhabitants of 
Capernaum are referred to as sinners and further, sinners are identified as the 

minim. 143 A spell, or a Christian miracle is cast on Hanina and he performs what 

could be understood as an imitation of Jesus. 144 The difference, though, lies in 

the day the episode takes place, for while Hanina was made to ride on an ass on 
the Sabbath, Jesus' triumphal entry into Jerusalem on an ass was on a Sunday. 

The fact that Hanina was made to ride the ass on the Sabbath further exaggerates 
the seriousness and maliciousness of the `spell' that was cast on him. Jesus is 

once again alluded to when R. Joshua blames the event on the "ass of that wicked 

person". The notion of minim or followers of Jesus working spells or miracles is 

spoken of in the New Testament, where Jesus bestows powers to heal the sick 

and drive out demons, among others, upon his followers. 145 

In the midrashim on Qoh. 1: 8 we fmd a series of passages dealing with 

minim and Christian symbolism in general. A seemingly unprovocative text, 

Qoh. 1: 8, "All such things are wearisome: No man can ever state them; The eye 

never has enough of seeing, nor the ear enough of hearing, " becomes a 

compilation of comments and interpretations of which the theme is anti-Christian 
in nature. The law against associating with minim and listening to their counsel, 

as seen in the story of R. Eliezer, is further repeated in another midrash on Qoh. 

1: 8 in a rather tragic We of a boy, Ben Dama, who dies from a snake bite before 

he is able to receive help from a min. 146 The assisting Rabbi rejoices at this 

outcome and exclaims: 
Happy art thou, Ben Dama, that thou didst expire in a state of purity 
and didst not break down the fence erected by the Sages! 147 

Here the story claims that it is better off to be dead than to be healed by a min, a 
Christian. The healing powers of minim, as depicted by the rabbis, is in keeping 

with the New Testament version of events, where Jesus' followers continue his 

142 Qoheleth Rabbah, 29. 
143 Ibid., 210. 

144 Jesus' triumphal entry into Jerusalem on a donkey is found in Mt. 21: 1-11, Mk 11: 1- 
11, Lk. 19: 28-44 and Jn. 12: 12-15. 

145 Mark 16: 18 and Luke 10: 19. 
146 Qoheleth Rabbah, 28. 
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miracle-working legacy. The importance of avoiding all contact with minim are 

expressed in quite a brutal account of R. Judah b. Nakosa's dealings with them: 

The minim used to have dealings with R. Judah B. Nakosa. They 
used constantly to ask him questions which he was always able to 
answer. He said to them, `In vain you bring your trifling arguments. 
Let us agree among ourselves that whoever overcomes his opponent 
[in debate] shall split his head open with a mallet. ' He defeated them 
and rained blows on their heads until they were filled with cracks. 
When he returned his disciples said to him, `Rabbi, they helped you 
from heaven and you conquered! ' He replied to them, `In vain! go 
and pray for me and for this bag which was full of precious stones 
and pearls but is now filled with ashes. ' 148 

The obliteration of his opponents was not sufficient penance for R. Judah to pay 
for dealing with the minim, for his mind still remained adulterated by his earlier 

actions. The grave consequence of interacting with minim was made explicitly 

clear. The authenticity or accuracy of the stories recorded is not of consequence 
in this reading of the text. These narratives are thought to be later versions of 

earlier texts, due to the historical setting of the stories and the people 

mentioned. 149 Their very inclusion and use, in this case the exegesis and 
interpretation of Qoheleth, confirms their validity in rabbinic circles. Though the 
historicity of the details of each account may be in doubt, it is clear that there 

was frequent contact between rabbis and minim, judging by the vehement 

prohibition by the rabbis. Kalmin articulates this reality accurately when he 

writes in regard to this issue that "the specific stories are not historical - some 

are plainly impossible - but they reflect a historical situation". 150 

Thus far the focus has been on Qoh. 1: 8 but the references and allusions to 

Christianity are scattered throughout Qoheleth Rabbah. Already, in the 
interpretation of Qoh. 1: 9 we find a prophetic tone inserted into a mashal: 

That which hath been is that which shall be (I, 9)... Once [the 
Roman] government dispatched a message to our Rabbis, `Send us 
one of your torches. '... `it seems to us that they want of us nothing 
else than somebody who enlightens faces with legal decisions. ' They 
sent R. Meir to them, and they asked him many questions, all of 
which he answered. Finally they asked him why the pig is called [in 
Hebrew] `hazir', and he replied, `Because it is destined to restore 
(lehahazir) the sovereignty to its owners. "51 

148 Ibid., 30. 
149 Herford, 210-215. 
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151 Qoheleth Rabbah, 31. 
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That the Roman official enquired about the Hebrew etymology of the `pig' seems 

a little peculiar but the paradoxical nature of such an inquiry is profound. The pig 

signifies Rome, which in turn represents Edom, and was a commonly used 

polemical device in rabbinic literature: 152 

Just as the pig pretends to be a clean beast by showing the cloven 
hoof, but in fact is an unclean one, so Rome pretends to be just but in 
fact governs by thuggery. Edom does not pretend to praise God but 
only blasphemes. It does not exalt the righteous but kills them. '53 

Rome, the very bastion of Christian power, was understandably an object of 

attack. R. Meir, in his reply to the Roman official, prophesied the downfall of 
Rome and the subsequent return to ascendancy of Israel. '54 The irony of the 

exchange and the complete naivete on the part of the Roman official to his part is 

an illustration of humour and satire, tools well used by the Judaic writers. 
Though forbidden, it appears that contact with minim (in this case Romans) 

provided an opportunity for the rabbis to reveal the simple minds and heretical 

beliefs of the minim. 
In considering the anti-Roman polemics, the idea of God's paradoxical 

actions in history need to be considered for they add another dimension to these 

seemingly straightforward theological polemics. When the proverb of "with the 

very thing with which He injures He heals" is applied in this political context, 

rabbinic tradition would have acknowledged the concept of God not only using 
Rome to injure Israel but also using Rome to heal Israel. '55 This understanding of 
divine intervention in history did not prevent the rabbis from using provocative 

polemical language, and in the following incident R. Meir once again exposes the 

stupidity of the Romans: 

R. Meir was being sought by the [Roman] Government. He fled and 
passed by the store of some Romans. He found them sitting and 
eating swine's flesh. When they saw him they said, `Is it he or not? 
Since it may be he, let us call him over to us; if he comes and eats 
with us [it cannot be he]. ' He dipped one of his fingers in the swine's 
blood and placed another finger in his mouth, dipping one finger and 
sucking the other. They said one to the other, `If he were R. Meir, he 
would not have done so. ' They let him go and he fled. The text was 

152 Neusner, A Midrash Reader, 90-91. For designation of Rome as `pig' refer to 
Leviticus Rabbah XIII, 5. 
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therefore applied to him, The excellency of knowledge is, that 
wisdom preserveth the life of him that hath it. 156 

The claim by the Roman Empire, now Christian, to be the true Israel was a 

source of great abhorrence and irritation on the part of the Jews and their use of 

the symbol of the pig concedes nothing to the tenets and ideology of Christianity. 

The pig, a symbol of all that is prohibited in Judaism, was the very antithesis of 

God's law and a parameter of obedience to that law. Even being associated with 

pigs was in itself a great insult, as vividly described in the midrash on Qoh. 8: 1: 

An idolater saw R. Judah b. R. Ilai, and, noticing that his face shone, 
exclaimed, ̀ This man is one of three things: he is either intoxicated, 
or a usurer, or a breeder of pigs. ' R. Judah b. R. Ilai heard the remark 
and said, `A curse upon you! I am none of these three things. '... 
`Why then, is your face so bright? ' he asked; and the Rabbi 
answered, ̀My study of Torah brightens my face... ' 57 

The equal vileness of all three attributes is clear and that they could be assigned 

to R. Judah is only conceivable because the claimant was himself an idolater, 

very possibly a Christian. For only a non-Jew could find happiness, such that his 

face would shine in those three indecorous activities, while the pious Rabbi's joy 

is found in the study of the Torah. The symbol of the pig is once again used to 

convey all that is non-Jewish and evil. The intention though not explicit, would 
be clear to the reader and hearer of the text. The theological threat of Christianity 

to the very validity of Judaism was undeniable and rabbinic exegesis served as a 

reassurance of the continuation of God's plan for Israel now and in the future. 

References and allusions to Christianity appear in Qoheleth Rabbah not 

only in symbolism but also through allegory158 and literary imitation, parallels, 

and borrowings. Earlier it was observed how a possible imitation of Jesus riding 

on an ass was introduced as a mashal against minim. In the interpretation of Qoh. 

9: 7, "Go, eat your bread, and drink your wine in joy; for your action was long 

ago approved by God, " is found a further possible imitation or parallel with 

Jesus. Throughout the Gospels are found examples of Jesus healing the sick or 

helping the needy on the Sabbath, and the rebuke and anger he faced by the 

'56 Qoheleth Rabbah, 194. 
'57 Ibid., 215. 
158 Halivni, 3. 


