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• What does “Judaism teach”?  

• What are “Jews supposed to believe”?  

• What are Jews “supposed to do”?  

• How do we know? 

• Where do we look for the answers?   

 

We will look at three different types of Jewish spiritual conversation,  the assumptions behind each, and the 

pros and cons of each style of discourse. 

 

• Week 1 - The debates about what we do as codified in the definitive texts of Jewish Law (“Halakha”); 

• Week 2 - The discussions about who we are, as found in the open-ended conversation called Midrash; 

• Week 3 - The declarations about what we believe as refracted and reflected in the declarative prayers of 

the liturgy. 

 

What Is Midrash Aggadah? 

 

Midrash, searching and probing the text of the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible), divides into two categories. Some 

midrashic writing deals with practical matters of Jewish law and behavior (halacha), and is known as midrash 

halakha. Most midrash explores ethical ideas, biblical characters or narrative moments, and is known as midrash 

aggadah. (Aggadah literally means “telling” or story.) Midrash aggadah can take any biblical word or verse as a 

starting point, but there is no one standardized method of interpretation.  

 

Midrash sometimes involved drawing out biblical paradigms or insights that could apply to contemporary reality, 

and was a complex interplay of reverence for the text and theological creativity…But even the rabbis’ most 

audacious statements…were kept within normative bounds by linking them to biblical verses. Midrash aggadah 

is found in many places throughout the two Talmuds and in midrashic collections. [That is, “midrash” can refer to 

a style of discourse; to a specific story; or to any of the formalized collections of Midrash.] 

 

Some collections of midrash read like verse-by-verse commentaries on (a book of) the Bible. Others… are linked 

through a train of thoughts and associations…Despite the editorial appearance of a sequential or running 

commentary, the rabbis also treated each interpretation of a verse as its own universe of meaning. Multiple 

interpretations are included side by side, and there was no attempt to give a unified reading of a given story. The 

rabbis expressed themselves through exaggeration, inventive history, sound and word association, and parallels 

of sound or substance between verses across the Bible.  

 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/midrash-aggadah/ 

 

[Midrash Aggadah is rarely if ever a basis for a ruling in halakha, Jewish law] 
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Case Studies in Midrash Aggadah: Creating the Backstory to “Choice” Stories from the Bible 

 

Genesis 11-12: 

Now this is the line of Terach: Terach begot Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran begot Lot. Abram and Nahor 

took to themselves wives, the name of Abram’s wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife Milcah…Terach took his 

son Abram, his grandson Lot the son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and they 

set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Haran, they 

settled there. The days of Terach came to 205 years; and Terach died in Haran. 

 

The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show 

you. I will make of you a great nation, And I will bless you; I will make your name great, And you shall be a blessing. 

I will bless those who bless you And curse him that curses you; And all the families of the earth shall bless 

themselves by you.” 

 

(1) Midrash Genesis (Bereshit) Rabba 38:13: 

 

Rabbi Hiyya said: Terach was a manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere and left Abraham to sell 

them in his place. A man came in and wished to buy one. "How old are you?" Abraham asked the man. "Fifty years 

old," he said. "Woe to such a man, who is fifty years old and would worship a day-old object!" Avraham said.  On 

another occasion a woman came in with a plateful of flour and requested him, "Take this and offer it to them." So 

he took a stick and broke them, and put the stick in the hand of the largest. When his father returned he 

demanded, "What have you done to them?" "I cannot conceal it from you. A woman came with a plateful of fine 

meal and requested me to offer it to them. One idol claimed, 'I must eat first,' while another idol claimed, 'I must 

eat first.' Thereupon, the largest idol arose, took the stick and broke them." Terach said:  "Why do you 

humiliate/dishonor me? Have idols any consciousness?"  Avraham replied: "Should not your own ears hear what 

your own mouth has said?"  

 

(2) Midrash Genesis (Bereshit) Rabba 39:1 

 

"God said to Abram, 'Go forth from your land…'" (Genesis 12:1) Rabbi Yitzhak said: this may be compared to a 

man who was traveling from place to place when he saw a castle aglow. He said, "Is it possible that this castle 

lacks a person to look after it?" The owner of the building looked at him and said to him, 'I am the master of the 

castle.'" What happened with Abraham our father was similar. He said, “Is it possible that this universe lacks a 

person to look after it?" the Holy Blessed One looked at him and said to him, 'I am the Master of the Universe.'" 

Hence, God said to Abram, “go forth.” 
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(3) “Kitei Midrashim Geniza” Bereshit p. 42) [https://www.aish.com/atr/Abraham-Discovering-God-at-

Three.html] 

 

As a small child Abraham looked up at the sun and wondered if that could be the force which brought the world 

into existence. But then the sun set and the moon rose. Abraham likewise asked if the moon and stars could be 

the heavenly forces guiding the world. But then the night ended and the sun returned. In time, Abraham 

recognized that there must be a greater force which created and guided the beauty and harmony of creation. 

Perfect design implies a perfect Designer. Only an infinite God could have created a universe of such infinite beauty 

and precision. 

 

 

(4) Exodus (Shemot) Rabbah 2:2 

 

Our teachers have said: Once, while Moses our Teacher was tending [his father-in-law] Yitro’s sheep, one of the 

sheep ran away. Moses ran after it until it reached a small, shaded place. There, the lamb came across a pool and 

began to drink. As Moses approached the lamb, he said, “I did not know you ran away because you were thirsty. 

You are so exhausted!” He then put the lamb on his shoulders and carried him back. The Holy One said, “Since 

you tend the sheep of human beings with such overwhelming love - by your life, I swear you shall be the shepherd 

of My sheep, Israel.” 

 

 

(5) Babylonian Talmud Avodah Zarah 2B 

 

Rabbi Yoḥanan says: the Holy One, Blessed be He, took the Torah around to every nation and those who speak 

every language, such as the Edomites in Seir and the Ishmaelites in Paran, but they did not accept it, until God 

came to the Jewish people and they accepted it. 

 

 

(6) Babylonian Talmud Beitzah 25B 

 

It is taught in a baraita in the name of Rabbi Meir: For what reason was the Torah given to the Jewish people? It 

is because they are impudent, and Torah study will weaken and humble them…Some say a different version of 

this baraita: The ways and nature of these people, the Jews, are like fire, as, were it not for the fact that the Torah 

was given to the Jewish people, whose study and observance restrains them, no nation or tongue could withstand 

them. Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: There are three impudent ones: The Jewish people among the nations; the 

dog among animals; and the rooster among birds. 
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(7) Numbers (BeMidbar) Rabbah 3:2: 

 

Another [explanation]: "Bring close the tribe of Levi, etc." - this is [the meaning of] what is written (Psalms 65:5), 

"Happy is the one whom You have chosen and You have brought close.”  A [Roman] matron asked Rabbi Yossi, 

"[Does] your God bring close whomever He wants (arbitrarily)?" [So] he brought a basket of figs in front of her 

and she would choose a nice one, she would choose it and eat it. He said to her, "You know how to choose, [does] 

the Holy One, blessed be He not know how to choose? The one whom He sees has good deeds, He chooses him 

and brings him close." . . . Rabbi Yehoshua of Sakhnin said in the name of Rabbi Levi, "There are six that were 

chosen: the priesthood; the order of Levi; Israel; the monarchy of the house of David; Jerusalem; [and] the 

Temple.”  

 

 

 

 

 

What are the characteristics of The Conversation of Midrash & Midrash Aggada? 

 

• What are the goals of this type of conversation? 

• What is emphasized, questions or answers? Why? 

• What are some “pros” and “cons” of this type of spiritual discussion? 

• Who is in this conversation? 

• To what degree is this conversation fixed? Fluid? 

• (How) Does the conversation of aggadah/midrash tell us “What Judaism Says About….” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


