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The Truth About Midrash:  
Literal and Figurative Readings

rabbi scot a. berman

The liTeral or non-literal character of midrashic Torah commentary has been hotly 
debated for centuries. Teachers struggle with how to present and interpret this broad genre. 
At the core of it rests a theological debate over Hazal’s representation of truth. Simplified, 
the argument goes something like this: the Rabbis’ interpretations of the Torah – the Divine 
word of G-d – must correspond to factual truth. It is inconceivable, to followers of this point 
of view, that the Rabbis would describe something where the details do not reflect factual 
reality. Therefore, the rabbinic statement in Midrash Shemot Rabba 1:17 (and other sources), 
for example, that under Egyptian subjugation Hebrew women gave birth to 6, 12 or even 60 
children at one time must be understood as a dispute over the factual reality.

Non-literalists argue differently. Their claim is that the Rabbis’ truth need not depend 
on the correspondence of their comments with the facts in their descriptions. Rather, the 
truth of the Rabbis resides in their moral and ethical teachings, not with the facts of the 
comments or parables they tell. Take Animal Farm by George Orwell as an illustration of 
this notion (something the literalists would object to out of hand, claiming that no analogy 
between our Divine Torah and human literature, with its finite conventions, can be made). It 
is hard to imagine someone reacting to the conversations between the animals as nonsense 
because sane people know that animals do not talk! So too, the objective of the Rabbis, who 
commented on the Torah, related parables and spoke figuratively, was to convey the truth 
behind ideas, morals, ethics, religious sensitivities and sensibilities – not to convince their 
audiences that the details of their remarks were to be regarded as, necessarily, literal truth.

As stated, the issue remains essentially academic. Two people of good faith can both read 
the same Midrash – one believing it is factually true and tied to the p’shat of the Torah text, 
while the other believing it is to be understood figuratively. The literalist will still come 
away with the same lessons of the Midrash that his non-literalist counterpart extracts from 
the rabbinic teaching. The difference between them rests on how to interpret the p’shat of 
the biblical text—not the p’shat of the midrashic text.
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I contend that our issue is not that simple. Interpreting midrashic comments of Hazal 
literally often skews or distorts the meaning those midrashic comments intended to make 
in the first place. Although numerous examples can be garnered to make the case, let me 
suffice with two illustrations. The first is a brief midrashic gloss on a verse that is para-
phrased in Rashi’s commentary to the Torah.

The Beginning of Genesis, Chapter 12 relates Abraham’s journey from Haran to “the land 
that I will show you” (v.1). In verse 5, the Torah states: “Abram took his wife Sarai and his 
brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had amassed, vehanefesh asher asu be-haran. 
Rashi explains the transliterated words to mean: “The souls which he had brought beneath 
the Shechinah. Abraham converted the men and Sarah converted the women, and scrip-
ture accounts it unto them as if they had made them.” (Translation from Rosenbaum and 
Silverman edition [and below].) The source of Rashi’s comments can be found in Midrash 
Bereshit Rabba 39:14 (p. 379 in the Theodor and Albeck edition). The midrash is troubled by 
its own explanation, and questions that if the Torah meant to say that Abraham brought 
with him the people he converted let then the Torah be explicit by stating in place of asu 
(literally: ‘they made’) shegiyyeru (‘they converted’). The Midrash answers its own query: the 
Torah is conveying the lesson that a person who succeeds in converting a gentile is as if he 
created him, i.e. made him; hence, the use of the word asu.

The teacher may choose to take Rashi’s comment literally and teach her students that part 
of the greatness of Abraham and Sarah that the Torah is sharing with us rests with their 
outreach efforts to convert individuals to Judaism. One can accept this interpretation at face 
value that the Rabbis are conveying actual events as they occurred. However, we want to 
suggest an alternative reading of the Midrash and Rashi that requires some further probing.

First, the notion of converts to Judaism during the period of Abraham and Sarah is 
anachronistic. “Judaism” was not then a religion as we speak of it now and there existed no 
formal process for conversion to “Jewish” peoplehood. Circumcision was not yet even intro-
duced to Abraham, let alone Torah and mikvah – elements necessary for halakhic conversion. 
The midrashic use of the concept of conversion here must be understood figuratively. As 
used here the idea of conversion means that, under the influence of Abraham and Sarah, 
people abandoned their pagan beliefs and came to accept the monotheistic idea.

But which people? That brings us to Rashi’s second comment on our verse:
“However, the real sense of the text (p’shuto shel mikra) is that it refers to the manservants 

and the maidservants whom they had acquired for themselves. The word ‘asa’ is used 
here as (in Gen. 31: 1) ‘he has acquired (asa) all the wealth,’ and (Numbers 24: 8) ‘And Israel 
acquires (ose) wealth’ – an expression for acquiring and amassing.”

Rashi is the first one to exclude his first explanation from p’shuto shel mikra. The literal 
sense of asu in our verse means acquire – which is the way the verse is rendered in the JPS 
translation: “and the persons that they acquired in Haran.” Accordingly, the two explana-
tions go hand in hand: The p’shat of the verse is that Abraham amassed servants in Haran 
as part of his personal wealth and brought them with him as part of his entourage in his 
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trek to Canaan. Although the word asu is correctly translated as “they acquired” it can also 
be rendered etymologically as “they made.” This translation permits the rabbinic inter-
pretation that Abraham and Sarah converted people since to convert someone to correct 
beliefs is as if you “made” them anew. Both of Rashi’s comments taken together provide us 
with the following picture. Abraham and his wife Sarah influenced the servants they had 
acquired. This led to their “conversion” from pagan beliefs to monotheistic ones. It is not 
difficult to imagine people coming into contact with two of the world’s greatest luminaries 
such as Abraham and Sarah being influenced by them to adopt their beliefs and follow their 
ways. The literalist approach provides us with an anachronistic interpretation of the verse. 
Furthermore, such an interpretation may prevent the learner from paying close attention 
to the textual cues that give rise to the comment in the first place.

In our next example we examine a more extensive midrashic passage from Midrash 
Tanhuma on the Akeidah as rendered in the English translation of Sefer Ha-Aggadah (pp. 
40–41). Here we try to demonstrate that a figurative reading of the Midrash is compelling and 
that, consequently, a literal understanding of the same aggada detracts from the message 
the Rabbis are conveying.

The final test of Abraham is related in Genesis, Chapter 22. Abraham is directed to go to the land of 
Moriah and upon one of the mountains there offer his son Isaac on an altar. In verse 3 we are told 
that Abraham saddled his donkey, took two of his lads, his son Isaac, provisions for the sacrifice 
and began his journey. The very next verse picks up three days later when Abraham “…sees the 
place from afar.” The attentive and curious reader wants to know what transpired during those 
three days. What kind of conversations took place between Abraham and Isaac? Did Abraham 
convey to Isaac what the purpose of their trip was? Did Isaac pick up on anything unusual about 
his father? What did Isaac think the purpose of their journey was? Did he press his father about 
it? Did Abraham vacillate during this time? What purpose was met in a journey that took three 
days? These and other questions are not answered by the text. Providing answers to those ques-
tions is what is known literarily as “gap filling,” an activity commonly engaged in by the Rabbis. 
Our Midrash is one such example of gap filling.

“And rose up, and went” (Gen. 22:3). On the way, Satan ran ahead of Abraham, appeared before 
him in the guise of an old man, and asked, “Where are you going?” Abraham: “To pray.” Satan: 

“Why should one going to pray have fire and a knife in his hand, and kindling wood on his shoulder?” 
Abraham: “We may abide there a day or two, and we will have to slaughter an animal, bake bread, 
and eat.” Satan: “Old man, do you think I was not there when the Holy One said to you, ‘Take thy 
son’? Old man, you are out of your mind. A son who was given to you at the age of one hundred –  
and you are setting out to kill him!” Abraham: “Even so.” Satan: “And should he test you even 
more severely, will you stand firm?” Abraham: “Yes, even more and more severely.” Satan: “But 
tomorrow He will call you murderer for shedding the blood of your son.” Abraham: “Even so.”

Seeing that his efforts were in vain, Satan left Abraham and disguising himself as a young man, 
stood at Isaac’s right and said, “Where are you going?” Isaac: “To study Torah.” Satan: While 
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still alive or after your death?” Isaac: “Is there a man who can study after his death?” Satan: “O 
hapless son of a hapless mother! How many fasts did your mother fast, how many prayers did 
she utter until at last you were born! And now this old man has gone mad in his old age and 
is about to slit your throat.” Isaac: “Nevertheless, I shall not deviate from the will of my Maker 
and from the bidding of my father.” Satan: “If so, shall all those fine tunics your mother made 
[for you] become a legacy for Ishmael, for him who hates your family? Apparently you gave no 
thought [to what would follow upon your death].” As the proverb has it, “If the whole word does 
not enter [the listener’s mind], half of it does.” For Isaac turned to his father and said: “Father 
listen to what this one is saying to me!” Abraham replied, “Pay no attention to him!”

When Satan saw that neither Abraham nor Isaac heeded what he had to say, he proceeded to 
turn himself into a wide stream. At once [having to cross the stream], Abraham went down into 
the water until it reached to his knees and then said to his lads: “Follow me”. They went down 
after him. Halfway across the stream, the water came up to his neck. In that instant, Abraham 
lifted his eyes heavenward and said: “Master of the universe, You chose me. You appeared to 
me, saying: ‘I am unique and you are unique. Through you shall My Name become known in the 
world – so bring your son Isaac before me as a burnt offering.’ And I did not hold back. As You see, 
I am occupied with your bidding. But now ‘I am come into the deep waters’ (Ps. 69:3). If either I 
or Isaac were to drown, who will fulfill your commandments, and by whom will the uniqueness 
of Your Name be proclaimed?” The Holy One replied: “As you live! My Name shall be proclaimed 
in the world through you.”
The Holy One rebuked the stream and it dried up, so that they found themselves standing on dry land.

A number of obvious questions jump out at the reader of this Midrash. Why does Satan 
appear to Abraham as an old man and to Isaac as a young man? Once Satan fails to convince 
Abraham and Isaac from completing their mission what benefit is had by his turning himself 
into a river? If they fail to complete G-d’s will because some physical obstacle prevented 
them from reaching their destiny what goal will Satan have accomplished? Failure to cross 
an impassible river demonstrates not so much lack of faith as much as it does a misfortune 
of nature!

A literal reading of our Midrash need not concern itself with these questions. The Rabbis 
are simply conveying to us an actual encounter. Satan intended to frustrate Abraham and 
Isaac from carrying out G-d’s will. He first tries to dissuade Abraham – to no avail. He then 
tries to dissuade Isaac – again, to no avail. Finally, he attempts to create a physical obstacle 
preventing our two heroes from even reaching their destiny. Once more his efforts fall 
short of their desired outcome. Abraham proceeds with even greater faith and resolve to 
fulfill the will of his Creator. With this literal reading, however, much of the nuance in the 
Midrash is lost. We will suggest a figurative reading of this midrashic story.

Let us first address why Satan appears in the guise of an old man to Abraham and as 
young man to Isaac. Often, in rabbinic writing, Satan is used as a literary device to symbol-
ize the yetzer hara or, as in our case, one’s conscience. While Abraham contemplates his 
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mission he struggles with G-d’s command. He first deludes himself that perhaps G-d will 
not really ask him to carry out this terrible task. Hence, his answer (which is a lie) to Satan 
that his knife and wood are needed for the possible slaughter of an animal and baking of 
bread should they delay in their journey. Satan confronts Abraham “Old man, do you not 
think I was there when the Holy One said to you, ‘Take now thy son?’” The effect of stressing “old 
man” and “I was there” is to force Abraham – or better – for Abraham to force himself to 
accept the fact that G-d has commanded him to sacrifice his son. After Abraham accepts 
this truth, Satan garners an argument that is two pronged: “…A son who was born to you at 
one hundred – and you are setting out to kill him!” Abraham, while contemplating his charge, 
internally debates what he is expected to do. G-d fulfilled his promise to Abraham and Sarah 
by miraculously giving them a child in their old age. Furthermore, this son was destined to 
carry on their legacy. Now, with this new dictate from G-d, the fruition of these promises 
is at risk. Second, Abraham who is recognized for his righteousness and who challenged 
The Almighty’s justice in his plan to destroy Sedom and Gomorrah was contemplating the 
murder of his own son. Through the dialogue between Satan and Abraham, the Midrash is 
able to draw us into Abraham’s internal struggle. This “give and take” between Abraham 
and Satan provides us with a different picture of Abraham than we might have had with 
the description in the biblical text alone. We are presented with an Abraham who did not 
blindly follow G-d’s command but an Abraham who struggled with His command and only 
after that struggle ultimately commits to it with wholeness of heart.

Isaac responds naively at first to his interrogator’s question of where he is going: “To study 
Torah.” Satan, now in the guise of a young man, represents Isaac’s internal questioning. 
Through the use of Satan, the reader becomes sensitive to the possibility that during this 
three-day journey Isaac may have begun to realize that his father was not simply escorting 
him to “yeshiva.” Isaac discerns the real nature of his journey. He struggles with his own 
mortality, G-d’s will, his father’s premeditation, and the anguish his sacrifice will bring his 
mother. Yet, with this knowledge and after having fully contemplated it, Isaac freely accepts 
his fate. Once again, the Midrash has provided us with a more nuanced picture of Isaac than 
we might have gleaned from the biblical text alone. In the midrash, Isaac is not blindly led 
to his slaughter. Isaac evolves from a passive victim into a willing and faithful participant.

What role does the river have and how does overcoming this natural obstacle advance our 
understanding of the depth of Abraham and Isaac’s faith? I suggest that the river uncovers 
a psychological impediment. The river is the proverbial “the dog ate my homework” excuse. 
By “rationalizing” a person externalizes his inability to fulfill his obligation. “I wanted to 
do it, but I could not because “x” happened. It was not my fault. It was out of my control.” 
Abraham too could have come up with rationalizations for not fulfilling G-d’s will. “The river 
is in my way. It is too deep for me to cross even though I want to.” In spite of this human 
tendency, Abraham, in our Midrash, wades into the river. When the waters reach his neck 
and he faces drowning, Abraham pledges his faithfulness to G-d and his desire to proclaim 
His uniqueness in the world. Abraham passes this test within a test. He does not succumb 
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to the threatening waters by retreating. Had he turned back he could not be subject to 
blame – except for the blame he might heap upon himself. Abraham would have known 
the truth that the river, although an obstacle – like so many things in life, would not have 
ultimately prevented him from successfully crossing over to the other side. The drying up 
of the river was G-d’s reward to Abraham. The message is clear. When someone is sincere 
and honest with himself, G-d will provide him with the inner strength to overcome the 
obstacles, real or perceived, that get in his way.

Our reading of the Midrash dramatizes how Abraham and Isaac grappled with the Divine 
command. It shows us the complexity of the situation and the depth of thought that our 
forefathers demonstrated in their struggle to comply with G-d’s will. Their faith was not 
unquestioning, as we may have concluded from a simple reading of the biblical text. Their 
faith was informed and thoughtful. Their test was excruciatingly painful and fraught with 
the possibility of failure. Nevertheless, Abraham and Isaac both passed their ultimate test.

With this article, the final chapter on this debate has by no means been written. I cannot 
prove through these examples that one must understand Midrash figuratively and not literally. 
However, I hope I have demonstrated that the difference between these two approaches is 
not simply academic. The very reading of the Midrash and its subsequent rendering of the 
biblical text, as a result, are significantly different. The teacher has a very important issue 
to resolve in presenting Midrash in the classroom. To this teacher, the persuasiveness of 
the one approach is far more compelling than that of the other.
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