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Genres of Prophetic Rhetoric in Rabbinic Exegesis

Robert A. Harris

I can’t stand to see you sad
I can’t bear to hear you cry
If you can’t tell me what you need
All I can do is wonder why

Contemporary biblical scholars might not recognize these lyrics, penned 
by contemporary singer-songwriter Marshall Crenshaw, but I can think of 
no more appropriate way to begin this appreciation of Ed Greenstein than 
by citing them. And not only because Crenshaw is one of Ed’s favorites. 
But as anyone who has heard him lecture knows, it is Ed’s way, whether in 
the analysis of biblical texts or some other ancient Near Eastern composi-
tion, to teach through recourse to rock and roll and other popular music. 
With Ed, this is no mere gimmick, but rather it is due to his recognition 
of its inherent literacy and, even more significantly, the way its structure 
and compositional devices reflect literary and linguistic conventions that 
date from the very dawn of literacy during the Bronze Age. Let us take this 
quatrain as an example: Ed would point to its obvious structural devices 
(e.g., its ABCB rhyme scheme or the fact that each of the four lines con-
tains four stresses). But more significantly, as a springboard to discuss the 
features, say, of the Ugaritic Kirta epic or the biblical oracles of Balaam, Ed 
would point to Crenshaw’s reliance on parallelistic structure or his use of 
an slightly more conventional A word in line 1 (“stand”) to adumbrate the 
more specifically focused B word (“bear”) in line 2. Having analyzed the 
verse, Ed would undoubtedly continue by reflecting on the conservative, 
retentive nature of literary forms, from the earliest examples in the courts 
of ancient Mesopotamia through to the cubicles of the Brill Building in 
mid-twentieth-century North America. And we, Ed’s students, would be 
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1024 Robert A. Harris

all the much wiser … and also reflect afterward about how cool it was that 
our professor could do that!

As even a brief perusal of the bibliography of Ed’s publications indi-
cate, he has a ridiculously broad history of research. Just to indicate one 
brief example: his recent study and new translation of the book of Job, Job: 
A New Translation (Yale University Press). This is not a technical study 
aimed primarily at academicians, though the bibliography provided by the 
book contains references to some forty-five technical articles that Ed has 
written on the subject during the course of a lifetime of study and research. 
Ed has published voraciously on a wide variety of subjects, encompassing 
ancient Near Eastern study and Semitic languages; biblical composition, 
both narrative and poetic; biblical theology; medieval biblical exegesis; 
linguistics; translation theory; and so-called postmodern biblical studies, 
including reader response, feminist critique, and deconstruction. I am cer-
tain that I left something out! And I have not even included an impressive 
list of reviews, brief notes, and popular articles. Ed’s list of publications 
would be the envy of any Bible professor—or any ten!

Yet somehow, amidst that publication record, Ed found the time to be 
a patient and exemplary teacher. This is true not only for his… dozens?! 
… of doctoral students but, indeed, for every class he has ever taught. Stu-
dents flocked to register for his courses both in North America and in 
Israel, knowing that Ed would supplement classroom pedagogy with pri-
vate instruction as well. For many of us this continues down the years with 
electronic communications in addition to personal encounters. Moreover, 
Ed has written countless recommendations for his students and has anon-
ymously written on behalf of grant proposals and fellowships.

What the world of biblical studies may not know about Ed, but would 
not be surprised to learn at this point, is that in the 1960s Ed was a rock 
and roller, playing saxophone in bands and writing pop music. In fact, a 
few of Ed’s own musical compositions came close to being included on 
record albums—“came close,” but in a rare lack of success for Ed, did not 
quite make it. Perhaps we should conclude that biblical studies benefited, 
but I know that it was the source of no little disappointment to the young 
Ed Greenstein. It was therefore my very great pleasure to be able to rere-
cord and publish two of Ed’s songs in the early 2000s. One of the songs that 
Ed composed is entitled “You Can’t Stop Now” and contains the follow-
ing lyric: “You can’t stop now, before you’ve started. / You can’t stop now, 
there’s so much time. / You can’t stop now, before you’ve started. / Gotta 
make your evening mine.” A simple yet effective lyric, written with all the 
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fervor of a young pop artist, it contains what might be both Ed’s own per-
sonal philosophy as well as our hope and prayer for him: You can’t stop 
now, Ed. With all of your current research projects still outstanding, we 
implore you to keep going! May it be God’s will (it is certainly our wish!) 
that this volume of essays stand not as a mark for the pinnacle of your 
career but as a recognition of some midway point.

***
When one considers the work of thinker and poet Moshe ibn Ezra, of the 
eleventh–twelfth century, one is immediately struck by the sophistication 
of his presentation of poetics and how different it is from anything written 
by contemporary rabbinic biblical exegetes in northern France. Moshe Ibn 
Ezra’s analysis of biblical prophecy begins with the assumption that there is 
an innate connection between it and his understanding of classical notions 
of rhetoric and poetics. In his great work of poetics, Kitāb al-muḥāḍarah 
wa al-mudhākarah (The Book of Discussion and Conversation), he writes:

The craft of prose is what is called rhetorika in Greek, which means 
prose. The philosopher Aristotle regards it as one of kinds of persua-
sive speech, which are inferior to strong reasoning [i.e., demonstrative 
proof]. It varies in quality, being better or worse in accordance with the 
capacity of the rhetoricians and the extent to which they present many 
ideas in few words, so as to express what is in the mind in clear speech, 
about the interpretation of which the listener cannot be in doubt.1

Somewhat later ibn Ezra directs our attention to the role rhetoric plays in 
the Bible:

With us rhetorical prose is found in our sacred prophetic books, such as 
the farewell address2 (of Moses that begins at), you stand this day (Deut 
29:9) and continues until the end of the Torah; the farewell speech of 
Joshua, and Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Schechem (Josh 24:1); 

1. A. S. Halkin, Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra: Kitab Al-Muhadara Wal-Mudha-
kara: Liber Discussionis et Commemorationis (Poetica Hebraica) [Arabic and Hebrew] 
(Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1975), 12. I would like to express my appreciation to 
my colleague Raymond Scheindlin, who so immeasurably improved my translation 
of this passage (and the following two) from Moshe ibn Ezra’s work on poetics that 
it seemed expedient to simply use his. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations of 
texts are mine.

2. See Halkin, Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra, 21 n. 76.
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1026 Robert A. Harris

the farewell speech of David, the days of David to die drew near (1 Kgs 
2:1) … and related to them are prayers, which are in the same category 
… and things that resemble them and are similar to them.3

Most significantly for our purpose, ibn Ezra equates biblical and Greek poesy:

I say: The craft of poetry, which is called in Greek poetica … is not 
like one of the sciences of independent existence, like arithmetic 
and geometry and music and the like, nor is it completely like the 
conventional sciences, grammar or [perfection?4] of language.… It 
is comprised of matters both accepted and learned, through which 
speech is accomplished [or “perfected”], and among the theoretical, 
metrics, as will be explained in its proper place in this treatise. The 
Arabic word אלשער [“poetry”] is a subset of knowledge … and our 
language [Hebrew] is parallel to that, as in … he thinks to himself 
(Prov 23:7: שער בנפשו). In the opinion of some (the term for poetry) 
is related to the term prophecy (נבא), and from this comes the Hebrew 
word prophet (נביא).5

Thus according to Ibn Ezra one must approach the biblical prophets as 
master rhetoricians and poets in order to be able to unlock the meaning 
of prophetic speech: “For Moses ibn Ezra, the prophet was responsible for 
conveying the idea received from God in language that will be most rhe-
torically effective and poetically elegant.”6 Ibn Ezra was able to approach 
biblical literature in this way because of the degree to which he was steeped 
in Arabic learning in linguistics and poetics and, by extension, the degree 
to which this was itself rooted in ancient Greek and Latin traditions of 
rhetorical analysis and hermeneutics.

3. Halkin, Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra, 20.
4. This enigmatic word is מקום in the Judeo-Arabic text (Halkin, Moshe Ben 

Ya’akov Ibn Ezra, 22), presumably representing Arabic muqawwim. While it seems 
that the general idea expressed here is roughly equivalent to what some medievals 
called הלשון  mellifluous language,” it is worthwhile to note that the terms“ ,צחות 
placed together here effectively represent the trivium and the quadrivium. I am grate-
ful for fruitful discussions about this elusive term with Alan Cooper, Aharon Maman, 
and Ray Scheindlin.

5. Halkin, Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra, 22. See also Mordechai Cohen, “The Dis-
tinction of Creative Ability (Fadl al-ibda’): From Poetics to Legal Hermeneutics in 
Moses Ibn Ezra,” in Exegesis and Poetry in Medieval Karaite and Rabbanite Texts, ed. 
Joachim J. M. S. Yeshaya and Elisabeth Hollender (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 89.

6. Cohen, “Distinction of Creative Ability,” 91.
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Ibn Ezra alerts the reader that he himself has compared and con-
trasted biblical literature with Arabic and Latin on the subject of 
rhetoric and poetics.7 It is not clear to me that we know what Latin 
works ibn Ezra consulted, but we are on better footing when we con-
sider the question: What in the way of rhetorical knowledge would 
contemporary Christian scholars in the north of Europe have likely had 
at their disposal?

Much of medieval Christian poetics is based in Augustine’s On Chris-
tian Doctrine. Particularly in book 4 of this work, Augustine presents 
an approach to rhetoric that is compatible in his mind with Christian 
doctrine. This itself reflects many of the elements of the presentation in 
Donatus’s Ars maior, which served as the major resource for poetics in the 
Christian scholarly world.8 For example, Augustine makes a distinction 
(Doctr. chr. 4.7.15) between the content of the prophetic message and the 
form in which it is cast:

I must say something about the eloquence of the prophets also, where 
many things are concealed under a metaphorical style, which the more 
completely they seem buried under figures of speech, give the greater 
pleasure when brought to light.

Observe that Augustine praises what is “beautiful,” not necessarily draw-
ing any conclusions here, at least with respect to the speech’s effectiveness.

Another standard work on the subject for medieval Christian scholars 
was Bede’s De schematibus et tropis (Concerning Figures and Tropes). Bede 
also roots much of his approach to biblical study in his appreciation of 
ancient Roman studies of rhetoric, particularly Cicero:

Quite frequently one finds in Holy Scripture word order that has been 
figured differently from ordinary speech for the sake of embellishment. 
The grammarians … call this “schema”; we rightly call it a “dressing,” 
“form,” or “figure,” because through it discourse is so to speak dressed 
up and ornamented.… But you should know … that Holy Scripture sur-
passes all other writings not just in authority, since it is divine, or in 
usefulness, since it leads to eternal life, but also in age and in its very 
style. Therefore I decided to collect examples from it in order to show 

.Halkin, Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra, 42 ;אלערבי ועללטיני .7
8. Martin Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture: ‘Grammatica’ and Literary 

Theory, 350-1100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 105.
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1028 Robert A. Harris

that the masters of worldly eloquence cannot lay claim to any of these 
figures or tropes without there being an earlier example in Scripture.9

Among the tropes and forms that Bede discusses at great length are pro-
lepsis, anaphora, and paronomasia. It goes without saying that Bede, too, 
could not have applied rhetorical analysis to Scripture had he not already 
been steeped in whatever Latin learning was available to him.10

But if these types of evaluations are available to those investigating 
the role of ancient rhetoric in the medieval works of Andalusian Jewish 
scholars or northern European Christian scholars, what might be said 
with respect to northern French exegetes of the so-called school of Rashi? 
They neither had Arabic, on the one hand, nor Greek or Latin, on the 
other, and until the arrival of Abraham ibn Ezra, northern French Jewish 
scholars really had no access to the achievements of Judeo-Islamic schol-
arship. Nor did European Jewish scholars demonstrate much interest in or 
have direct access to the European rhetorical tradition until Profiat Duran 
and Messer Leon, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, long after the 
period of our interest. Nonetheless, the specific question I wish to pose is: 
To what extent do the peshat commentaries of the school of Rashi11 inter-
pret biblical prophetic speeches with any degree of understanding of their 
rhetorical features? A second question follows from the first: To the extent 
that they might, how can we account for any such attention?

9. Excerpted in Rita Copeland and Ineke Sluiter, Medieval Grammar and Rhet-
oric: Language Arts and Literary Theory, AD 300–1475 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 267.

10. See Jennifer M. Randall, “Early Medieval Rhetoric: Epideictic Underpinnings 
in Old English Homilies” (PhD diss., Georgia State University, 2010), 95–104.

11. In brief, I refer here to a twelfth-century development in reading the Bible 
according to linguistic and grammatical norms and in literary (and sometimes histori-
cal) context. With respect to Rashi himself, the most prominent innovator in this type of 
reading in eleventh-century northern France, it is more appropriate to employ the term 
“plain reading,” in opposition to earlier rabbinic midrashic modes. But by the twelfth cen-
tury, one may properly speak of interpretation according to context. For definitions and 
discussion, see Sarah Kamin, Rashi’s Exegetical Categorization in Respect to the Distinc-
tion between Peshat and Derash [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1986), 14; Sara Japhet, The 
Commentary of Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) on the Book of Job [Hebrew] (Jerusa-
lem: Magnes, 2000), 55; Mordechai Z. Cohen, “Reflections on the Conception of Peshuto 
Shel Miqra at the Beginning of the Twenty-First Century,” in “To Settle the Plain Meaning 
of the Verse”: Studies in Biblical Exegesis, ed. Sara Japhet and Eran Viezel (Jerusalem: Bialik 
Institute; Mandel Institute of Jewish Studies of Hebrew University, 2011), 5–58.
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The way in which I propose to engage these questions is not to claim at 
present any overt borrowing or direct influence from either Arabic or Latin 
source.12 Although we know of a certainty that the elite among twelfth-
century Christians schoolmen and rabbis discussed Hebrew Scriptures in 
both polemical and nonpolemical settings (and that the less learned among 
both Christians and Jews followed in their wake), we often lack precise 
understanding of the circumstances of their interaction.13 Rather, I choose 
to consider two approaches that might yield results. First, I will consider a 
number of ancient rabbinic interpretive texts that address the question of 
genre in prophetic speech, even if only in the most elementary of ways. Since 
the midrashic observations of the Sages form a common heritage for all 
northern French biblical expositors, it seems prudent to examine the degree 
to which they might have relied on such traditions to at least initiate their 
own explanations. Following this I will turn to contemporary studies that 
have pointed to a number of features in prophetic speech that are rhetorical 
in nature. Modern studies of prophetic rhetoric have, by means of close liter-
ary readings and form-critical analysis of the role of the prophet in Israel and 
the ancient Near East, investigated several major genres of prophetic speech. 
Having identified a number of these features, I will then use them as a type of 
control through which to examine northern French rabbinic commentaries 
on the Bible, and I will seek to determine if any of these commentaries—fol-
lowing their often brilliant and intuitive grasp of literary matters14—resonate 
in a particularly noticeable degree with rhetorical concerns.15

12. For a recent investigation that boldly asserts this very type of exchange, see 
Mordechai Z. Cohen, “A New Perspective of Rashi of Troyes in Light of Bruno the 
Carthusian: Exploring Jewish and Christian Bible Interpretation in Eleventh Century 
Northern France,” Viator 48 (2017): 39–86.

13. The literature dealing with overtly polemic interactions is rich and beyond the 
scope of this essay. For a window into less-charged Jewish-Christian interaction particu-
larly with respect to biblical commentaries, see John Van Engen, “Ralph of Flaix: The 
Book of Leviticus Interpreted as Christian Community,” in Jews and Christians in Twelfth-
Century Europe, ed. Michael A. Signer and John Van Engen (Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 150–70; and Robert A. Harris, “The Book of Leviticus Inter-
preted as Jewish Community,” Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 6 (2011): 1–15.

14. See, e.g., Robert A. Harris, “Twelfth-Century Biblical Exegetes and the Inven-
tion of Literature,” in The Multiple Meaning of Scripture: The Role of Exegesis in Early-
Christian and Medieval Culture, ed. Ienje van ‘t Spijker (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 311–29.

15. A caveat: while it is my purpose to analyze twelfth-century northern French 
rabbinic commentaries on the Bible that display rhetorical concerns in the forefront, I 
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1030 Robert A. Harris

The Traditions of the Sages

Some might raise objections to the very idea of searching for Jewish inter-
action with the dominant medieval Islamic and Christian cultures and 
intellectual worlds as a source for twelfth-century rabbinic understand-
ing of prophetic rhetoric: Did not the ancient rabbis already, it might be 
reasoned, recognize the distinction between the concepts of rebuke and 
consolation in rabbinic literature?16 Since the point cannot be denied, we 
therefore need to make at least a general accounting of ancient midrashic 
texts that explore prophetic language and understand the difference 
between their observations and those of the medieval rabbis. What I will 
attempt to demonstrate is that the midrashic texts distinguish between 
prophetic rebuke and consolation in precisely the ways in which we 
would expect them to: in the main, these are homiletical messages, and 
the ancient rabbis made them with a sermonic point in mind. They did 
not do so with the intent of clarifying the rhetorical dimensions of pro-
phetic speech. It is in these precise ways that certain medieval exegetes 
both innovate and excel.

As I readily admit, one can find in ancient talmudic and midrashic 
texts a rabbinic identification of different types of prophetic speech. For 
example, in the discussion of the order of biblical books found at b. B. Bat. 
14b, we find the following observation:

hope to do this not with the aim of merely clarifying the extent to which these mediev-
als may have “anticipated the fruit of modern scholarship” but rather will try to illumi-
nate their efforts against the backdrop of growing contemporary European awareness 
of rhetoric and literary analysis during the twelfth-century Renaissance.

16. Ancient and medieval rabbinic liturgies might be seen as recognizing a cate-
gorical distinction between rebuke and consolation as well, in their division of the haf-
tarot of rebuke and consolation before and after Tisha B’av. When this distinction was 
first made is not our concern, though Elsie Stern claims that the earliest attestation of 
the descriptive liturgical term שבע דנחמתא dates from the Mahzor Vitry and Tosafistic 
literature, i.e., the twelfth century. See Elsie Stern, “Transforming Comfort: Herme-
neutics and Theology in the Haftarot of Consolation,” Prooftexts 23 (2003): 150–81, 
esp. 151 and 176 n. 4; Simon Hurwitz, ed. Mahzor Vitry (Nuremberg: Bulka, 1923), 
223–24. Both in Mahzor Vitry and in Tosafot on b. Meg. 31b (s.v. Rosh Hodesh Av…) 
the rabbis draw a distinction between דפורענותא דנחמתא and שלוש   between ,שבע 
three prophetic portions that announce the punishment of Israel for its misdeeds and 
are read during the three weeks prior to the commemoration of Tisha B’Av and seven 
portions of prophetic consolation to Israel that are read in the weeks following.
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מכדי ישעיה קדים מירמיה ויחזקאל ליקדמיה לישעיה ברישא! כיון דמלכים סופיה 
חורבנא וירמיה כוליה חורבנא, ויחזקאל רישיה חורבנא וסיפיה נחמתא, וישעיה 

כוליה נחמתא, סמכינן חורבנא לחורבנא ונחמתא לנחמתא.
Since Isaiah preceded Jeremiah and Ezekiel, let [the book of] Isaiah 
precede the books of those other prophets! [True, but] since the book 
of Kings ends with the destruction [of the temple], and the book of 
Jeremiah deals entirely with [prophecies of the] destruction, and 
the book of Ezekiel begins with the destruction [of the temple] but 
ends with consolation [i.e., the rebuilding of the temple], and Isaiah 
deals entirely with consolation, as most of his prophecies refer to the 
redemption, we juxtapose destruction to destruction and consolation 
to consolation.

Thus according to the logic of this baraita, the order of the biblical books 
should be Kings, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Isaiah. However, this is not our 
concern; rather, we should note the consensus in this citation for the broad 
distinction in the perceived contents of biblical prophetic books, between 
“consolation” and “destruction.” Whether or not this observation is perti-
nent to a discussion of genres is another matter.

One more example from ancient midrash that will address the Jewish 
background to medieval rabbinic approaches to prophetic rhetoric is in 
Lam. Rab. 1:1, where we find the following rabbinic disagreement:

רבי יהודה ורבי נחמיה, רבי יהודה אומר אין לשון איכה אלא לשון תוכחה, הדא 
מה דאת אמר: איכה תאמרו חכמים אנחנו ותורת ה’ אתנו ]אכן הנה לשקר עשה 
ורבי נחמיה אומר אין לשון איכה אלא קינה, הדא מה דאת  עט שקר ספרים[. 

אמר: ויקרא ה’ אלהים אל האדם ויאמר לו איכה, אוי לכה.
Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Nehemiah [had a disagreement]. Rabbi Yehu-
dah states: The language of Eikhah is nothing other than the language of 
rebuke. This is as Scripture has stated: How can you say, “We are wise, and 
the instruction of the Lord is with us?” Indeed, behold, the false pen of the 
scribes has made it into a lie (Jer 8:8). Whereas Rabbi Nehemiah states: 
The language of Eikhah is nothing other than the language of lamenta-
tion. This is as Scripture has stated: The Lord God called to the human 
and said to him, Where are you? (Gen 3:9), (punning) “woe to you”!

While it is true that the midrash points to “the language of Eikhah” (Lam-
entations) as rebuke, it is not as clear that the reference is truly to the 
book’s discourse but rather functions as a rabbinic wordplay on the word 
 the first word of the biblical book of Lamentations and the midrashic ,איכה
connective tissue to the prooftexts from Jeremiah and Genesis.
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Let us take up one final example, more extensive then the previous 
ones, that at least ostensibly addresses prophetic discourse. In Lev. Rab. 
27:6 we read as follows.

אמר רבי שמואל בר נחמן, בשלשה מקומות בא הקדוש ברוך הוא להתוכח עם 
ישראל, ושמחו אמות העולם ואמרו: כלום אינון יכולים להתוכח עם בוראן, עכשיו 

הוא מכלן מן העולם!
בשעה שאמר להם: לכו נא ונוכחה יאמר ה', כיון שראה הקדוש ברוך הוא ששמחו 
אמות העולם הפכה להם לטובה, שנאמר: אם יהיו חטאיכם כשנים כשלג ילבינו, 

־באותה שעה תמהו האמות ואמרו: זו תשובה וזו תוכחה?! לא אתא אלא לאת
פוגגא עם בנוי.

ובשעה שאמר להם: שמעו הרים את ריב ה', שמחו אמות העולם ואמרו: היאך 
כיון שראה הקדוש  יכולין להתוכח עם בוראן, עכשיו הוא מכלן מן העולם,  אלו 
ברוך הוא שאמות העולם שמחין הפכה להן לטובה, שנאמר: עמי מה עשיתי לך; 
עמי זכר נא מה יעץ בלק מלך מואב, תמהו כלם ואמרו: זו תשובה וזו תוכחה זו 

אחר זו, לא אתא אלא מתפוגגא עם בנוי.
ובשעה שאמר: וריב לה' עם יהודה ולפקד על יעקב, שמחו ואמרו: היאך אלו יכולין 
להתוכח עם בוראן, עכשיו הוא מכלן מן העולם, מיד הפכה להם לטובה, הדא הוא 

דכתיב: בבטן עקב את אחיו.17

Rabbi Samuel bar Nahman stated: On three occasions did the Holy One 
come to dispute18 with Israel, and the nations of the world rejoiced and 
said: They will never be able to dispute with their Creator; now [God] 
will destroy them from the world!
[The first of these occasions was] when God said to them: Come let us 
reason19 together, said the Lord (Isa 1:18). Since the Holy One saw that 
the nations of the world rejoiced, he overturned [the rebuke] for good, 
as it says: if your sins be like crimson, like snow shall they turn white (Isa 
1:18). At that very moment the nations were astonished, and they said: 
This is repentance, and this is rebuke?! [God] only came to play with his 
children!
[The second of these occasions was] when God said to them: Hear, O 
mountains, the lawsuit of the Lord (Mic 6:2). The nations of the world 
rejoiced and said: How will they be able to dispute with their Creator? 

17. Mordecai Margulies, Midrash Wayyikra Rabbah [Hebrew] (New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America, 1993), 633–38.

18. The verb להתווכח, which I have translated “to dispute with Israel,” has the 
same root letters as the noun תוכחה, which means “rebuke.” Thus this midrash might 
be construed along the lines of “to rebuke Israel.”

19. However elusive the meaning of this particular word, its verbal root (יכח) is 
identical with the others that are typically translated as “rebuke.”
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Now [God] will destroy them from the world! Since the Holy One saw 
that the nations of the world rejoiced, he overturned [the rebuke] for 
good, as it says: My people, what have I done to you? (Mic 6:3).… Remem-
ber, please, how Balak the King of Moab sought counsel! (Mic 6:5). All 
were astonished and said, This is repentance, and this is rebuke?! This 
after this?! [God] only came to play with his children!
[The third of these occasions was] when [God] said to them: The Lord 
has a lawsuit against Judah and will punish Jacob (Hos 12:3). [The nations 
of the world] rejoiced and said: How will they be able to dispute with 
their Creator? Now [God] will destroy them from the world! Immedi-
ately [God] overturned [the rebuke] for good; that is what is written: In 
the womb he heel-grabbed his brother (Hos 12:4).

This midrash is structured as a set of three individual units of discourse. In 
each of the three units, God is depicted by the darshan as coming להתוכח, 
literally “to dispute with” Israel, or Israel is described as responding to God 
with precisely the same word. In each of the three cases, the “nations of the 
world” rejoice because they—enemies of Israel as they are!—are certain 
that Israel will be unable to wiggle out of this predicament, as God has 
them dead to rights (and will certainly destroy Israel). However, in each 
case God, seeing that the nations rejoice, changes the indictment to a posi-
tive decree. At this juncture the nations, frustrated as it were with God’s 
change of heart, observe that Israel achieves this change of fortune without 
having performed any acts of repentance, as it is all God’s decision!

We might conclude that the midrashic composer noted the change in 
prophetic rhetoric from rebuke to consolation, and to a certain degree this 
would be correct. However, let us not overstate the case. The darshan, to 
be sure, notes the change in the content of the Divine decree. However, he 
does not describe the passage in terms of the rhetorical effect the speech 
would have on Israel but rather imputes the change in Israel’s fortune to 
God’s reaction to the glee of the nations at the prophetic denunciation 
of Israel and what they assumed to be Israel’s impending destruction. 
Thus the midrashic observation is homiletic in intent and does not really 
address the rhetorical shift in prophetic discourse per se.

Modern Scholarship

While it is not my purpose herein to analyze or survey the work of modern 
scholarship on the subject of prophetic rhetoric, I will limit myself to the 
briefest of references, if only to clarify my approach to medieval exege-
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sis that expresses awareness of distinct prophetic speech types. Modern 
research into the genres of prophetic speech properly begins with the work 
of Hermann Gunkel.20 As succinctly summarized by Joseph Blenkinsopp, 
“Gunkel … was able to show that the prophets made use of many literary 
types, or Gattungen.”21 Following Gunkel, researchers published a wide 
array of studies that expanded and refined his observations. Possibly, the 
most significant of these were two studies by Claus Westermann, Basic 
Forms of Prophetic Speech and Prophetic Oracles of Salvation in the Old Tes-
tament.22 The former corresponds most particularly with what the rabbis 
term תוכחה, prophetic rebuke, whereas the latter focusses instead on what 
the rabbis regarded as נחמה, messages of consolation.

To these two, I will add the category of intercession, as described by 
Yochanan Muffs:

The prophet is the master of intercessory prayer, with which he attempts 
to rescind the divine decrees. The impulse to intercede stems from no 
source but his own soul. The content of his intercession flows from the 
stirrings of his own conscience and is often diametrically opposed to the 
opinion of the Lord that he transmits as prophet. It is in this intercessory 
role that the Bible clearly demonstrates the human grandeur, spiritual 
independence and intellectual creativity of its prophets.… Prophecy is 
a dialectical tension between passive transmission of divine anger and 
active intercession in the name of prophetic love.23

20. Hermann Gunkel and Joachim Begrich, Introduction to Psalms: The Genres of 
the Religious Lyric of Israel, trans. James D. Nogalski (Macon, GA: Mercer University 
Press, 1998). A handy exposition of prophetic rhetoric may be found in Alexander 
Rofe, “Genres of Prophetic Speech,” in Introduction to the Prophetic Literature (Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic, 1997), 56–73.

21. Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1996), 20.

22. Claus Westermann, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech, trans. Hugh Clayton 
White (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), in particular 169–98; Westermann, 
Prophetic Oracles of Salvation in the Old Testament, trans. Keith R. Crim (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1991).

23. Yochanan Muffs, “His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition: A Study in Prophetic Inter-
cession,” Conservative Judaism 33.3 (1980): 25–37, here 27. Muffs first described the 
phenomenon in two Hebrew articles he published in the 1970s; these were expanded 
as “Between Judgment and Mercy: The Prayers of the Prophets” [Hebrew], in Torah 
Nidreshet: Three Interpretive Essays on the Bible, ed. Avraham Shapira (Tel Aviv: Am 
Oved, 1984), 39–87; see 40 for a full description of the phenomenon and 39 n. 1 for 
Muffs’s earlier studies on the subject in Hebrew. The fullest discussion in English is 
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Therefore, we shall begin by addressing biblical texts that exemplify three 
primary types that are the essence of prophetic rhetoric (rebuke, consola-
tion, and intercession) as described by modern scholarship, then examine a 
number of the subtypes employed by the prophets to enhance their message.

Northern French Rabbinic Exegesis of Prophetic Biblical Literature

I think it is not an outlandish claim to state that the general category of 
 rebuke of one sort or another, is by far the most dominant single ,תוכחה
element of prophetic discourse.24 Moreover, most modern scholars con-
sider Deut 32:1–25 a classic example of the type. Let us therefore address 
Rashi’s comment on Deut 32:12, which seems as much about Moses’s 
speech as a whole as it is about that particular verse:

ואני אומר: דברי תוכחה הם להעיד השמים והארץ שתהא השירה לעד, על שסופן 
ולא הנולדות שהוא היה עתיד לעשות  זכרו הראשונות שעשה להם  ולא  לבגוד 
להם, לפיכך צריך ליישב הדבר לכאן ולכאן. וכל העניין מוסב על: זכור ימות עולם 

בינו שנות דר ודר, כן עשה להם וכך עתיד לעשות, כל זה היה להם לזכור.
But I say25 that [Moses’s speech] are words of rebuke in calling heaven 
and earth to testify, that the song should be a witness (see Deut 31:21), 
since they [the Israelites] would in the end betray [God] and would not 
remember the former things that [God] had done for them, nor the 
future things that [God] would do for them, therefore one must settle 
the matter both with respect to here (i.e., the past) and here (i.e., the 
future). And this entire matter harkens back to: Remember the days of 
old; understand the years of each generation and generation (Deut 32:7)

To be sure, this one comment of Rashi ought not be construed as only or 
even mostly a rhetorical observation about all of Deut 32, but even with 
respect to verse 12 alone it seems that Rashi both intuits the need to dis-
tance himself from midrash (e.g., Sifre Devarim 315) and Onqelos here, as 
each interprets the verse only as a positive prophetic prediction of God’s 

Yochanan Muffs, “Who Will Stand in the Breach: A Study of Prophetic Intercession,” 
in Love and Joy: Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel (New York: Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary, 1992), 9–48. See also Johannes Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel 
(Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1962), 204–6.

24. See Westermann, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech, 90–92; Westerman’s termi-
nology is different, but there is some overlap between his conclusion and my estimate.

25. Leipzig 1 does not indicate that this statement should be attributed to Rabbi 
Shemaiah, so we may feel confident in attributing it to Rashi himself.
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future beneficence toward Israel, as well as direct his readers’ attention 
to the condemnatory nature of at least the first thematic half of Moses’s 
speech. But Rashi’s comment on verse 12 is not an outlier; elsewhere in his 
commentary on the chapter he does appear to note the overall genre of the 
first part of Moses’s speech. At one point, Rashi even clearly distinguishes 
between the genres of rebuke and consolation, as is seen in his comment 
on Deut 32:35:

עד כאן העיד עליהם משה דברי תוכחה, להיות השירה להם לעד כשתבא עליהם 
הפורענות, ידעו שאני הודעתים מראש. מכאן ואילך העיד עליהם דברי ניחומים, 

שיבאו עליהם ככלות הפורענות. 
Until this point, Moses adjured them with words of rebuke, so that this 
song should be witness against them, that is, that when the punishment 
would come upon them they would know (acknowledge) that I told 
them about this from the outset. From here onward he adjured them 
with words of comfort that would come upon them upon the conclusion 
of their punishment.

It makes little difference that Rashi considers Deut 32:1–35 a rebuke, 
whereas modern scholars may see the transition from rebuke to conso-
lation already beginning in verse 26. He makes a point of terming two 
thematic halves of the speech as rebuke (דברי תוכחה) and consolation 
 Indeed, Rashi may be the first exegete to have termed any .(דברי ניחומים)
aspect of Deut 32 a “rebuke.”26

While Rashi by no means systemically interprets prophetic speech 
according to genre type, Deut 32 is not the only biblical text on which he 
makes such a distinction. Another clear example may be found in his com-
mentary on Hos 2:1:

והיה מספר: מה ענין פורענות ונחמה סמוכין בדבור אחד? ורבותינו פירשו: הרגיש 
הושע בעצמו שחטא על שאמר החליפם. עמד ובקש עליהם רחמים, ובספרי דבי 

־רב פרשת וישב ישראל בשטים שנינו רבי אומר יש פרשיות סמוכות זו לזו ורחו
קות זו מזו כרחוק מזרח ממערב: כי אתם לא עמי; והיה מספר בני ישראל כחול 
הים, מה ענין זה אצל זה? משל למלך שכעס על אשתו, שלח אחר הסופר לבוא 
ולכתוב לה גט. עד שלא בא הסופר, נתרצה המלך לאשתו. אמר המלך: אפשר 

26. Rashi makes this point clear from the outset of his commentary on the 
chapter, although without using identifying the genre as “rebuke”; see his comment 
on v. 1, האזינו השמים, שאני מתרה בהם לישראל, “Give ear, O heaven, that I am warn-
ing Israel.…”
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יצא סופר זה מכאן חלוק, כלומר, לבו חלוק ותוהה לומר למה שלח אחרי? אמר לו 
בא וכתוב לה שאני כופל לה כתובתה. ולפי פשוטו כך היא סמיכתו: כי אתם לא 
עמי ואנכי לא אהיה לכם, אראה עצמי כאילו איני לכם ותגלו לבין האומות, ואף 
שם תרבו ותצמחו ושם תשובו אל לבבכם לשוב אלי, כמו שנאמר על ידי משה: 
והשבות אל לבבך בכל הגוים אשר הדיחך וגו’ ושב י”י אלהיך את שבותך וגו’, אף 

כאן ונקבצו בני יהודה ובני ישראל יחדיו וגו’.
The number [of the people of Israel]: Why are matters of punishment 
and consolation juxtaposed in one [prophetic] speech? Our rabbis 
have explained (b. Pesah. 87b): Hosea felt that he himself had sinned, 
since he had said “exchange them [Israel] for another people.” He stood 
and sought compassion for them. And in Sifre d’be Rav, in the portion 
And Israel dwelt at Shittim (Sifre Bemidbar 131 on Num. 25:1) we have 
taught: Rebbe stated there are portions juxtaposed that are remote one 
from another as east is from west: for you are not my people (Hos 1:9); 
and the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sands of the sea 
(Hos 2:1), what matter is this doing next to this? This may be compared 
to a king who was angry with his wife27 and called for a scribe to come 
and write a divorce writ for her. But by the time the scribe came, the 
king had reconciled with his wife. The king said: Is it possible that this 
scribe would go out from here empty, that is to say, empty [handed] and 
wondering, “Why did he send for me?” [The king] said to him: Come 
and write her [a document] that I am doubling [the amount owed to her 
in] her wedding document. And according to its plain meaning, this is 
[the reason for] its juxtaposition: for you are not my people, and I shall not 
be [God] for you (Hos 1:9), I will look upon myself as though I am not 
[God] for you, and you shall be exiled among the nations, but even there 
you shall increase and flourish, and there you shall turn to your hearts to 
return unto me, as it is said by Moses: And you shall turn to your hearts 
among all the nations where [God] shall have banished you, and the Lord 
your God shall restore your captivity28 (Deut 30:1–3). So, too, here: Then 
shall the children of Judah and the children of Israel be gathered together 
(Hos 2:2).

27. The midrashic trope of “the man who is angry at his wife and then is recon-
ciled with her” one that is itself rooted in the biblical prophetic figure of the marriage 
between God and Israel, works its way into peshat commentaries as well. See, e.g., 
Rabbi Yosef Kara’s comment on Isa 2:16 (כאדם שכעס על אשת … ולאחר זמן הוא משדלה 
 like a man who is angry at his wife … and after a while“ ,בדברים ומדבר על ליבה ומנחמה
he entices her with words and speaks to her heart and comforts her”). The image, 
which causes modern readers an appropriate shudder, is deserving of its own study.

28. This is a much-discussed word; I have chosen the translation “captivity” 
because that most closely approximates Rashi’s own understanding (see his commen-
tary on Deut 30:3).
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It is important to note that Rashi himself explicitly attributes his under-
standing of the contrast between a message of rebuke/punishment and one 
of consolation in Hosea to rabbinic midrash. However, when one examines 
the two rabbinic sources in their own midrashic contexts and distinguishes 
between those and the treatment Rashi gives them, one may clearly see a 
movement toward rhetorical understanding on the part of the eleventh-
century exegete. Moreover, Rashi sharpens this observation by giving his 
own plain sense interpretation and connecting Hosea’s prophecy with that 
of Moses. Again, it is not my purpose to evaluate the legitimacy of Rashi’s 
interpretation; it is only to observe the distinction he makes between two 
prophetic genres. One might claim, in fact, that he approaches this text 
with an a priori understanding of those two types of speech.29

Rashbam observes a similar type of distinction between rebuke and 
blessing as had his grandfather in his comment on Deut 33:1:

וזאת הברכה: מוסב למעלה: וידבר משה באזני כל קהל ישראל את דברי השירה 
הזאת עד תמם. האזינו השמים וגו'. וזאת הברכה: אחר התוכחה של האזינו, חזר 

ובירכן לישראל בטרם יעלה אל ההר למות שם.
And this is the blessing harkens back to Moses spoke in the ears of all 
the congregation of Israel the words of this song until their conclusion. 
Give ear, O heavens… (Deut 31:30–32:1). And this is the blessing: after 
the rebuke of Ha’azinu, [Moses] reverted and blessed Israel before he 
ascended to the mountain to die there.

Again, it does not particularly matter that Rashbam apparently regards all 
of Deut 32 as rebuke; he makes the distinction in genre, and that is what 
is significant.

Among the northern French rabbinic exegetes it is actually Rabbi 
Yosef Kara who makes the most trenchant observations about prophetic 
rhetoric.30 Rashi’s younger colleague, Kara not only distinguishes between 
the two genres of תוכחה and נחמה but also offers a rationale on why the 
composers of biblical prophecy frequently choose to interweave them 
within a single passage of prophetic speech: שמחץ מה  הנבואות  כל   דרך 

29. For further examples, see Rashi’s commentary on Isa 37:3; Mic 4:2; Job 33:19; 
and b. Shabb. 129b (s.v. תוכחה).

30. Rashbam’s commentaries on prophetic literature have not survived, and 
despite the temptation to assume that they would have been as typically acute as his 
other biblical commentaries, there is really not much we can say about them with 
certainty.
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תוכחה מתוך  נחמה   it is the way of all prophecies that what [the“ ,מרפא, 
prophet] strikes, he heals, a consolation in the midst of a rebuke.”31 Let us 
examine an excerpt from his commentary on Isa 1:17–18:

ודע לך: מדה זו נוהגת בכל הקרייה, שבכל מקום שאתה מוצא תוכחה במקרא, 
מדבר  שלאחריו  והעניין  ְפֵריְגְמא,  בלעז  קוראין  שאנו  הפסקה  התוכחה  ובחתם 
בנחמה, לא ישיאך לבך להפליג ולהרחיק העניין שאחר ההפסקה מעניין שלמעלה 
לפי שמצאת שם הפסקה, כי העניין שלאחריו לא בא אלא לחבוש שבר שלמעלה 

ולרפאות מחץ המכה שלמעלה. ואפרש לך מקצתן ומקצתן יורו על רובן.
Let it be known to you! This attribute is followed throughout Scripture: 
In every place that you find rebuke in Scripture, and at the conclusion of 
the rebuke there is an interruption that we call in Old French prygma,32 
and the context that follows it speaks of consolation, do not let your 
heart distract you and drive you far from the context that follows the 
interruption from the context of what had preceded it, (just) because you 
found an interruption there. For the context of what follows comes for 
no other reason than to bind up the wound of (the rebuke) that preceded 
it and to heal the bruise of the wound. I will explain this (with regard to) 

31. From Kara’s commentary on Isa 35:2. See also his commentary on Isa 2:1: 
 so too here, in such“ ,אף כאן כלפי שקינתרן למעלה בלשון קשה … חזר ונחמן בלשון נחמה
way as he chided them earlier with hard language, he returns and comforts them with 
comforting language.”

32. See my analysis of this obscure foreign word in Robert A. Harris, “Structure 
and Composition in Isaiah 1-12: A Twelfth-Century Northern French Rabbinic Per-
spective,” in “As Those Who Are Taught”: The Interpretation of Isaiah From the LXX to 
the SBL, ed. Claire Mathews McGinnis and Patricia K. Tull (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2006), 184 n. 42. David Marcus now confirms the word’s Masoretic origins, 
as Alan Cooper had suggested to me in 2003: “The term פריגמא refers to breaks in 
the middle of a verse that are known as pisqa be’emṣa pasuq, ‘a section in the middle 
of a verse.’ There are only a small number of these pisqa be’emṣa pasuq cases in the 
Bible, most of which occur in the book of Samuel, and only five are documented in 
Masoretic lists for the Torah” (pers. comm., 9 October 2018). A useful summary of 
possible etymologies may be found in David B. Weisberg, “‘Break in the Middle of a 
Verse’: Some Observations on a Massoretic feature,” in Pursuing the Text: Studies in 
Honor of Ben Zion Wacholder on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Ben Zion 
Wacholder, John C. Reeves, and John Kampen (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic , 1994), 
39 (my thanks to David Marcus for this reference). Thanks also to Dr. Teddy Fassberg, 
who suggests that if the Greek-influenced Masoretic etymology is not correct, “a pos-
sible Latin-derived form from frango, such as fragmen,” might be a more convenient of 
accounting for Kara’s use of the term, given his northwestern European context (pers. 
comm., 26 September 2018).

This e-offprint is provided for the author’s own use; no one else may post it online. 
Copyright © 2021 by SBL Press.



1040 Robert A. Harris

a few examples, and these few (must suffice) to teach about the multitude 
of other cases.33

We should take note from Kara’s description of the phenomenon that, here 
at least, he as much as considers the interweaving of prophetic rebuke and 
consolation a rhetorical device not of the prophets but rather of the redac-
tors of the biblical books.34

In continuing our survey of the way in which the northern French 
exegetes interpret the different genres of prophetic rhetoric, let us turn to 
texts that feature the role of the prophet as intercessor. Amos 7 opens by 
presenting a vision in which God reveals to the prophet the first of sev-
eral devastating punishments through which Israel will be punished for 
its infidelity. Amos intercedes successfully on two occasions before being 
rebuffed on the third. In his commentary on Amos 7:2, Yosef Kara notes 
the intercessory nature of Amos’s discourse:

והיה אם כלה לאכול: כשראיתי אותו שבא לכלות ולאכול כל עשב הארץ ,  מיד 
עמדתי לבקש מאת הקדוש ברוך הוא לסלוח על אותו עון ,  ואומר :  י״י אלהים סלח 
לעזור  עליהם ,  מי בהם שיקום  איני מתפלל  הוא ,  אם  קטן  כי  יעקב  יקום  מי  נא 

ולעמוד לפניך להפגיע שתבטל בשבילו הגזרה זו כי נתמעטו צדיקי הדור.
When it had finished devouring: When I saw that (the plague) would 
completely consume all the vegetation of the earth, immediately I 
arose to request from the Holy One, Blessed be God, to relent concern-
ing this sin, and I said: Lord God, relent, I pray, how can Jacob arise, 
since he is so small! If I do not pray for them, who among them will 

33. Kara cites several examples (Isa 3:16–18; 4:1–2; Ezek 17:2–5, 9, 22–23) and 
explains how the melding of genres in each is to be recognized and understood.

34. Kara returns to his theme, so to speak, in considering the role of conso-
lation as a rhetorical device meant to assuage the pain of a prophetic rebuke that 
preceded it, in his comment on Isa 1:27: וזהו שפירשתי למעלה בעניין: שכל מקום שאתה 
באה שהנחמה  דע  בנחמה,  מדברת  ההפסקה  שאחר  ופרשה  אחר תוכחה,  הפסקה   מוצא 
 לרפאות תוכחה שלמעלה, כמו בכאן שאומר למעלה בעניין: איכה היתה לזונה קריה נאמנה,
ומרפא מעין התוכחה שהוכיחו וחוזר   And this is“ ,לאחר שסיים כל התוכחה מפסיק בעניין 
that which I have explained above in a (similar) context, that every place in which 
you find a break after a rebuke, and the pericope after the break speaks of consola-
tion, know that the consolation comes to heal the rebuke that preceded it, as in this 
case here, that relates in the earlier context, How has she become a harlot, that had 
been a faithful city (Isa 1:21), after it had concluded the entire rebuke, it had inter-
rupted that context and returned to heal the essence of the rebuke with which he 
had rebuked it.”
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arise to help (them) and stand before you to entreat that you cancel 
the decree on their behalf, since there are so few righteous people in 
this generation.

When turning to interpret Amos 7:2, Rabbi Yosef Kara articulates the 
intercessory function of the Israelite prophet, employing a verb (מתפלל) 
that clearly denotes the direction of the prophetic speech as originating on 
the human side and directing its message toward the divine.35

Thus far we have presented but a few examples of northern French 
treatment of the major genres of prophetic speech: rebuke, consolation, 
and intercession. A lengthier study would reap even greater rewards. In his 
collection of form-critical and literary studies of the Bible, Sacred Enigmas, 
Stephen A. Geller concluded that, with respect to the form and function of 
the various genres of prophetic rhetoric,

the prophets employ many literary genres beyond those technically proper 
to their mission, the covenant lawsuit, oracles against the nations, and so 
on. In addition, one finds a host of other forms that they use to strengthen 
and, one suspects, embellish their message: laments, hymns, narratives, 
wisdom riddles and proverbs, short essays, sermons, and even love songs. 
Above all, the prophets were also poets; at least they employ the rhythmical 
and parallelistic conventions of the ancient Canaanite-Israelite prosodic 
tradition, as well as its formulaic poetic diction and set of themes.36

Geller’s observations about “other forms” would easily afford such a 
broader point of departure. The northern French rabbinic exegetes abound 

35. See also Kara on Jer 14:11, where the exegete demonstrates how God effec-
tively denies the prophet the opportunity to even attempt an intercessory prayer: ועל 
 שהתפללת עליהם על שני בצרות, בבקשה ממך אל תתפלל בעד העם הזה לטובה – כי יצומו
 ,איניני שומע אל רינתם וכי יעלו עולה ומנחה אינני רוצם כי בחרב וברעב ובדבר אני מכלה אותן
“and since you have already prayed for them with regard to two droughts, I beseech 
you, do not pray on behalf of this people, for good—for when they fast, I will not 
hear their prayers and when they offer sacrifice, I do not desire them, rather by the 
sword and by famine and by pestilence will I destroy them” (Jer 14:12). Note that 
there are a few orthographic differences from our MT in Kara’s citation of Jer 14:12. 
See also Rashi on Exod 32:10, Rashbam on Gen 20:7, Hazzequni on Exod 32:11, and 
Yosef Kara on 1 Sam 15:11 and Jer 15:1, where the exegetes all articulate the power of 
prophetic intercessory prayer to change God’s mind.

36. Stephen A. Geller, “The Riddle of Prophecy,” in Sacred Enigmas: Literary Reli-
gion in the Hebrew Bible (London: Routledge, 1996), 109.
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in articulation of the rhetorical dimensions of prophetic speeches, particu-
larly when those rabbis depart from their immediate need to clarify the 
meaning of a given biblical text and instead address the nature (or genre) 
of prophetic compositional rhetoric, and especially when they do so with 
an aim of clarifying its purpose within the broader prophetic message. For 
example, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency frequently notes aspects of prophetic 
speech that are intended, precisely as Geller states, to “embellish their mes-
sage”: דרך הנביאים כשרוצים להכניס דבריהם בלב העם ממשיכי׳ את לבם לדבר 
 it is the way of prophets, when they want to cause“ ,דבריה׳ דרך שיר ומשל
their words to enter into the heart of the people, to draw their hearts and 
speak their words in the way of poetry and figurative language.” This is the 
proverbial tip of the iceberg, and many other observations of a rhetorical 
or literary nature are present in Eliezer’s commentaries.37

At the outset of this essay I posed two questions about the degree 
to which the northern French rabbinic commentaries interpret biblical 
prophetic speeches with any degree of understanding of their rhetorical 
features. I think that even a cursory survey such as I have provided here 
must answer that question in the affirmative: the peshat commentators 
pay a significant amount of attention to the rhetorical elements of pro-
phetic speech. However, any answer we might give to the second question, 
namely, how we can account for such attention, is perforce more tenta-
tive. While the French commentators from Rashi on explicitly drew some 
understanding and terminology from traditional rabbinic sources, I do 
not see any conclusive evidence that would point to knowledge of those 
traditions as sufficient to account for the depth and quality of their atten-
tion. Moreover, while it is possible to point to the achievements of Arabic 
and Judeo-Arabic scholarship to account for the understanding of rhetoric 
and poetics by later exegetes (particularly after the arrival of Avraham ibn 
Ezra to northern France sometime in the mid-twelfth century), it is diffi-
cult if not impossible to make this claim for earlier exegetes such as Rashi 
and Yosef Kara. This would leave what in a sense is the most likely factor, 
that is, the influence of the utterly dominant Christian culture in which 
the rabbinic exegetes lived and thrived. While this is not the place to make 
the argument in full,38 it would seem that, during the increase in north-

37. Eliezer of Beaugency on Isa 5;1; see Eliezer’s comments also on Isa 3:8; 21:9–
10; 33:19; 40:1; 41:1; 57:15.

38. This is something I hope to do in a longer work about the emergence of north-
ern French peshat, The Reinvention of Reading euring the 12th Century Renaissance.
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ern European literacy during the eleventh and twelfth centuries,39 rabbinic 
scholars likewise turned their attention to literary and rhetorical matters 
in their biblical exegesis.
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