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The Magical Mind of Midrash: Class #1

R’ Morris Panitz | rabbipanitz@ikar.org | May 20, 2026

Sanhedrin 34a:12 27%:R 775 P70
The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught about the following verse: :NID PRYRD w2 °11°217
“Is not My word like fire? says the Lord; and like a hammer that n - ”3777'0 }’XD’ UJ’UEJD'I”
breaks the rock in pieces” (Jeremiah 23:29). Just as this ol 7‘71‘[1173 1 wuo
hammer breaks a stone into several fragments, so too, one IR RPN 1]?‘_( mmx’;
verse is stated by God and from it emerge several explanations. .0°nYY ndh Ry

What generates the need for Midrash? What creates a Midrashic opening?

- Linguistic Abnormalities (superfluous words, grammatical oddities, unusual spellings,
doubling of words, uncommon word selection)

- Narrative Gaps (missing details, contradictions within or between stories, absence of
back stories)

- Associative Resonance (juxtaposition of verses/parshiyot, shared language between
distinct stories)

- Semantic Ambiguity (words that could be read in multiple ways)

For the Rabbis, these aren’t liabilities; they’re opportunities.

Unexpected/Problematic/Ambiguous Language

Bereshit Rabbah 8:3 ’A0T 127 NYWNA2
“And God said: Let us make Man in our image” — with N"WXI2) 0IX 'II.UVJ D"I’?N WDN"I
whom did God consult?...Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman gkl 77N1731’.U ’29.. ‘[77733 na (13 N
said: God consulted with what was made on each and 0i*1 0i” 93 wyna IR 17m
every day. This is analogous to a king who had an b 1w "[777377 511773 ,‘|77733
adviser and he would not do anything without his 7IM 027 Ay 170 X911 TRRI0
knowledge. ARYTN
Rabbi Ami said: God consulted with God’s heart. This is SWn ,77n) 1272 0K *BX 27

analogous to a king who built a palace through the 773'[1?{ 17 0y ]’D’?D 12w '|7773’7
services of an architect, but it was not pleasing for him. w” 'n ’737 b N2y N?1 -mm ahg!
At whom should he be angry? Is it not the architect? ,NIIRNN 773'[1}( z737 N7 Dlﬁﬂ'l’? i
That s, “God was saddened in God’s heart” (Genesis 2% 58 axynn 0

6:6).
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Bereshit Rabbah 8:8

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman said in the name of Rabbi
Yonatan: When Moses was writing the Torah, and was
writing what was made on each day, when he reached
this verse: “And God said: Let us make Man in our
image, in our likeness” — he said before God: ‘Master of
the universe, why do you provide the heretics with
basis for a claim? This is bewildering.’ God said to him:
‘Just write, and if someone wants to err, let him err.’
The Holy One said to Moses: ‘Is it not so regarding this
man whom I created, that I will bring forth
descendants of greater and lesser status? If someone of
greater status is about to seek approval from one of
lesser stature than he, but he says: Why do I need to
seek approval from one who is of lesser stature than I?
One may say to him: Learn from your Creator, as God
created the heavenly realms and the earthly realms, but
when God came to create man, God consulted with the
ministering angels.’

Bereshit Rabbah 30:9

“Noah was a righteous man; he was blameless in his
generation” — Rabbi Yehuda said: [Only] in his
generation, he was considered righteous, but had he
been in Moses’ generation or in Samuel’s generation, he
would not have been considered righteous... This is
analogous to one who had a wine cellar. He opened one
barrel and found that it was [spoiled and turned to]
vinegar. A second was the same; a third, he found it
turning sour. They said to him, ‘[Do not drink it;] itis
turning sour.’ He said to them, ‘Is there any better than
it?” They said to him, ‘No.” So too, in his generation he
was considered righteous, but had he been in Moses’
generation or in Samuel’s generation, he would not
have been considered righteous.

Rabbi Nehemya said: If in his generation he was
righteous; had he been in Moses’s generation or in
Samuel’s generation all the more so. This is analogous
to a bowl of balsam oil that was sealed with a
tight-fitting lid. It was situated in a graveyard and its
fragrance wafted through the air. Had it been outside
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the graveyard, how much more so! So too, had he been
in Moses’ generation or in Samuel’s generation all the
more so.

Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael, Tractate Nezikin 18:1

(Exodus 22:20) "And a stranger you shall not afflict
and you shall not oppress him": You shall not afflict
him with words and you shall not oppress him in
money matters. Do not say to him: "Yesterday you
worshipped the deity of Nevo, and (the flesh of)
swine is still between your teeth, and you would dare
contend with me!" (Is. 46:1)
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Narrative Gaps

Bereshit Rabbah 22:7

“Cain said to Abel his brother... It was when they
were in the field. Cain rose up against Abel his
brother and killed him” (Genesis 4:8).

“Cain said to Abel his brother...” — about what were
they quarreling? They said: ‘Let us divide the world
between us.” One took the land and one took the
movable property. This one said: ‘The land on which
you are standing is mine.’ That one said: ‘What you are
wearing is mine.’ That one said: ‘Take it off.” This one
said: ‘Fly.” As a result: “Cain rose up against Abel his
brother and killed him.”

Rabbi Yehoshua of Sikhnin said in the name of Rabbi
Levi: Both of them took the land and both of them took
the movable property. Regarding what, then, were they
quarreling? Rather, this one said: ‘The Temple shall be
built in my domain,’ and that one said: “The Temple
shall be built in my domain,’ as it is stated: “It was
when they were in the field,” and “field” is nothing
other than the Temple, as it says: “Zion will be plowed
like a field” (Micah 3:12). As a result: “Cain rose up
against Abel his brother...”

Rabbi Huna said: An extra twin sister was born with
Abel. This one [Cain] said: ‘I will take her, as I am the
firstborn.” That one [Abel] said: ‘I will take her, as she
was born with me.” As a result: “Cain rose up.”

’1:2”2 M27 N°WNA2

DI *771 1IN P2 9K 7R RN
P R 5y (7,7 NPWRI2) "
,071v NX 751131 IN12 397K ,0%2777
NX 203 NI NIYRR ‘mJ TN
DXP NIXT RYIX 0K 177 ,17200001
W17 OXT 10 R 771,77 7Y
1112 10K 771,721 0K 1T, T
PR 0P :(M,7 N°WRI2) 72 7R
AN IR 227 X

X "1 27 WA 11307 YW 211
1-mw1 NiYRIRI NN 170) D)W
g ’mnn: Tnix .'I-T R’EN mvm

1”3 "INN2 IR AN 1220 Wi

DNTI12 %11 PRI 2D W
umm "2 KPR 717 TR, TR
R n’wm:) 72 7RI 'uijjjn ‘I'_[tp

SR 220 OX 7R 01 i(T

7793 707 MNIRA R 727 0N
7 INU -lbmn 73X 71K 711,727 oY
-|-r’7uw -ﬂmu 73X 0IX 171,7122

2 D7 72 7inm 7y


https://www.sefaria.org/Mekhilta_DeRabbi_Yishmael,_Tractate_Nezikin.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Mekhilta_DeRabbi_Yishmael,_Tractate_Nezikin.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Bereshit_Rabbah.22.7
https://www.sefaria.org/Bereshit_Rabbah.22.7

Bereshit Rabbah 38:13

[Genesis 11:28 says,| “And Haran died in the
presence of his father Terach.” 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 claimed, 'I must eat first,' while another
claimed, ' must eat first.' Thereupon, the largest
arose, took the stick and broke them." "Why do you
make sport of me? Have they any knowledge?"
Terach said. "Should not your ears hear what your
mouth has said?" Avraham said.

Thereupon Terach seized him and delivered him to
Nimrod. "Let us worship fire," Nimrod said. "Let us
rather worship water which quenches fire,"
Avraham said. "Let us worship water," Nimrod said.
"Let us rather worship the clouds which bear the
water," Avraham said. "Let us then worship the
clouds," Nimrod said. "Let us worship the wind
which disperses the clouds," Avraham said. "Let us
worship the wind," Nimrod said. "Let us worship
human beings which can stand up to the wind,"
Avraham said. "You are just bandying words, and
we will worship nothing but the fire. Behold, I will
castyou into it, and let your God whom you adore
come and save you from it!" Nimrod said.

Now Haran was standing there undecided. "If
Avraham is victorious, I will say that I am of
Avraham’s belief, while if Nimrod is victorious, I
will say that I am on Nimrod’s side," he thought.
When Avraham descended into the fiery furnace
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and was saved, Nimrod asked him, "Of whose belief NN ’ITHD”?I:U'FI] ’ITH’?D; ,NIN O772AN
are you?" "Of Abraham’s," he replied. Thereupon he 0 738 2y N3 RY7T,1PYR 733 37000
seized him and cast him into the fire; his innards ol oy 177 171 :2°N2T R K77 ,17AN
were scorched and he died in the presence of his L1 N
father. Hence it is written, "And Haran died in the

presence of his father Terach."

Repetition/Juxtaposition/Shared Language

Bereshit Rabbah 56:7 11172 1727 DPWNRA2
“The angel of the Lord called to him from the heavens, and n M '|N'773 'I"??j{ hairidl
said: Abraham, Abraham. He said: Here I am” (Genesis 22:11). DTN DITI2R AN 07w
Rabbi Hiyya taught: This is an expression of affection, [and] an *27 730 ,(X?,23 N*WXI2)
expression of exhortation. Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov said: [It "27.0971 ]"II.U’? man ]1(17’7 N
also denotes that it is] for him and for future generations. 192 9N 2Py 12 YN
There is no generation in which there is not someone like 12 PRW 1T PN ,ﬂ‘l'l‘l’[z?"!
Abraham; there is no generation in which there is not someone 12 PPRW 917 1°X1,0i771IND
like Jacob; there is no generation in which there is not 12 PRW 717 PPN ,20973
someone like Moses; there is no generation in which there is 12 PPRW T X1 ,1Wn3
not someone like Samuel. .’?X’IDWD
Chullin 115b:6 129700 1IN
The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: The Torah states three times: NI 7?N}77; w717 717
“You shall not cook a kid in its mother’s milk” (Exodus 23:19, 351'[:1 ! 77I.ZJZII'I ND”
34:26; Deuteronomy 14:21). One verse serves to teach the prohibition ,0°YD whw "ink
against eating meat cooked in milk, and one serves to teach the ,T27IK IO°K? TN
prohibition against deriving benefit from it, and one serves to teach NN TID’N? NI
the prohibition against cooking meat in milk. 212 0°KY TN
Numbers 20:1-2 ’2-’N’2 927122
The Israelites arrived at the wilderness of Zin on the ‘]3'73"[7,3 Tlf[}ffl'b:} 77&7117"’33 IN2”
first new moon, and the people stayed at Kadesh. WIpa 0y 2w 1IWRIT WIna
Miriam died there and was buried there. The 173°N71 :0W 72 00 0w nnm
community was without water, and they joined against TILD"D']?}] 'l’?TIP"l TI‘WI? on
Moses and Aaron. TN
Rashi on Numbers 20:2:1 ’N’2:°0 9272 DY "l
Since this statement follows immediately after the mention of 1NN .TTYD DO 1171 KDY
Miriam’s death, we may learn from it that during the entire forty 177 MY D'y 2w

years they had the “well” through Miriam’s merit (Taanit 9a). 0’77 NI1212 N2 007
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Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 48:17

Rabbi Eliezer said: The five letters of the Torah, which
alone of all the letters in the Torah are of double (shape),
all appertain to the mystery of the Redemption. With
"Khaph" "Khaph" our father Abraham was redeemed
from Ur of the Chaldees, as it is said, (Lekh Lekha) "Get
thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred... unto the
land that I will shew thee" (Gen. 12:1). With "Mem"
"Mem" our father Isaac was redeemed from the land of
the Philistines, as it is said, "Go from us: for thou art
much mightier (Memennu M'6d) than we" (Gen. 26:16).
With "Nun" "Nun" our father Jacob was redeemed from
the hand of Esau, as it is said, "Deliver me, I pray thee,

(Haziléne na) from the hand of my brother, from the hand

of Esau" (Gen. 32:11). With "P&" "P&" Israel was redeemed

from Egypt, as itis said, "I have surely visited you, (Pakéd

Pakadti) and (seen) that which is done to you in Egypt,
and I have said, I will bring you up out of the affliction of
Egypt" (Ex. 3:16,17). With "Zaddi" "Zaddi" the Holy One,
in the future will redeem Israel from the oppression of
the kingdoms, and will say to them, I have caused a
branch to spring forth for you, as it is said, "Behold, the
man whose name is (Zemach) the Branch; and he shall
grow up (yizmach) || out of his place, and he shall build
the temple of the Lord" (Zech. 6:12).

These letters were delivered only to our father Abraham.
Our father Abraham delivered them to Isaac, and Isaac
(delivered them) to Jacob, and Jacob delivered the
mystery of the Redemption to Joseph, as it is said, "But
God will surely visit (Pakéd yiphkod) you" (Gen. 50. 24).
Joseph his son delivered the secret of the Redemption to
his brethren. Asher, the son of Jacob, delivered the
mystery of the Redemption to Serach his daughter.

When Moses and Aaron came to the elders of Israel and
performed the signs in their sight, the elders of Israel
went to Serach, the daughter of Asher, and they said to
her: A certain man has come, and he has performed signs
in our sight, thus and thus. She said to them: There is no
reality in the signs. They said to her: He said "Pakod
yiphk6d"—"God will surely visit you" (ibid.). She said to
them: He is the man who will redeem Israel in the future
from Egypt, for thus did I hear, ("Pak6d Pakadti") "I have
surely visited you" (Ex. 3:16). Forthwith the people
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believed in their God and in His messenger, as it is said,
"And the people believed, and when they heard that the
Lord had visited the children of Israel" (Ex. 4:31).

Rashi on Numbers 26:46:1
7w WX D2 ow1 AND THE NAME OF THE DAUGHTER OF

ASHER WAS SERAH — Because she still remained alive after all
these long years (Sotah 13a) it exceptionally mentions her here

(Seder Olam 9).

Political Commentary

Bereshit Rabbah 63:7

“Two peoples [goyim] are in your womb” (Genesis
25:23) — two of the proudest of peoples are in your
womb. This one is proud of his world and that one is
proud of his empire. Two of the proudest of peoples are
in your womb — Hadrian among the idolaters and
Solomon in Israel.

Bereshit Rabbah 65:21

Another matter, “the voice is the voice of Jacob” — Rabbi
Yehuda bar Ilai would expound: “The voice is the voice
of Jacob” screaming because of what “the hands are the
hands of Esau” did to him. Rabbi Yohanan said: The
voice [of Jacob, due to] the emperor Hadrian who killed
eight hundred million people in Beitar.

Homiletic Midrash

Bereshit Rabbah 39:1

“The Lord said to Abram: Go you, from your land, and
from your birthplace, and from your father’s house, to
the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1).

“The Lord said to Abram: Go you, from your land...” —
Rabbi Yitzhak began: “Listen, daughter, see, and incline
your ear. Forget your people and your father’s house”
(Psalms 45:11). Rabbi Yitzhak said: This is analogous to
one who was passing from place to place, and saw a
building with a [candle] burning in it. He said: ‘Is it
possible that this building has no one in charge of it?’ The
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owner of the building looked out at him and said: ‘Tam
the owner of the building.’ So, because Abraham our
patriarch was saying: ‘Is it possible that this world is
without someone in charge?’ The Holy One blessed be He
looked at him and said to him: ‘T am the owner of the
world.” “The king will desire your beauty, as he is your
master” (Psalms 45:12) — to show your beauty in the
world. “And bow to him” (Psalms 45:12) — that is, “the
Lord said to Abram.”
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