The Magic of Midrash/Aggadah

Course with Rachel Adelman

Course Description:

In this course, we will explore certain biblical passages through the lens of midrash, asking both how the midrash fills ‘gaps’ in the biblical story and what ideas the Rabbis are trying to articulate.  We will also ask  the “bigger questions”: why does man murder (in the story of Cain and Abel)?  How do the Rabbis reconcile the account in chapter 1 and 2 of Breshit?  Why did God choose Abraham?  What role do women play in the redemption from Egypt?  What attitudes did Hazal (the traditional biblical commentators) have towards miracles?   We will also explore “modern midrashim”, how poets, painters and film-makers will take biblical passages as a springboard for their own imaginative renditions.  We will continually ask: how does midrash enliven the biblical text and are the midrashim, both classic and contemporary, speaking to the burning issues relevant to us today?
Evaluation

1)  Creative writing: write your own midrash (15 %) 

2)  Oral presentation on the Haggadah (15 %)

3)  Quizzes (20 %)

4)  Final Exam:  (40%)

Unseen.  Analyze a midrash  with the skills you have acquired. 

5)  Participation (10 %)
Syllabus 

Introduction to Midrash—March 6th 

“Cain and Abel—the Reason for the First Murder”  

-Gen. 4:8, the translations, and Breshit Rabbah 22:16-19 

Modern Poetry:

Dan Pagis “Brothers”, Autobiography”, “Scrawled in Pencil on a Railway Car”,  

Secondary Sources:

-Definition of Aggadah (Encyclopedia Judaica) + James Kugel, midrash as “narrative expansion”, from In Potiphar’s House.

-Comparing Pardes—peshat, drash, remez and sod.
Part I—Midrash as Jewish Myth
1) “Let Us Make Man--Naaseh Adam”
Gen. 1:26, Ps. 85:11-12, Breshit Rabbah VIII, 5
Secondary Sources:
-Barry W. Holtz, “Midrash”, from Back to the Sources, p. 177-211.
2)  The Creation of Eve—Back-to-Back or Face-to-face?

-Creation I vs. Creation II (Genesis 1 and 2) + Breshit Rabbah 

-Plato’s Symposium 

Modern Poetry: Kim Chernin “Eve’s Birth” and Israel Efrat [Efros], “The I, A Scream”

3)  The Seduction of Eve in the Garden of Eden—Who is Responsible for the Sin?

-Genesis 3, Avot deRabbi Natan I, and Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 13-14, and the Myth of Pandora’s Box.  
Follow-up—Bibliodrama

Part II—The Redemptive Narrative in Midrash
1) Exodus Chapters 1 and 2, “The Righteous of Women”

-TB Sotah and The Tanhuma on ‘the mirrors’

2)  Moshe’s identity—Prince of Egypt/Redeemer of the Israelites, 

“And Moshe struck the Egyptian…” (Ex. 2: )

-Selections from Shemot Rabbah 

3)  “Serah bat Asher and the Oral Tradition”

Tanhuma and Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 48

4)  Film as Midrash:  “The Prince of Egypt”

Part III:  -The Haggadah as Aggadah
-Exodus Chapter 12—Pesah Mitzrayim and Pesah Dorot

1) Introduction to the Mekhilta, Pisha:  “The Four Sons”

2)  Workshop:  Making the Passover Seder “A Different Night”

Secondary Sources:
“A Different Night” (Haggadah, Hartman institute)

Midterm April 9th-11th :  ORAL PRESENTATIONS + written assignment (“your own midrash on the Exodus)
Part IV—Midrash as Exegesis
1)  -Why did God choose Abraham? 

-Lekh Lekha Gen. 12:1,  Breshit Rabbah 39:1

-“The Legend of the Fiery Furnace” Breshit Rabbah 
-Rambam (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah)
Secondary Sources:

Yitzchak Etshalom,  Avraham, the Early Years

2)  “The Binding of Isaac”
-Gen. 22 + Breshit Rabbah 56: 7,8, Tanhuma-Yalamdenu  23

Kierkegaard’s midrashim, from Fear and Trembling 

Poetry: Hayim Gouri “Heritage” and Amir Gilgoa “Isaac”
Painting:  Rembrandt, “The Sacrifice of Isaac”, and Abel Pann
Secondary Sources:

Erich Aurbach Mimesis

Selections from Shalom Spiegel The last Trial
Part V Midrash in the Talmud

-“The Legend of Honi, the Circle Drawer (HaMeagel)”

Comparing the Babylonian Talmud and the Talmud Yerushalmi

-TB Taanit 23a-b 

-TY Taanit 10

Part VI—-“Ten Things Created at Twilight of the Sixth Day” (Miracles in Midrash)

1)  The Splitting of the Reed Sea

- The Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael and Shemot Rabbah
1)  The Saga of Miriam’s Well

-The Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael and the Tanhuma

Painting:  the mural of Dura Europas (2nd –3rd c. C.E.)

2)  The Death of Moses, Deut. 34:6

- Devarim Rabbah 2:8

Poetry:  Rainer Maria Rilke, “The Death of Moses”, Haim Guri “Al Har Nevo”

Secondary sources

-Arthur Green, “The Children in Egypt and the Theophany at the Sea”, Judaism, Fall, 1975.

-Ephraim Aurbach, The Sages and their Beliefs [Emunot ve’Deot]

Part VII—Mashal (Parable) in Midrash and the Petihta  

Eicha 1:1, Eicha Rabbah

Eli Wiesel,  “God’s Suffering: a Commentary”, from All Rivers Run to the Sea, 

Last Class: Review for exam, concepts, preparing for an unseen etc…

Final Exam:  Unseen.  Analyze a midrash with the skills you have been given.
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