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"If your children accept circumcision they will enter the land, but if not they
willnot enter the land. Rabbi Berachia and Rabbi Chelbo said in the name of
RabbiAvin and Rabbi Yose, It is written, "And this is the matter (lit.: word)
thatJoshuacircumcised" (Jos. 5:4), Joshua said something to them and then cir-
cumcisedthem. He said to them: Do you think that you can enter the land un-
circumcised?for so the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Abraham: And I will
giveto thee, and to thy seed after thee etc., in order that you will keep My
covenant"

Thisinterpretationmarks a change in the pattern and logic of Chapter 17
ofGenesis.55In this chapter, God makes a promise to Abraham. Later in
thischapter, Abraham is required to keep the covenant, by practising cir-
cumcision.It seems that the chapter's structure does not make the re-
alizationof the promise in the first part conditional on the observation of
obligationsby Abraham or his descendants. The Midrash sees the two parts
as interdependent. Entry to the land is subject to the observance of the
commandmentof circumcision. To reinforce this view, the Midrash has re-

courseto the story of Joshua's circumcision of the people before they enter
theland. The story in Joshua emphasizes the link between circumcision
andeatingthe Passover sacrifice.56However, the theory that circumcision
formspart of the preparations for entering the land is also possible. It
wouldseem that the precedent in Joshua is not the sole influence upon the
formationof the midrashic excerpt quoted here. It seems to be part of a

55. Analysisof the commentary in its full context shows that the Midrash presents another
patternof the relations between man and God than that which operates in the biblical text.
Accordingto the biblical text, God makes a gift at the establishment of the covenant. Man is
requiredin parallel to observe certain commandments. It is assumed that Abraham had long
sinceprovedhis righteousness and would definitely strive to keep the commandment of cir-
cumcision.However, Abraham's readiness to observe the commandment is not a condition

forthe giving of the divine gift. Another pattern emerges from the commentary of Rabbi
Yudanin BereshitRabba, 46:9. This pattern links the differentelements listed in the
chapter,not by the principle of the covenant, but according to a pattern based on human ije-
ligiousaction. Observance of the commandment of circumcision carries with it the right to
enterthe land, perhaps on the principle that one commandment draws another. Circumcision
andentering the land both entail acceptance of the "divine yoke" in an active fashion, as a
humanreligious activity. The divine presence granted to Abraham - "I will be your patron
God"- is the result of the chain of previous events. The divine presence, which is an in-
tegralpart of the divine promise in the covenant, is understood here as a goal achieved by
virtueof human religious effort.
56. Jos.5:9.
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broader process, which makes entry to the land dependent upon the ful-
fillment of the Torah and the commandments. The inheritance of the land

is thus dependent on observing the commandments. Therefore, it is natural
that circumcision, which is mentioned in this passage, should be under-
stood as a condition for entering the land. What is not so natural, however,
is that this dependence of entry to the land on the observance of com-
mandments should be emphasized at the expense of recognizing the prin-
cipal message of this text, which describes the promising of the land to
Abraham.

The inheritance of the land, and the Patriarchs' inheritance of the land,

have become subject to the system of Torah and commandments. The em-
phasis laid on a specific commandment is the result of the local com-
mentary. The biblical raw material allowed one commentary to emphasize
the commandment of sacrifice and another to emphasize circumcision.
However, it is clear that the choice of the specific commandment is not de-
rived from a necessary or essential link between the commandment and the
inheritance of the land, but from the midrashic possibilities offered by the
biblical text. In other commentaries, varying expressions of this conceptual

process can be found.
"Neverundervaluethe commandmentof the 'orner,for Abrahammerited the
inheritanceof theLandof Canaanby meansof the commandmentof the 'orner,
as it is written, 'And I will giv(funtothee, and to thy seedafter thee,' in order
that thoumayestkeepmy covenant,and whichis this? - the commandmentof
the 'orner,,57

II

The midrashic pattern is identical to the last interpretation quoted above
from Bereshit Rabba. The only difference lies in the commentator's de-

cision to emphasize the commandment of the 'orner rather than the com-
mandment of circumcision.

Abraham's position as the figure who will both inherit and bequeath the
land emerges in the following dialogue from Ezek. 33 :23:

"Then the word of the Lord came unto me, saying: 'Son of man, they that in-
habit those waste places in the land of Israel speak, saying: Abraham was one,
and he inherited the land; but we are many; the land is given us for inheritance.
Wherefore say unto them: Thus saith the Lord God: Ye eat with the blood, and
lift up your eyes unto your idols, and shed blood; and shall ye possess the land?
Ye stand upon your sword, ye work abomination, and ye defile everyone his

57. Vayikra Rabba, 28:6.
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neighbour's wife; and shall ye possess the land?'"

The people's claim reflects the biblical understanding according to
which Abraham inherits the land and in turn bequeaths it to his de-

scendants.The people improve On the biblical theologoumenon by an in-
ferencefrom minor to major in numerical terms: since they are many, their
inheritanceof the land is assured. In contrast, the prophet claims that their
wickedbehavior gives them no right to inherit the land. This dialogue links
twostrands in the biblical view of the Land of Israel. On the one hand, it

citesthe claim to the inheritance of the land by virtue of Abraham; On the
otherhand, it assumes that the people's presence in the land is dependent
oncorrect religious behavior, and that incorrect religious behavior will lead
to expulsion from the land.58 The dialogue in Ezekiel juxtaposes two bib-
licalconceptions. The treatment of this confrontation in rabbinic commen-
taryreinforces the rabbinic view that the inheritance of the land was de-
pendent on the observance of the commandments. In the list of issues

whichRabbi Akiva interpreted, and on which Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai
disagreedwith him, we read:

"RabbiAkiva interpreted: Behold, it says 'Son of man, they that inhabit those
wasteplaces,' etc., and is this not an instance of inference from minor to major,
forAbraham,who only served one God, inherited the land, and shall we, who
servemany gods, not be permitted to inherit the land?
RabbiNehemiah said: Abraham, who only had one son and sacrificed him, in-
heritedthe land, shall we, who sacrifice our sons and daughters to idolatry, not
bepermittedto inherit the land?
>RabbiEliezer, son of Rabbi Yose the Galilean said: Abraham, who relied on
no-one[no one's merit], inherited the land, shall we, who have someone on
whomto rely, not be permitted to inherit the land?
And I say, Abraham, who was only commanded to observe a few com-
mandments,59inherited the land, shall we, who have been given all the com-
mandments,not be permitted to inherit the land? Know that you may hear this
fromthe answer that the prophet gave, as it is said, 'Thus saith the Lord God,
Yeeat with the blood,' etc., 'Ye stand upon your sword,' etc. 'Ye eat with the
blood,'this refers to the sin of eating a limb from a living animal; 'and lift up
youreyesunto your idols,' this refers to idolatry; 'and shed blood,' this refers to
murder; 'ye stand upon your sword,' this refers to perversion of justice and
theft;'ye work abomination,' this refers to homosexuality; 'and ye defile every

58. SeeLev. 20:23ff. See also Davies' description of the conception of the land in the
Bible:Davies1982,6-21.

59. In theErfurt manuscript: "a single commandment"
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one his neighbour'swife,' this refersto incest.Andthis is derivedby inference
from minor to major.You havenot even kept the sevencommandmentsgiven
to the sonsof Noah,andshallyousay,Wewill inheritthe land?
AndI prefermy interpretationto thatof RabbiAkiva.,,60

It is worth noting that none of these ways of understanding the biblical
inference from minor to major presupposes that the Patriarchs (or in this
case Abraham) inherit the land by virtue of a divine promise. In all these
sayings, Abraham is represented as inheriting the land on his own account,
and his descendants inherit it similarly. The commentators do not see
Abraham as receiving the land on behalf of his descendants. The first two
sayings embody a sort of minor to major inference that suits an idolatrous
outlook. The third saying is more interesting in the context of the present
discussion. Abraham has no one on whom to depend, while we do have
someone on whom to depend. The term "to depend" is linked to the con-
ceptual context of the term "merit."61The inheritance of the land is not the
result of Abraham's inheritance of the land; however, his merit aids his de-
scendants and enables them to inherit the land. The concept of merit is
linked to the context of the observance of the commandments and the ac-

cumulation of merit. The land is inherited by virtue of good deeds.
Abraham's role is not to bequeath the land to his descendants, but to add
his merit to that of his offspring, in order to enable them to inherit the land.
The good deeds "bequeath" the land, and Abraham's role is merely that of
someone with a surplus of "merit," which assists his descendants. The
theologoumenon of the inheritance of the land by Abraham's descendants
by virtue of a divine promise is transformed here into the idea that the
father and the descendants both inherit by virtue of a single system, ac-
tivated by merit. The father merely assists his children to accumulate the
necessary amount of merit.

The last saying illustrates the conceptual transformation most clearly.
Abraham was given one commandment, and inherited the land by virtue of
it. It seems reasonable to understand this interpretation as proposing that
the land was inherited by virtue of observing the commandment of cir-
cumcision. The textual version which speaks of several commandments62

60. Tasefta Safah, 6:9.

61. See Sifra, Behukkatai, chapter 8, 6, p. 112c; and see our discussion below.

62. These changes in formulation also occur in the tradition of formulation in the parallel
passage in Sifrei Devarim, section 31, p. 50.
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probably adds the seven Noahide commandments to that of circumcision.
This addition seems to have been influenced by the prophet's answer,
which is explained in the Midrash as referring to the seven Noahide com-
mandments. It is clear that the minor to major inference is sharper when a
single commandment is contrasted with all the commandments. In any
event, it is the commandments that cause the land to be inherited, and
Abraham only inherited it by virtue of observing the commandments. It is
not Abraham's special role that confers the land on his descendants, but the
commandments, which confer it equally on Abraham and his offspring.

Also the prophet's answer to his people is not seen as a simple enu-
meration of sins, but as organized according to the legal categories
recognized by the Sages. The list of sins given by the prophet is identified
by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai with the seven Noahide commandments. This
identification provides further assistance in bridging the gap between the
two approaches apparent in Ezek. 33. If breaking a commandment cuts the
link to the land, observance of the commandments bestows the right to the
land.

In the light of the central position of Torah study in the rabbinic world, it
comes as no surprise to find that Torah study is cited as the basis for
inheriting the land.

Isaac used to chastise Jacob, and Isaac his father taught him Torah, and
he shut chastised in his house of study, as it is written, "And Jacob was a

quiet man, dwelling in tents," and he learnt whatever he learnt from his fa-
ther, and afterwards he separated himself from his ancestors, and stayed in
the house of Eber to study Torah. Therefore he merited a blessing and in-
herited the land, as it is written, "And Jacob dwelt in the land of his father's

sojournings."63
The transference of the right to the land from the Patriarchs and their

status to correct religious behavior is reflected in the parable quoted below
that comes from Sifrei Devarim, section 48, that deals with the uniqueness
of the Land of Israel:

A parable is told of a king who was traveling along a road and saw a
certain man of good stock and gave him a slave for his use. He then saw
another man of good stock, refined, delicate and busy with some activity,
and he knew him and his ancestors, and said, I decree that I do with my'

63. Shemot Rabba, 1:1.
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own hands, and feed him. Thus all the lands were given servants for their"
use: Egypt drinks fromthe Nile, Babylonfrom the rivers,but the Landof '

Israel is not like them - they sleep in their beds and the Lord sends them
ram. .

Who are the men of good stock in the parable? If it is assumed that they

are intended to represent the different lands, it becomes difficult to interpret
the parable. What is the significance of the "nobleman" for the lands, and
what is the meaning of "busy with some activity" in relation to them? It

must thus be assumed that the parable refers to population groups. The men '

j
of good stock receive inheritances. Israel, the second man of good stockin [
the parable, is rewardedwith the Land of Israel. The uniquenessofthe I

Landof Israel lies in the specialpersonalrelationshipwithGod,intheway!
the rains are sent. The provision of rain is a specific detail in the!
description of the land's uniqueness. The point of the parable is to describe!
the nature of the right to the Land of Israel, throughwhichis mademani- ,

fest the personal relationship with God. What, then, is the basis of this right
to the Land of Israel? Two men of good stock appear in the parable.The
king knows the ancestors of the second man, but the link to the Patriarchs
does not seem to be the basis of the link to the land. Both men are de-

scribed as being of good stock, and there seems to be very little realdif-
ference in their pedigrees. The addition of the fact that the king knowsthe
ancestorsof the secondmanprovidesat mosta trivializationof thebiblical'
theologoumenonof the bequest of the land to the Patriarchs.64Thedis- !

tirictive characteristic of the second man is that he is busy with someac-
tivity. From this it follows that the basis of the link to the Land of Israelis
proper religious behavior. This, and not the connection to the Patriarchs,is
the basis for inheriting the land. This parable shows us pictorially howthe
role of the Patriarchs as bequeathers of the land was set aside, and replaced
by another criterion concerned with correct religious behavior: Torahand

64. It should be noted that the motif of the fathers does not find expression in the teaching
of this passage, and only forms part of the parable. It is likely that the parable, as a literary
means of expression. enables the assimilation and application of this motif, even whenthe
formal discussion of the section does not refer to the Patriarchs. In the preceding sectionin
Sifrei. section 37, p. 71, we find a parable praising the Land of Israel while mentioningthe
motif of the father, even though this motif is not a necessary part of the content of the moral

lesson. If we will: the Patriarchs' link to the Land of Israel is repressed into the text's sub.
conscious and emerges only in the context of the parables.

II
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commandments.

We~havethus far seen how the principles of Torah and commandments
have'Feplacedthe place earlier filled by the motif of the inheritance of the
land"BYvirtue of the Patriarchs in the biblical view, and have relegated this
motif,to the sidelines. This change is linked to other changes in rabbinic
tlloaght.The role of "merit" in the inheritance of the land has already been
dismissed.The implications of the concept of merit for the status of the
PatFiaFchswill now be examined.

iBromthe Covenant of the Patriarchs to the Merit of the Patriarchs

One of the biblical sources from which we learn of the biblical theolo-

goumenon of the inheritance of the land by virtue of the patriarchal
covenant is Lev. 26:42. Rabbinic commentaries on this verse reveal not

only a lack of understanding of the biblical theologoumenon, but also the
new conceptual context that the verse takes on, due to the changes in the

conceptual world of the Sages. The following is the Sifra' discussion of
this verse:

"'Then will I remember my covenant with Jacob': Why were the Patriarchs
ilistedin reverse order? Because if the deeds of Abraham are not [sufficient],
'then those of Isaac are, and if those of Isaac are not [sufficient], then those of
Jacob are. Each and everyone of them is worthy that the whole world be de-
pendent on him. Perhaps this refers only to the Patriarchs, where are the
Matriarchsmentioned? You will find the answer in the word 'et, for it refers to
the Matriarchs, as it is written, 'there was Abraham buried, and [' et] Sarah his
wife,' And how do we know that the covenant was made with the land? The text

says, 'And I will remember the land."'65

Even at first glance, it is obvious that the commentary in Sifra is not in-
terested in what seems to me to be the biblical focus of interest: the

Irestorationof the violated covenant by calling to remembrance the patriar-
chalcovenant, while mentioning the land's link to the covenant made with
IthePatriarchs. Evidence for this can be seen in the question as to the re-

lationship of the Patriarchs to each other. As far as the promise of in-
Iheritingthe land is concerned, it seems that the basic promise was made to
Abraham. The other Patriarchs receive renewed ronfirmation of this

65, Sifra, Behukkotai, chapter 8, p, ii2c,
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promise, and they merit anew the blessing of Abraham.66As far as the in-
heritance of the land is concerned, it is thus handed down in a chain

through the generations, assuming dependence on previous generations.
The comment quoted here assumes different relationships between the
generations. It bases this on the reversed chronological order of the
Patriarchs, in order to emphasize the independent standing of the
Patriarchs. The Patriarchs are not represented here as links in a chain of
transmission, but as possessing autonomous status. This description
demonstrates that it is not the blessing of inheriting the land, passed down
from generation to generation, that is the focus of interest in this inter-
pretation, but another aspect associated with the Patriarchs. This aspect is
expressed in the word "worthy." "Worthy" refers to the spiritual virtue and
merit of each of the Patriarchs. The verse under discussion is read: "Then I

will remember my covenant with Jacob" - and I will remember the merit
of Jacob. The covenant with the Patriarchs turns into the merit of the

Patriarchs in this interpretation. The passage quoted here shows that, as far
as merit is concerned, each of the Patriarchs has his own store, which is not

dependent on the chain of generations. The following sentence demon-
strates another transformation which is derived from the reinterpretation of
the verse in terms of merit: "Each and everyone of them is worthy that the
whole world be dependent on them." Merit does not only serve its pos-
sessor, but others too. The influence of merit on the entire world is de-
scribed in this context. I will discuss below the cosmic dimensions that the

status of the Patriarchs takes on in rabbinic literature. In this context, I shall
merely point to the difference between the covenant with the Patriarchs, by
virtue of which their descendants inherit the land, and the merit of the
Patriarchs, on which the entire world depends. The change from covenant
to merit expands the limits of those who derive benefit from the Patriarchs.

The change from covenant to merit also explains the next part of the
passage quoted above. As long as we are discussing the covenant, there is
no reason to pay attention to the Matriarchs. There is no covenant made
with the Matriarchs in the Bible, and the covenant is restricted exclusively
to the Patriarchs. However, from the moment we change the meaning of
the covenant to that of merit, there is nothing to prevent us from widening
the category of those who possess merit. From now on, not only the

66. See Gen. 26:3; 28:4; 28:13ff.
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Patriarchsbut also the Matriarchs possess merit.
Theconnection of the land to the Patriarchs is also examined in a new

way.While the biblical meaning of the verse concerned the promise of the
land,by virtue of the patriarchal covenant, it seems that in the present

context,eventhe Land of Israel receives merit. Several interpretations can
besuggestedfor the phrase "a covenant made with the land," but I do not
wishto begin a detailed discussion of this phraseology in the present con-

text.Forthe purposes of this discussion, I wi11limit myself to one possible
interpretation,according to which the land itself contributes its value and
itsmerit to the collection of merit th<tt is the focus of interest of this

passage.This should not be a surprising idea. The idea that the Land of
Israelpossesses merit is explicitly formulated elsewhere in rabbinic litera-
ture,67and is not essentially different from the view according to which the

Torah,or anyparticular commandment, also possesses merit.68
Thecommentary in Leviticus Rabba 36:5 is a reworking of the Sifra's

commentary.After the Midrash presents all the interpretations cited above,
itadds:

"Andwhydoes he mention the merit69 of the Patriarchs, and mention the merit
ofthelandwith them? Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: It is like the case of a
kingwho had three sons and one of his handmaidens brought them up, and
whenthekingaskedaboutthe welfareof his sons he usedto say:Find out how
thenursefares. Thus the Holy One, blessed be He, mentions the merit of the
Patriarchsand mentions the merit of the land together with them, 'Then will I
remembermycovenant with Jacob etc... and I will remember the land.'"

Wecan already see from the way in which the question is formulated
thatthe land possesses merit comparable to that of the Patriarchs. The Ire;-
lationshipbetween the land and the Patriarchs does not involve the ques-
tionoftheinheritance of the land, but rather the question of the nature ~d
qualityof merit. The point of the parable quoted here is to emphasize the
qualitativedifference between the merit of the land and that of the
Patriarchs.The relationshipbetween them is similar to the difference in. \

statusbetween the sons and the handmaiden.7° The handmaiden should not

-
67. SeeBabylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashana, 16b.

68. SeeBereshit Rabba, 1:4.

69. Missingin Manuscript L, but appears in the other manuscripts.

70. On the metaphor of the land as a handmaiden, see also the parable told by Rabbi
Yehudaben Rabbi Simon in Bereshit Rabba, 2:2.
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be undervalued; she is raising the king's children. Her role is limited to

caring for the king's children, however, and in the final analysis she is only
a handmaiden. If, according to the biblical theologoumenon, the land is of
major importance and the gift of the land is a great honor, then according
to the rabbinic description, merit is of primary importance, and the land's
merit is secondary to that of the Patriarchs.

The concept of the merit of the Patriarchs is the key to understanding the
interpretation of Sifrei Devarim on the formulation in Deuteronomy of
God's oath to the Patriarchs:

"'Which God swore to your fathers.' What is the meaning of 'to Abraham, to
Isaac, to Jacob?' If it refers to oaths to the Patriarchs, it is already written,
'according to the oaths thou didst address to the tribes. SeIah.' What is the
meaning of 'to Abraham, to Isaac, to Jacob?' Abraham was worthy by himself,
Isaac was worthy by himself, Jacob was worthy by himself. It may be compared
to a king who gave his servant a field as a gift. He ~ave him nothing but the
field itself. The servant improved it, and said, What do I have, he gave me
nothing but the field itself. He went and planted a vineyard, and said, What do I
have, he gave me nothing but the field itself. Thus when the Holy One, blessed
be He, gave the land to our Father Abraham, he gave him nothing but the land
itself, as it is written, 'Arise, walk through the land in the length of it and in the
breadth of it; for unto thee will I give it.' Abraham arose and improved it, as it is
written, 'And Abraham planted a tamarisk-tree in Beersheba.' Isaac arose and
improved it, as it is written, 'And Isaac sowed in that land, and found in the
same year a hundredfold.' Jacob arose and improved it, as it is written, 'And he
bought the parcel of ground."'71

As with the interpretation in Sifra, here too the mention of the Patriarchs'
names is understood as evidence of their merit. The interpretative tech-
nique used here cannot have recourse to the order of the names, since the
conventional order is followed in this case, so it has to fall back on the re-
dundancy of the word "your fathers," together with the repetition of each
Patriarch's name. The meaning which emerges from the interpretation here
is more radical than that apparent in the Sifra commentary. In the latter, we
read that God remembers the merit of the Patriarchs only after a sin.
However, when the Sifrei speaks of the merit of the Patriarchs in the con-
text of God's oath to the Patriarchs concerning the giving of the land, it ap-
pears that the first oath concerning the land is connected to the merit of the
Patriarchs. From this it follows that this is not an oath sworn purely out of

71. Sifrei Devarim, section 8, p. 16.
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God'slove, but is a result of the merit of the Patriarchs. This is the
commentary's message.

Theparablethat follows this commentary expresses this message, from a
slightlydifferent angle. The parable is cast in the well-known form of a
kingwhogives a present to his servants, while the story line concerns what
theservants do with the gifts they have received.72 In this parable, the
servantsmake improvements to the gift they receive from the king. Thus,
thePatriarchsimprove the Land of Israel by their actions. When we receive
theLandof Israel, we do not merely receive the land as God gave it to us,
butas it has been improved by the Patriarchs. Both the commentary and the
parableemphasize human action. The commentary emphasizes human ac-
tionas merit, by whose virtue they become worthy of a gift. The parable
stresseshuman action as improving upon divine action. The commentary
dealswith the religious value of the Patriarchs' actions; the parable de-
scribesthe physical action of improving the Land of Israel. The factor
commonto both the commentary and the parable is the emphasis laid on
thepositionof human action, as distinct from divine gift.

The emphasis on the perfect religious act posits an entirely different
relationshipbetween Israel and the Patriarchs. The Patriarchs are no longer
thebelovedheirs of the land, by whose sole virtue we can inherit. Instead,
thePatriarchsare now the ideal representatives of a lifestyle in which we
allparticipate. The key to inheriting the land is in the Torah and com-
mandments,and the Jewish people are potential participants in this process.
Inthis context, I would suggest that the status of the Patriarchs should be
regardedas only quantitatively different from that of every Jew. They do
notconstitute a special category and are not portrayed as having a special
relationshipto God by virtue of which they inherit the land. Instead, we
shouldregard the Patriarchs as those who have most successfully realized
theidealsshared by all Israel. The significance of their actions is measured
intermsof merit whichbenefitsall Israel throughouttime. However,this
typeof merit can be acquired by anyone who performs good deeds. It is
difficultto document this understanding, but a hint of it13appears in the

I

I

I

I

72. Seefor instance Seder Eliahu Zuta, 2, p. 171.

73. I see the words of the Tanhuma only as giving support for this, since the Tanhuma is a
reworkingof the Mekhilta, in combination with the adding of the first sentence of the quo-
tation.This sentence talks of the inheritance of the land, while the commentary. from the

[Lta ,"""" of the inheritance of thi, world ",d the ne'" .=:""
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juxtaposition of the motifs in Tanhuma, Beshallah, 10:

"'Then he sang - and they believed in God': therefore they merited the in-
heritanceof the land.
Youfind thatas a rewardforhis faithin God,ourFatherAbrahaminheritedthis
world and the next, as it is written, 'And he believed in the Lord; and He
countedit to himforrighteousness,'andalso 'Andthe peoplebelieved'etc."

The same religious processes permit Abraham to inherit this world and
the next, and Israel to inherit the land. We have here, first and foremost,
evidence of a world view according to which religious life - the Torah and
its commandments - forms the principle that organizes reality and enables
the inheritance of the land. However, it seems that another central principle
in rabbinic thought is expressed in this conceptual process. I refer to the
central position of Israel (the Jewish people) in rabbinic thought, as
Kadushin has phrased it: Israel as a value concept in rabbinic culture.74The
people of Israel are not merely appendages to God's love of the
Patriarchs,75 but rather the reverse. In the final analysis, the concept of the
Patriarchs is subordinate to the value concept of Israel and serves it. The
primary link is not with the Patriarchs, but with the People of Israel. The
Patriarchs, having fulfilled the ideals of Torah and the commandments,
serve as an example of the ideal "Israel," and thus place their merit at the
disposal of "Israel" throughout history.

The Patriarchs, the Land ofIsrael and the World to Come

The inheritance of the land by the Patriarchs is expressed in the biblical
story by the accounts of patriarchal burials. Abraham purchases the Cave
of Machpela in order to bury Sarah there, and the Patriarchs carefully ob-
serve the tradition of burial in this tomb. The tomb constitutes solid

evidence of the inheritance of the land. It seems to me that the importance
of burial in the Machpela Cave should be understood against the back-
ground of the promise of the land to the Patriarchs. Burial in the patriarchal
tomb expresses the realization of the promise of inheriting the land. This
seems to be the case in the Bible. However, the Sages did not understand
the significance of burial in the Land of Israel in this way. From the

\,

~
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74. On Torah and Israel as value concepts, see Holz 1979, 35ff.
75. See Deut. 6:7ff; 9:4ff; 1O:14ff.
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moment that the Patriarchs' special link to the Land of Israel is no longer
recognized, it is necessary to explain the great care taken over burial in the
land. The answer given by the Sages lies outside the accepted boundaries
of the world of biblical thought.

"Why do all the Patriarchs demand and desire burial in the Land of Israel?
Rabbi Eleazar said: There is a reason for it. Rabbi Chanina said, Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said: What is the reason for it? 'I will walk before the Lord
in the land of the living."'76

The point is made even more clearly in another version:

"Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: A land whose dead live first, in the days of the
Messiah. Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish in the name of Bar Kappara brought proof
from the verse 'Who gives soul to the people who live on it [the land]."'77

The very proposal of the problem: Why do all the Patriarchs demand and
desire burial in the Land of Israel?, shows the dissociation from the biblical
conceptual context. Enthusiasm for burial in the Land of Israel needs
explanation, which is provided from the concepts of rabbinic culture. The
Patriarchs' enthusiasm for burial in the Land of Israel is linked to their ex-

pectations of resurrection. The dead of the Land of Israel are those who
will come to life in the future, or at least those who will come to life first of

all. This answer moves the meaning of the link with the Land of Israel
from the present physical context to the eschatological context of the world
to come.78The transference of the significance of the Land of Israel to the
eschatological context emerges from several sources in rabbinic litera-
ture.79 In this context, the well-known Mishna in Sanhedrin 10:I may be
cited: "All Israel have a share in the world to come, as it is said: 'Thy
people shall also all be righteous, they shall inherit the land for ever.",
"The land" is interpreted as referring to the next world. Thus the Land of
Israel symbolizes the world to come.so The significance of the inheritance
of the' land and burial there is transferred from historical reality to
eschatological reality.

76. Bereshit Rabba, end of section 96, p. 1198.

77. Version of manuscript yay, Theodor-Albeck ed. p. 1239.

78. The next world in its usual meaning in rabbinic language: the resurrection of the dead.
See Finkelstein 1951, Appendix I: The Mishna "All Israel have a share in the world to
come etc.," p. 212ff.
79. See also Weinfeld 1984, 135.

80. See also Ketubot lIla, and Sifrei Devarim, section 333, p. 383.



... ..

92 Divine Promises to the Fathers

The Cosmic Significance of the Patriarchs

One of the important transformations in rabbinic thought is the trans-
position of central themes to the cosmic plane. The Torah, for instance,
attains cosmic significance as the blueprint according to which the world
was created.81 Even the existence of the Jewish people is justified not just
from a nationalistic viewpoint, but from a cosmic perspective.82 In the
context of this general phenomenon, it is interesting to examine the
position of the Patriarchs in rabbinic sources. In biblical literature, one of
the most important conceptual contexts in which the Patriarchs are set is
the view of the Patriarchs as makers of covenants, by whose virtue Israel
inherits the land.83 The decline of this perspective of evaluation of the
Patriarchs has been the subject of our discussion. I would now like to raise
the possibility that the other side of this decline is the rise in the Patriarchs'
cosmic standing. The Patriarchs are seen not only as the Patriarchs of
Israel, who bequeath the Land of Israel to the Jewish people; their sig-
nificance now concerns the entire world. Not only the Land of Israel, but
heaven and earth are now the patrimony of the Patriarchs. Moreover, it has
already been noted above that the Land of Israel is seen as representing the
world to come. If the land of Israel represents the world to come, the
bequeathers of the land are seen as the bequeathers of the world to come.
We thus arrive at the position that both this world and the next are the
patrimony of the Patriarchs.

The cosmic implications of the Patriarchs' status have already been
mentioned in our discussion of the merit of the Patriarchs. As seen above in

the passage from the Sifra, "Each and every one of them is worthy, that the
whole world be dependent on them." Once the power and the accumulated
merit of the Patriarchs is stressed, it is natural that their power is not re-
stricted to the national sphere, but is widened to encompass the whole
world. If there is still some doubt as to the significance of the word
"world" here, the following passages will assuage it. First of all, it is worth
mentioning that the Patriarchs are listed among the six things created be-
fore the creation of the world, according to Bereshit Rabba I :4. It is no
exaggeration to interpret this dictum as embodying the significance that the

81. Bereshit Rabba, 1:1, and other sources.

82. See Vayikra Rabba, 36:4, and other sources.

83. Apart from the sources already discussed above, see also 2 Chr. 20:7.
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Patriarchs give to the entire universe. Their precedence over Creation is

intended to emphasize their position in relation to the entire universe, and
their power which benefits the world. In addition to this inclusive view of
the Patriarchs as a group, in relation to the creation of-the world, we find

that each Patriarch is dealt with specifically, and each Patriarch's role in
relation to the entire universe is articulated in rabbinic sources.

"'When they were created' - behibbaram. R. Joshua b. Karhah said:
Behibbaram is identical in lettering with beabraham: i.e. for the sake of
Abraham,whom He was one day to raise up. R. 'Azariah quoted on this state-
ment of R. Joshua b. Karhah the verse: 'Thou art the Lord, even Thou alone;
Thouhast made heaven' (continuing the whole passage) (Neh. ix, 6); and what
was all this toil for? Because, 'Thou art the Lord God, who didst choose
Abram,' etc. (ib. 7). R. Judan said: It is not written 'On the high mountains are
the wild goats,' but, 'The high mountains are for the wild goats' (Ps CIV, 18):
thusfqr whose sake were the high mountains created? For the sake of the wild
goats. Now the hind is weak and afraid of wild beasts; when therefore she
wishesto drink, the Holy One, blessed be He, throws her into a state of panic
and she beats with her horns [on the rocks]; the wild beast hears it and flees.
'The rocks are refuge for the conies' (ib.): the coney takes shelter under the crag
from the flying bird, lest it devour it. Then if the Holy One, blessed be He,
createdHis world thus for the sake of unclean things, how much more for the
sakeof Abraham!,,84

The commentary on the verse from Nehemiah exemplifies the con-

ceptual change that has taken place in this period. The original verse em-
phasizes the choosing of Abraham in the context of what it relates af-
terwards - the giving of the land to his descendants. The rabbinic com-
mentary emphasizes Abraham's status in the context of what it has already

related- a description of the creation.
The treatment of the cosmic status of Jacob is no less picturesque:

"Another explanation: 'And I will remember my covenant with Jacob.' Rabbi
Pinchassaid in the name of Rabbi Reuben, The Holy One, blessed be He, said
to His world: I will tell you who created you, I will tell you who made you -
Jacob created you, Jacob made you, as it is written: 'Your creator Jacob, your
makerIsrael.' Rabbi Yehoshua of Sikhnin said in the name of Rabbi Levi, The
animals were only created because of the merit of Jacob, as it is written:
'Behold the beasts which I have made with you.' Rabbi Yehoshua ben
Nehemiah said in the name of Rabbi Chanina bar Isaac, The heaven and the
earth were only created because of the merit of Jacob, why is this? 'And he

84. Bereshit Rabba, 12:9.
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made witness iri Jacob' and there is no witness except heaven and earth, as it is
written, 'I call to witness against you this day the heavens and the earth.'"

After the midrashic discussion continues with the possibilities that the
heavens and earth were made because of the merit of Israel or the merit of

Moses, it returns to the status of Jacob:

"Rabbi Abahu said: Everything was created because of the merit of Jacob, as it
is written: 'Jacob's portion is not as these, for he is the creator of all.' Jacob is
the creator of all.,,85

, I

~

,

~

,
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If no commentary r~lating to the cosmic role of Isaac could be found, it
might not be surprising, since in the Bible too the figures of Abraham and
Jacob are more dominant than that of Isaac. Nevertheless, a dictum on the

cosmic status of Isaac also appears in the course of midrashic literature:

'!"'These are the generations of Isaac': this is as--theverse says, 'The father of the
righteous will greatly rejoice; and he that begetteth a wise child will have joy of
him.' Of whom did Solomon say this? Of Isaac. When Isaac was born every-
thing rejoiced: the heavens and the earth, the sun and the moon, and stars and
constellations. And why did they rejoice? Because ifIsaac had not been created,
the world could not have subsisted. As it is written: 'If not for my covenant day
and night, the laws of heaven and earth I would not have made' and 'my
covenant' means Isaac, as it is written: 'And I will establish My covenant with
Isaac."'86

The method of proof used in the last-quoted comment is worthy of note,
since it exemplifies the conceptual changes described in this article. The
verses use"dfor proof employ the term "covenant," but the concept is trans-
posed from the specific national context of the covenant of Abraham which
is confirmed with Isaac, to one that bears cosmic significance. From now
on, the existence of the covenant is the existence of the heavens and earth
by virtue of Isaac.

In this context, it is worth examining several sources that emphasize not
only the acquisition of the land, in relation to Abraham, but also the ac-
quisition of the heavens and the earth. Sometimes Abraham possesses the
heavens and the earth,87 and sometimes he grants possession of them to
God.88 Here we find an expansion of the motif of inheritance, from this

85. Vayikra Rabba, 36:4; the final phrase according to Manuscript yay.
86. Tanhuma, Toledot, 2.

87. See Tanhuma, Aharei Mot, 9.

88. See Sifrei Devarim, section 313, p. 355: Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 4b; Bamiabar
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world .to the next. We have already mentioned the passage from the
Mekhilta,according to which Abraham inherited this world and the next. I
wol:i'lEiIi1ike to suggest that all this tendency to expansion fills the gap
create@I'bythe decline of the biblical theologoumenon, the subject of this
article.IlJ1heritance of the land is replaced by a broader inheritance, ac-

cordi'l1gto rabbinic concepts. It may be summarized by the following
quote:"Our Father Abraham who acquired by righteousness the heavens
anEittheearth and this world and the next world."89

!fo conclude this section of the article, I would like to examine the

wellJ'lvNowngemara in Shabbat 118a-b, on the virtue of the enjoyment of
the~a:fubath.After the dictum of Bar Kappara, according to which whoever
hasthree meals on the Sabbath will be saved from the birth pangs of the
Messiah,the judgment of Gehinnom and the war of Gog and Magog, the
sayingof Rabbi Yose is presented:

"Whoeverenjoys the Sabbath will be given a heritage without limitations, as itI

,iswritten: 'Then shalt thou delight thyself in the Lord, and I will make thee to
rideupon the high places of the earth, and I will feed thee with the heritage of
~Jacobthy father'; not like Abraham, of whom it is written, 'Arise, walk through
theland in the length of it etc.,' and not like Isaac, of whom it is written, 'For
\:Intothee,and unto thy seed, I will give all these lands,' but like Jacob, of whom
~tliswritten, 'And thou shalt spread abroad to the west, and to the east, and to
thenorth,and to the south.'"

\liae heritage associated with the Patriarchs is no longer the physical
inher.itanceof the Land of Israel. The boundaries of the Land of Israel are

seeniasa limitation. The heritage of Jacob is not the land but that which

,transcendsthe limitations of place. The combination of this tradition ~,itl?-
theearlier eschatological tradition reinforces the understanding accdrdi'n~

tG,which"a heritage without limitations" is not a heritage of this world at\1

alllt'Oneearns this heritage by observing a commandment as fully as pos- \
sible- by delighting in the Sabbath. The commandment enables one to \
merdta heritage that transcends earthly limitations - the promised heritage
Gfthe Patriarchs. It is not Jacob who bequeaths this inheritance; he is

,merelythe first to have merited it. Everyone who delights in the Sabbath
mer-itsthis heritage without limitations by virtue of observing the com-
mandment,not by virtue of Jacob. Thus we see how this simple dictum, in

Rabba,12:11; in Tanhuma, Behar, 1 these two exegetical traditions are merged.

89. rOtiyot de Rabbi Akiva, Recension I, ed. S. Wertheimer, Batei Midrashot, II, 370.
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fact, draws together a number of conceptual threads we discussed above.

Conclusion
,.

At this point of our discussion, we must return to the question with
which we opened our inquiry. From the viewpoint of rabbinic tradition,
what is the significance of the promise to the Patriarchs, when this promise
is examined outside the confines of the Jewish people? As I suggested in
the Introduction, and as this article has shown, rabbinic literature was not
interested in emphasizing the universal aspect of the status of the
Patriarchs, or the promise to the Patriarchs. Rabbinic literature is charac-
terized by a tendency to turn inwards. This introspective tendency is re-
flected in a detachment from history and an emphasis on the cosmic status
of Israel. It is reflected beyond this, however, in the special emphases of
rabbinic literature. This literature is principally interested in Israel and its
status, and in the Torah by which Israel must live. However, the intro-
spective tendency and the attribution of cosmic status open up a channel
for contact between the Patriarchs and the entire universe. This opening is

not the result of the logic of the promise, but rather a result of the unique
logic of rabbinic literature. From the tortuous workings of the rabbinic
mind emerges the understanding that the Patriarchs maintain the entire
world, and that their blessing benefits the whole universe. The Patriarchs'
role in this context is very close to the general rabbinic view of the role of
the righteous man, and is not dependent on the specific promises made to
the Patriarchs. This does not detract from the conceptual possibility that is

opened up here. Even if, according to the Sages, the promise to and
covenant with the Patriarchs is not of central importance, and they have no

other heritage but Israel, it seems that the Patriarchs' merit benefits the
entire world. The Patriarchs are considered in the light of their status and

their spiritual being. The central subject here is not God's actions towards
them, expressed in the promises He gives them, but their own actions,
which give them spiritual status. In this context, we may turn to the
rabbinic texts with the question of the nature of mankind's connection to
the Patriarchs' blessing. Is this blessing, which derives from their merit and
status, restricted exclusively to Israel?

It seems to me that at this point, we must distinguish between the deep
logic of the rabbinic sources and what is explicitly expressed in the litera-
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ture.ilihesources that describe the status of the Patriarchs emphasize their
cosmicrole.At first glance, a cosmic role seems to include a universal role,
sincemankind forms part of the universe. In this sense, we may suppose
thatthePatriarchs'blessingbenefits the entire universe and all mankind.
However,we must also admit that generally speaking, rabbinic cosmic
aWaFenessdoes not include a universalistic element. Such an element is not

explicit;lyderived from the cosmic arguments, nor is it expressed in them.
Thereason for this appears to lie in the introverted nature of rabbinic
thougHt.If the cosmic emphasis is an outcome of this introverted trend, it is
haFditosupposethat universalistic arguments will be implied by these
cosmicarguments. However, what was explicitly expressed in rabbinic
thougHtat the time it was formulated is not necessarily a full distillation of
itsraw conceptual potential and of its internal theses. Whatever was not
ex,plkitlyformulated, due to the context and the time, remains contained
'Mith~nthe premises of rabbinic thought. As soon as we claim cosmic status
forthe !Patriarchs,the concept of the Patriarchs is released from its na-
tionall,genealogical context, and is opened up toa broader spiritual
meaning.We do not counter the deep logic of rabbinic thought if we
recognizethe universalistic dimension as part of the cosmic dimension. In
thisflight,the status of the Patriarchs, their blessing and their merit benefit
the whole world.


