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The Art of Interpretation:
Selected Highlights of Vayikra Rabbah

Ethan Tucker - Tucker@hadar.org
Summer Learning Retreat 2021

Idea - waTtTn - Text

Midrash is where close attention to the text and
interest in an idea meet in the middle.



. The righteous, unquestioning and long-suffering performance of

mitzvot

Tehillim 103:20-22

Bless the LORD, His angels, mighty
creatures who do His bidding, ever
obedient to His bidding;

Bless the LORD, all His hosts, His
servants who do His will;

Bless the LORD, all His works,
through the length and breadth of

His realm; bless the LORD, O my soul.
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R.Yitzhak said: The verse is talking about those who
observe the sabbatical year. Normally, a person
does a mitzvah for a day, for a week, for a month.
Does one ever do a mitzvah for an entire year?! This
person watches his field lie fallow, his vineyard
unattended, all while he pays taxes in silence. Is
there anyone more mighty/heroic than that?

And if you say: This verse isn’t speaking about those
who observe the sabbatical year!

It says here: “Who perform His davar/word”; it says
there: “This is the davar/matter of the sabbatical
year.” Just as davar in that context refers to those
who observe the sabbatical year, so too it refers to
those who observe the sabbatical year in this
context.

“Who perform his word, lishmoa/to hear”—R. Huna
in the name of R. Aha: This verse is referring to Israel
at Mount Sinai, when they made performance prior
to hearing and said, “All that the Lord has spoken
we shall perform and hear...”

Vayikra Rabbah 1:1

R. Tanhum the son of R. Hanilai opened with the
following verse:

“Bless the LORD, malakhav, mighty creatures who
perform His word, to obey the sound of His word.”
About what is this verse speaking?

If about heavenly beings, the next verse says: “Bless
the LORD, kol tz’va’av/all His hosts, His servants
who do His will!”

If about earthly beings, the verse says: “Bless the
LORD, malakhav/His angels, mighty creatures who
do His bidding, ever obedient to His bidding!”
Rather, since heavenly beings can completely and
consistently execute God’s will, it says, “Bless the
LORD, kol tz’'va’av/all His hosts.” Since earthly
beings cannot completely and consistently execute
God’s will, it says, “Bless the LORD, his messengers,”
and not all his messengers...

“Mighty creatures who perform His word”—About
what is this verse speaking?

1. Promises and Threats Unfulfilled? Or the power of prayer and

repentance
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Since You have banished me this day
from the soil, and | must avoid Your
presence and become a restless
wanderer on earth—anyone who meets
me may kill me!”

The LORD said to him, “I promise, if
anyone kills Cain, sevenfold vengeance
shall be taken on him.” And the LORD
put a mark on Cain, lest anyone who
met him should kill him.

Cain left the presence of the LORD and

settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden.

Then He said, “What have you done?
Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to
Me from the ground!

Therefore, you shall be more cursed
than the ground, which opened its
mouth to receive your brother’s blood
from your hand.

If you till the soil, it shall no longer yield
its strength to you. You shall become a
ceaseless wanderer on earth.”

Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment
is too great to bear!



Yirmiyahu 11:21-23

Assuredly, thus said the LORD of Hosts
concerning the men of Anathoth who
seek your life and say, “You must not
prophesy any more in the name of the
LORD, or you will die by our hand”—
Assuredly, thus said the LORD of Hosts:
“I'am going to deal with them: the
young men shall die by the sword, their
boys and girls shall die by famine.

No remnant shall be left of them, for |
will bring disaster on the men of
Anathoth, the year of their doom.”

Ezra 2:1,23

These are the people of the province
who came up from among the
captive exiles whom King
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had
carried into exile to Babylon, who
returned to Jerusalem and Judah,
each to his own city...the sons of
Anathoth—128.
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Jeremiah 22:24-30

As | live—declares the LORD—if you,
O King Conyahu, son of Jehoiakim,
of Judah, were a signet on my right
hand, | would tear you off even from
there.

| will deliver you into the hands of
those who seek your life, into the
hands of those you dread, into the
hands of King Nebuchadrezzar of
Babylon and into the hands of the
Chaldeans.

| will hurl you and the mother who
bore you into another land, where
you were not born; there you shall
both die.

They shall not return to the land that
they yearn to come back to.

Is this man Conyahu a wretched
broken pot, a vessel no one wants?
Why are he and his offspring hurled
out, And cast away in a land they
knew not?

O land, land, land, Hear the word of
the LORD!

Thus said the LORD: Record this man
as without succession, One who shall
never succeed for all his life; For no
man of his offspring shall be
accepted To sit on the throne of
David And to rule again in Judah.
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Haggai 2:20-23

And the word of the LORD came to
Haggai a second time on the
twenty-fourth day of the month:

Speak to Zerubbabel the governor of
Judah: I am going to shake the heavens
and the earth.

And | will overturn the thrones of
kingdoms and destroy the might of the
kingdoms of the nations. | will overturn
chariots and their drivers. Horses and
their riders shall fall, each by the sword
of his fellow.

On that day—declares the LORD of
Hosts—I will take you, O My servant
Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel—declares
the LORD—and make you as a signet;
for | have chosen you—declares the
LORD of Hosts.
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Johanan the first-born, the second The son of Solomon: Rehoboam; his

Jehoiakim, the third Zedekiah, the son Abijah, his son Asa, his son

fourth Shallum. The descendants of Jehoshaphat, his son Joram, his son
Jehoiakim: his son Jeconiah, his son Ahaziah, his son Joash, his son
Zedekiah; and the sons of Jeconiah, the Amaziah, his son Azariah, his son
captive: Shealtiel his son. And Malkiram Jotham, his son Ahaz, his son Hezekiah,
and Pedaiah...And the sons of Pedaiah: his son Manasseh, his son Amon, and
Zerubavel... his son Josiah. The sons of Josiah:
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Vayikra Rabbah 10:5

Yehudah beRabbi said that repentance can wipe out half a decree...R. Yehosha b. Levi
said repentance can wipe out an entire decree...

What is the basis for Yehdah beRabbi’s view? Kayin. He had a horrible decree: “You
shall become na’va-nad/a moving wanderer on earth.” But once he repented, half of
the decree was withheld, as it says, “Kayin left God’s presence and settled in the land
of Nod.” Not “the land of na’va-nad,” but “the land of Nod...”

What is the basis for R. Yehoshua b. Levi’s view? The people of Anatot. “So says the
Lord to the men of Anatot...therefore so says the Lord, their young men will die by the
sword.” But once they repented, they merited to continue to have a family tree: “The
men of Anatot were 128.”

And if you don’t want to learn from the men of Anatot, learn this point from Yekhoniah,
about whom it says: “A wretched broken pot, a vessel no one wants...”

Said R. Zeira: | learned something from R. Yishmael b. Rav Yitzhak about this but | don’t
remember what it was. R. Aha Arika said to him: Maybe it was this—“Record this man
as without succession, one who shall never succeed for all his life?” He said to him:
Yes! “One who shall never succeed for all his life”—in his own life he shall not succeed,
but he shall succeed in his son’s life!

R. Aha beRabbi and R. Abin b. Binyamin in the name of R. Abba the son of R. Pappi:
Repentance is so powerful it can cancel oaths and decrees. How do we know this is
true of an oath? “As | live—declares the LORD—if you, O King Conyahu, son of
Jehoiakim, of Judah, were a signet on my right hand, | would tear you off even from
there.” Said R. Hanina b. Yitzhak: It doesn’t say anatekkha/l will disconnect you, but
rather etkenka (from the root t-k-n)—I will repair you through repentance. The very site
of your disconnection will become the site of your repair.

How do we know this is true of a decree? “Record this man as without succession, one
who shall never succeed for all his life,” but it is also written: “And the sons of
Yekhoniah: Asir, Shealtiel his son.” Said R. Pinhas b. Yirmiyah: “Asir”—because he was
locked up in prison/beit ha-asurim. “Shealtiel”—because from him sprouted/hushtelah
the Davidic monarchic line.

Said R. Tanhuma: “Asir”—This refers to the Holy and Blessed One who bound/asar
Himself with an oath; “Shealtiel”—God requested a release for the oath from the
Heavenly Court and was granted it.



. Mitzvot are a privilege, not a burden

Habakuk 3:6 1:2 PIj7an
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shattered, The primeval hills sink low. His
are the ancient routes:
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Vayikra Rabbah 13:2

R. Shimon b. Yohai opened with the following verse: “God stood and measure the earth, saw
and released/vayateir the nations.” The Holy and Blessed One measured all the nations and
found none worthy to receive the Torah other than Israel. And the Holy and Blessed One
measured all the generations and found none worthy to receive the Torah other than the
generation of the desert. And the Holy and Blessed One measured all the mountains and
found none on which the Divine Presence would dwell other than Mount Moriah. And the
Holy and Blessed One measured all the cities and found none worthy in which to build the
Temple other than Jerusalem. And the Holy and Blessed One measured all the mountains
and found none on which the Torah could be given other than Mount Sinai. And the Holy and
Blessed One measured all the lands and found none appropriate for Israel other than the land
of Israel...
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Ulla Bira’ah in the name of R. Shimon b. Yohai: It is like one who went out to the threshing
floor with his dog and his donkey. He loaded up his donkey with 5 seah of grain and his dog
with 2. The dog started panting. He shifted 1 seah from the dog to the donkey and the dog
was still panting. He shifted both over and the dog was still panting. He said to the dog: you
aren’t even carrying anything and you are panting?! So the nations were not able even to
abide by the 7 Noahide laws that they had accepted and they unloaded them onto Israel.

R. Tanhum b. Hanilai said it is like a doctor who comes in to visit two patients. One has a
chance of living and the other does not. The doctor tells the one with a chance to live, “eat
this and don’t eat this.” But the doctor tells the one with no chance of living, “eat whatever
you want!” So too the nations of the world, who have no share in the World to Come, “I have
given you everything to eat as if it were grass.” But Israel, who are destined for the World to
Come, “These are the living-beings you may eat from the domesticated animals on earth.”



1. Economic justice is a matter of life and death

Il Shmuel 21:1-6

There was a famine during the reign of
David, year after year for three years. David
inquired of the LORD, and the LORD
replied, “It is because of the bloodguilt of
Saul and [his] house, for he put some
Gibeonites to death.”

The king summoned the Gibeonites and
spoke to them.—Now the Gibeonites were
not of Israelite stock, but a remnant of the
Amorites, to whom the Israelites had given
an oath; and Saul had tried to wipe them out
in his zeal for the people of Israel and
Judah.

David asked the Gibeonites, “What shall |
do for you? How shall | make expiation, so
that you may bless the LORD’s own
people?”

The Gibeonites answered him, “We have no
claim for silver or gold against Saul and his
household; and we have no claim on the life
of any other man in Israel.” And [David]
responded, “Whatever you say | will do for
you.”

Thereupon they said to the king, “The man
who massacred us and planned to
exterminate us, so that we should not
survive in all the territory of Israel—

let seven of his male issue be handed over
to us, and we will impale them before the
LORD in Gibeah of Saul, the chosen of the
LORD.” And the king replied, “I will do so.”
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Joshua 9

Joshua summoned them and spoke to
them thus: “Why did you deceive us and
tell us you lived very far from us, when
in fact you live among us?

Therefore, be accursed! Never shall
your descendants cease to be slaves,
hewers of wood and drawers of water
for the House of my God...”

And he did so; he saved them from
being killed by the Israelites.

That day Joshua made them hewers of
wood and drawers of water—as they still
are—for the community and for the altar
of the LORD, in the place that He would
choose.

But the king said, “You shall die,
Ahimelech, you and all your father’s
house.”

And the king commanded the guards
standing by, “Turn about and kill the
priests of the LORD, for they are in
league with David; they knew he was
running away and they did not inform
me.” But the king’s servants would
not raise a hand to strike down the
priests of the LORD.

Thereupon the king said to Doeg,
“You, Doeg, go and strike down the
priests.” And Doeg the Edomite went
and struck down the priests himself;
that day, he killed eighty-five men
who wore the linen ephod.

0 yvia!
WNT 0RY7X AT YYD D7 M7
D'j7inY MX7 07X DAY Y

:D'2Y" 12772 DRX] TR DN NIX

D21 NI!NY| DON DN NDYI
N'A7 DMTANYI D'RY "A0N] TR
T!0 DNIN 7% 2 D7 WYL
yyin! Din‘l j010 K71 709 1a
D'Q '2XY] D'YY 'APN KA DIt
NTD DIMDTTY I AT DTV,
N WX DigANTIN

D - TV X ININY

A70'NX NN NiY 790 NN
1790 MR AR NI DR
HR'MN| 120 1'7Y DAXIN DY
21 TIT" DY D702 ') Pip! 0
TN 172 X971 XD DDA VT
0797 7790 TV 1ARN7) TR
DK O P17 1IN0 Y97 DT NK
Y291 AKX 20 aRIT7 2177 {7A0n
TN AXIT AT 201 DNDA

D' [N D122 KIN~VADY|

N1 UK nYnNNI DYNY XD
NN DINZNTIY Q) NK| ST Ti9K
77ivn NURTTY) WD 2N19Y
2INT'97 NYLIRNIIYL i Ty



children and infants, oxen, asses,
and sheep—{all] to the sword.

Yeshayahu 66:1-4

Thus said the LORD: The heaven is My
throne and the earth is My footstool: Where
could you build a house for Me, What place
could serve as My abode? All this was made
by My hand, And thus it all came into being
—declares the LORD. Yet to such aone |
look: To the poor and brokenhearted, Who
is concerned about My word. As for those
who slaughter oxen and slay humans, Who
sacrifice sheep and immolate dogs, Who
present as oblation the blood of swine,
Who offer incense and worship false gods—
Just as they have chosen their ways and
take pleasure in their abominations, So will
| choose to mock them, To bring on them
the very thing they dread.

He put Nob, the town of the priests,
to the sword: men and women,
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Vayikra Rabbah 22:6

“One who slaughters an ox, kills a
man.”--R. Yohanan and Reish Lakish.

R. Yohanan said: Anyone who steals even
the slightest amount from his fellow is
considered to have killed him. There are
many verses undergirding this idea. One
who slaughters an animal is like one who
killsa man. He learned to get his prey, itis
as if he consumed a person. So is the way
of all those who corruptly steal, it is like
they take the life of the owner. On account
of the theft of the Children of Judah, itis as
if they have spilled innocent blood. They
said to the king: the man wo consumed us:
did he kill them or even consider doing so?
Rather, because he destroyed Nov, the city
of priests, which provided them with a
living, Scripture considers it as if he killed
them.

R. Shimon b. Lakish reversed the flow of
the verse: Killing a person [was like]
slaughtering an ox...
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1. Jewish History Never Ended
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