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BIBLICAL PUNS 195
rainbow sign
The Yefay Toar, a commentary on the Midrash Rabbah, explains Rashi's prin-
ciple of alternate explanation:
Rashi does not infer from the rwo mussing vav that only two genera-
tons were exempt-from the need for a rainbow sign Bui rather Rashi's
derash 15 on the general deficient spelling from which be infers that
not all generations needed a rainbow sign. [Rashi follows) the general
[exegencal] rule of all deficient spellings which hint at deficiency in
meaning
The Fefay Toar introduces here the basis for aliermative explanation. The fun-
damental idea 15 to separate the midrashic form and content. If the form 15 homu-
letic but the content 15 basically sound. then the atternpt at alternate explanation
is justified
Nonetheless, this explanation of Rashi 1s sull clearly homileuc. Firstly, defec-
tive spelling of the Hebrew waord for “generations” is normal, nol an exception
Secondly, the suggested pun rule - that deficiency in the spelling of “genera-
unons” hints at a numencal deficiency in the generatious - does not apply 10
other biblical references to generations. For example, the Bible expresses the
obliganon of many biblical commandments as being for generanons, the clear

intent of such laws 15 that all generations without exception are obligated to fol-
low the laws. The spelling of the word in all these laws 15 completely defecnve
We would.therefore suggest a third explanation: The Bible uses the emphasis
| [do such and such] for your generations in about three dozen verses However,
Genesis 912 15 the only verse that uses the phrase for the generationy of the
world rather than for vour gencrations. The phrase generations of the world
rather than for your generations emphasizes nuances: The rainbow sign applies
to generanons of the general world not generanons |ike yours that have rel.
gious leadership. It would then follow that the rambow sign was only given to
generations of the [general] world but not to generations with good leadership

The mudrash then picked examples of other generations with good religious

leaders such as King Hezzkiah

i Example 10: The following example of Aliernate Explanation shows why a
mudrashic author mught prefer to take sound mudrashic contentand phrase 1t ina
homilenc form Genesis 32.5 states, | sojourned [garti] with Laban. Rashi,

ibid., paraphrased. comments
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196 RUSSELL JAY HENDEL

When the letters for the Hebrew word for dwelr [gimel-resh-tav-yud)
are rearranged they spell Tav-Resh-Yud-Gimel, which is the Hebrew
acronym for 613, the number of biblical commandments. This shows
that Jacob observed all 613 biblical commandments while in the
house of Laban.
The pun as stated is homiletic. Soloveitchick, following the Chizkuni, modifies
the defense of the midrash showing it well founded and grammatical:
The Hebrew root Y-SH-V, connotes residence while the root G-vav-R s
connotes temporary sojourning. The use of the term sojourning by a
person who married two women, lived in the town for 20 years and
worked for one of the established people there suggests a cultural
clash - Jacob was observant, Laban was not. This cultural clash made
Jacob feel like a sojourner.

Thus the substance of the midrash is sound although expressed in a homiletic
form. We can also defend Rashi's choice of a homiletic form: Readers are more
apt to remember a pun than an abstract grammatical distinction between syno-
nyms. Hence, Rashi's choice of homiletic form enhances memorability.

Example 11: In the section on exceptions, we presented the YAAKOV-YAAKoV
example of Alternate Explanation in Example 7.

('ONCLUSI()EJ .

This paper has presented two subjects: the Exception Method and the Alter-
nate Explanation Method. We have applied these two methods to analyze a vari-
ety of midrashic puns which distort biblical phrasing, spelling, and style. We
have seen a spectrum of intent levels in puns from homiletic, to intended, to
rules of style. We believe these methods will prove useful to other researchers.
commentators and readers.

NOTES

I Throughout this paper we regard puns as simply another literary vehicle. This position on puns 1s
adopted by W. Empson, Seven Types of Ambuiguity. 3rd Ed. (London: Penguin in association with
Chatto and Windus, 1995); L Heller, “Toward a General Typology of the Pun,” in Linguistic Per-
spectives on Literature, M. Ching, M. Haley and R. Lunstord, Eds., (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1980 pp. 303-319 (The vnginal article appeared in L. Heller, “Toward a General Typology of
the Pun,” Language and Style, 7 (1974) pp 271-282 )

2 Mudrash Ecclesiastes Rabbah 8:8.
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1 Certamn suthors sce puns a3 mnitended by the author and inthnsic 1o the tex1. A1 the other exireme
are [hose author who ser puns as read inio the lexi by the resder. See O Bates, “The Point of Pung.™
Moddern Phulology % (1999 pp 421439, U Ecoy The Limug pf Interpretation (Bloomingion, Indi
ana Indeazna Umiversity Press, [990), "Ovennerprening Tests™ in lnierpresation and Overinterpretn
non, U Ecoand 5 Collin, Eds [Cambndge. MA Cambrdge University Press, 19692) pp. 4548, 0
Hartman. Easy Pieces { New York Colemba Uineveryily Press, |785 ) pp 145150
4 BT Megiliah |23, (Soncino translation, Judarca Pressi, <red in Davka Judape Claasics, ¥ersion
106 The Ensl:gh mbhcal citabons m this example lollow the translations in the Sencing mansls.
tion of the Talmud. Cther English biblical citations i this paper use A Berbin and M Breutler. Eds
The Jewuh Study Bible Femturing the Jewish Publication Sociery Tanalh translanos (New York
Oxtord University Press, 2004) When a special point i besng made we indicale devance from the
MIPS manslancn either through the use of footmotes of underlines. The spelling of full and def|
ciently spelled Hebrew words cited o thus paper use the Davka Judaie Classics admon, versiod
106
£ The Masorstic Text besudes preserving consonants, vowels and words also preserves grammatcal
marks called cantiffations. Most scholars understand these cannllanons as indcating pauses and
liaisons in the proaunciation of the biblical text (smlar 1o the English comma, hyphen and serm
cobon )
b We can venfy Raihi's statistical argument by reviewing all wccurrences of the sarkah cantillahon
See | Price. Comcordance of the Hetwew Accentd v the Hebeew Sible [Lewmion, Y E Mellen
gy
T B Hendel, “The Educational Pedagogy of the Four Sons,” Shofar, 22 (2004 ) pp 94- 106
B Cenesis 218,10, 10,1314, 18,16,17
0 Genesu Rabbah, 587 {Also cited by Rashi)
) See, however, the aliernative explanation presented by the Sifre. The Sifre inlers from the bl
cal phrase the pwg dovrpocts (Ex 12 22-23) that the word doorposts by iself refers 10 ane doorpin!
Lo, any doorpost - and hence 10 refer to two doorpasts requires the adjective 1w Nole the excep
tional verse Deuteronomy |1 20, it is spelied fully but nevertheless corresponds 1o 3 law (placing
meiurol on doorpoits) that only applies to one doorpost
| A complete defense of this suggested grammancal rule would require analveing the refevance, I
redemplion. of the VA0 occurmrences of Yaakov where o1 s spelled normalh = defic enily This
analvits will nid b Qong here
The Babvloman Tabmud, Tractate Sanhednn, folwe 1% NIPY on Exodus 20 2

rranslaton mighny MIFS also lints the alternale ranslation mullifwle

Laore Codwl wicdl

The other thiee oceurrences of verses with @ deficient apelling of R are
emmaning fo dispute [NIPS contend] by fire [amos T4, | looked into the dispute |NIPS case
of the sirgager (lob 19 16), Be weared rashly jn o dispute [NIFS quarrel] teat [NIPS reads thead

your fellow pur you to shame (Prov. 2581 |t should be clear that the translanon of fiv as duguie
4 Agrtral weithout need .||'=-,._-:-;\.|:|.|_|r.1_' ransiabions

|4 The Hebrew word for gemermtions is spefled fully n [Saah 519 1 iz ipelled with @ one betier

deficiency al Judges 32, Isaigh 41 4, Job 42 16 105 spelled with a I lener deficiency only once, 31

Lieness 90 2

154 R Hendel, "Peshat and Derash A Mew Inmtuimwve and Analytiw Approach,” Tr

pp-127-142
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