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Midrash

• A midrash (plural midrashim) is material structured like a sermon which 
seeks greater understanding of a text by searching examination of the 
language used.

• Midrash can either be legal (halacha) or sermonic (aggada).
• Halachic midrash example: taking the prohibition against seething a kid 

in its mother’s milk to ban mixing any milk with any meat.
• Aggadic midrash example:  the story of young Abraham breaking the 

idols in his father’s idol shop.  In modern usage, midrash usually refers 
to aggadic material.

• There are many collections of midrash.  The term Midrash often refers to the 
most famous of these, the Midrash Rabbah, which contains midrashim on 
the Torah and the 5 Scrolls.

• The individual texts are called Bereshit (Genesis) Rabbah, Ruth 
Rabbah, etc.

• Bereshit Rabbah was compiled about 500 CE, Numbers Rabbah in the 
12th century.

• There are many other collections of midrash, however, and many have 
doubtlessly disappeared.

Midrash

• There is a new wave of writers of modern midrashim.  A good example is The 
Red Tent.

• Some notable collections of aggadic midrash:
• Louis Ginsberg, Legends of the Bible, Jewish Publication Society, 1992.  

This is a one volume version of Legends of the Jews, a five volume work 
by the same author and publisher, published in 1909.  It assembles the 
midrashim on the stories of the Bible in a coordinated fashion.  It is 
readable and fun but it does not tell us the source of each midrash.

• H.N. Bialik & Y.H. Ravnitzky, ed., The Book of Legends, Schocken Books, 
1992.  This is an English translation of Sefer Ha-Aggadah. It is an 
enormous (almost 900 pages of very small type on oversized pages) 
collection of aggadic midrash wonderfully organized by Bible section, 
subject content, issue, rabbis, etc.  Each midrash is clearly identified as to 
source.

• Howard Schwartz, Tree of Souls: the Mythology of Judaism, Oxford 
University Press, 2004.  A wonderful collection of fantastic tales with much 
drawn from Kabbalah.

• You can also find collection of midrashim by Torah portion, for children, 
etc.

Let’s Read Some Midrash
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Let’s Read Some Midrash From Sefer HaAggadah

From Sefer HaAggadah From Sefer HaAggadah
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Halacha & Legal Codes 

• Halacha:  The word, “halacha,” means “a path” or 
“walking,” It is the term applied to Jewish Law and 
emphasizes that Jewish Law is a path for one’s life.

• Legal Codes:  Jewish law as presented in the Talmud is 
not well organized or assessable to the average Jew (or 
even the average rabbi!).  Thus there was a need for 
legal codes.  Two deserve special mention:

• Maimonides’ (Moses ben Maimon) code called 
Mishne Torah (“the repetition of the Torah,” 1180).

• Next major code (still considered authoritative) is 
Joseph Caro’s Shulchan Aruch (“the Prepared Table,” 
1500).  This was the first code written after the 
invention of the printing press.

Responsa

Responsa:  Questions arose constantly after the 
completion of the Talmud.  These were sent to 
acknowledged scholars whose answers, in the form of 
letters, were called “Responsum” or, collectively, 
“Responsa”

Responsa are case law – they are fascinating to read.
Earliest written responsa are from 7th century 
Babylon.

Many responsa (for example, all of Rashi’s) have been 
lost

From Rambam’s Mishne Torah From Rambam’s Mishne Torah
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From a Responsum of Moses Isserles
(1530-1572) Responsa of the Holocaust

From the Shulchan Aruch From the Shulchan Aruch
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From the Shulchan Aruch From Modern Reform Responsa

From Modern Reform Responsa


