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Nachmanides Introduced the Notion
that Targum Onkelos Contains Derash

Israel Drazin

People read’argum Onkelogoday, and search it faterash halakhah
and homiletical teachings. The following will shokat the rabbis in the
Talmuds and the Midrashim, as well as the Bible cemtators who
used theTargumbefore the thirteenth century, recognized the Aramai
translation as one that almost only contains theffe peshat- its plain
meaning - and no exegetical materi#l will survey how the pre-
thirteenth-century rabbis and scholars usé@hkelos and how
Nachmanides changed the way fegumwas understood. It was only
after this Nachmanides change, that other intenzreieOnkelosread
more than the plain meanimgo thisTargum.The article also introduces
the reader t®nkelosand explains why the Talmudic rabbis required that
it be read weekly.

The Law

The Babylonian Talmud and later Jewish codes manithat Jews read
the Torah portion weekly - twice in the original bliew and once in
Targum Onkelo$.Rabbi Moses Maimonides and Rabbi Joseph Karo,
whose law codes are regarded in many circles afingnfelt that it is

1 Babylonian TalmudBerakhot8a, b, MaimonidesMishneh TorahLaws of Prayer
13:25, andShulchan Arukh, OraclChayim The Laws of Shabbat 285, 1. The
requirement does not appear in the Jerusalem Tabeuoduserargum Onkelos
did not yet exist when this Talmud was composed EeDrazin, Journal of
Jewish Studiesvolume 50, 1999, pages 246-258, where | @atkelosto the late
fourth century, based on the targumist’'s consisieseé of late fourth century
Midrashim.
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Israel Drazin 506

vital to understand the Bible text through the egésts rabbinically
accepted translationTargum Onkelos and many authorities agree that
no other translation will ddThis raises some questions.

What is Targum Onkelos?

The word Targum means “translation,” thu$argum Onkelosmeans a
translation byOnkelos Targum Onkeloss a translation of the five books
of Moses, from the Hebrew into Aramaic. The rabbiacptl their
imprimatur upon Targum Onkelos and considered it the official
translation. Although there are other Aramaic tratish$ as well as
ancient Greek onesand latter translations into other languagesgum
Onkelosis the most literal. Yet despite being extremebraél, it contains
over 10,000 differences from the original Hebrew fext.

The Significance of Onkelos

Onkeloswas extolled by all the Bible commentaries. Rashkesathe
statement that théOnkelos translation was revealed at Mt. SiAai.

2 Although some authorities, such as 8teilchan Arukhdiscussed below, say that

a person can fulfill the rabbinic obligation by déag Rashi.

Babylonian Talmudyegillah 3a.

4  The two other complete Jewish Aramaic transtatiareTargum Pseudo-Jonathan
andTargum Neophyti

5 The Septuagint, composed about 250 BCE, andtrdmeslation by Aquila,
composed about 130 CE.

6  There are many reasons for the targumic charsges$, as to clarify passages, to
protect God’s honor, to show respect for Israeliteestors, etc. These alterations
were not made to teaderash as will be shown below. The differences between
peshatand derashis a complex subject. Simply statqukshatis the plain, or
simple, or obvious meaning of a teXerashis the reading of a passage with
either a conscious or unconscious intent to desiwmething from it, usually a
teaching or ruling applicable to the needs or d®lites of the later day,
something the original writer may have never meant.

7  S.v.m’charef bKiddushin 4@.

w
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507 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

Tosaphdt made a similar statement, and further contendstkiese are
parts of the Torah that we simply could not underdt without the
Onkelostranslation.

Some people consider these comments as hyperlvohetaphoric -
that the authors meant tHahkelosis so significant that it is as though it
were a divine gift, handed to Moses at Sinai. Whetleral or
metaphoric, it is clear that these sages are expgessreverence for
Onkelosnot accorded to any other book in Jewish historye\erence
approaching the respect they gave to the Toral. il&@s veneration is
further reflected in the fact that for many cergarievery printed edition
of the Pentateuch contained the correla®rkelostext, generally given
the preferential placement adjacent to the Torah text.

Why did the rabbis require Jews to readTargum Onkelos?

It is significant that the talmudic dictum was et when there were
many important exegetical rabbinical collections - bbdhmuds,Genesis
Rabbah Mekhilta, Sifra, and Sifrei, among others. Remarkably, the
rabbis did not require Jews to read these booksdfivith interesting
derash explanations written by the rabbis themselves. Tioayy
mandated the reading @nkeloswhen reviewing the weekly Torah
portion.

Furthermore, by the time thghulchan Arukiwas composed in the
sixteenth century, and the Talmudic law was stated,imost of the
classical Medieval biblical commentaries, which utgdderash were
already in circulation. While Rabbi Joseph Karo aitshor, suggests that
one could studyRashion a weekly basis in place of tAargum he
quickly adds that those who have “reverence for"Gaill study both
Rashi and Onkelos The explanation offered bylurei Zahav (a
commentary by Rabbi David Ha-Levi Segal on 8tailchan Arukhand
commonly abbreviateda?, is that while Rashi enables the student to
read the Bible and gain access to Talmudic and Qaa insights,
Onkelosis still indispensable for understanding the text itself.

8 S.v.sh'nayim bBerakhot8a, b.
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Israel Drazin 508

Thus, the rabbis, who composed books containing ¢xage
interpretations, felt that it was so important few3 to know the plain
meaning of the Torah, that they mandated that Jesasl Targum
Onkelosevery week. When did people stop seeing tiatkeloscontains
the Torah’s plain meaning and redérashinto the wording of the
Targun®

The Earliest Understanding ofTargum Onkelos

There was no problem understanding the inteAtasumOnkelosuntil

the thirteenth century, close to a millennium aftervas composed.
Apparently, at that time, Nachmanides was the fi@nhmentator to
introduce the concept that people should r@akelosto find deeper
meaning, meaning that went beyond the plain sehdheotext. These
included mystical lessons, what Nachmanides refetoedas derekh
haemetthe true way.

The conclusion thaDnkeloscontains only the simple meaning of the
Torah is supported by an examination of how theests, living before
the thirteenth century, consistently us@dkelosfor its peshat Although
many of these Bible commentators were interestednd devoted to, the
lessons -derash - that could be derived from biblical verses, and
although they were constantly usir@nkelos for the Torah’s plain
meaning - itgpeshat- they did not employ th€argumto find derashor
to support a conclusion that the verse they weseudsing contained
derash. This situation changed when, for the first time, INaanides
mined theTargumto uncoverderash*® Nachmanides use@®nkelosto
support his interpretation of the Torah.

9 They may have also been implying that one canndéerstand theierashunless
they first understood the Toralpgshat.

10 Our view thatOnkeloswas written withoutderashis also supported by the
following interpretation of Megillah 3a: The Talmud recalls a tradition that the
world shuddered wheffargum Jonatharto [The books of] the Prophets was
written. Why, the Talmud asks, did this not occunew Targum Onkelosvas
composed? Because, it answédsikelosreveals nothing (that is, it contains no
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509 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

This is significant since many of these rabbinm@hmentators were
far more interested inlerashthan in peshat.If they felt thatOnkelos
containedderash they would have used this translation, which they
extolled, as Nachmanides later did, to support theidrashic
interpretations of the Torah. The following are the ancieatces.

Midrashim and Talmuds

The first references to Bargumare in the Midrash and the Babylonian
Talmud. A Targumis mentioned seventeen times in the Midraghim
and eighteen times in the Babylonian Talmtiach of the thirty-five
citations is an attempt to search frergumfor the meaning of a word.
Although these sources were inclined to exegetcallanations, and
were scrupulous in naming the source for their hgays, they never
tried to draw exegetical interpretations from thargum,and never
stated that their idea is mentioned@mkelos Thus, the Midrash and
the Babylonian Talmud understood that freggumis a translation and
not a source foderash

Die Masorah Zum Targum Onkelos

A volume of targumic traditions collected Bie Masorah Zum Targum
Onkelosis said to have been composed in the third cenbutyywas most
likely written a couple of centuries later,after the Talmuds. It too,
makes no suggestion th@nkeloscontainsderash The book attempts to
describe th@argumcompletely, but contains only translational traditions

derash, whereasTargum Jonathanreveals secrets (by means of dsrash
content).

11 See M. M. Kasheiforah Shelemal24 (Jerusalem, 1974), pages 225-238, and J.
Reifman,Sedeh Aran{Berlin, 1875), pages 12-14. The mention ofaagumin
the Midrashim and Talmuds are not necessarily eefegs t@Onkelos the wording
in these sources am@hkelosrequently differ.

12 See Kashesuprapages 155-161 and Reifmauprg pages 8-10.

13 See edition by A. Berliner (Leipzig, 1877). $ePrazin,JJS50.2,supra and note
15, for a summary of the scholarly comments onvblame.
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Israel Drazin 510

aboutOnkelos If the author(s) believed th&nkeloscontainsderash
he/they would have included traditions about it.

Saadiah Gaon

The works of Saadiah Gaon, born in 882 C.E., alsatan no
indication thatOnkeloscontains derash. Saadiah Gaon composed a
translation of the Bible into Arabic, and useldhrgum Onkelos
extensively to discover the plain meaning of wortle never even
hinted that his predecessor’s work contalesash*® This is significant
since Saadiah Gaon emphasized the Torah’s plaiminggaand used
Onkelosfrequently in his Arabic translatiol He quotesOnkeloson
every page without attribution. His reliance up@nkelos as a
translation is so extensive, that if readers hatfecdlty understanding
Onkelos they can look to the Saadiah Gaon translation dor
illumination of what the targumist is saying.

14 See my study of Saadiah Gaon @mkelosin the introduction t@nkelos on the
Torah: Leviticus pages xvii-xxii.

15 Perushei Rav Saadiah Gaoim Torat Chaim Mossad Harav Kook, Jerusalem,
1986, and Daf-Chen Press, Jerusalem, 1984. Theofis@skelosare indexed in
Genesisn the 1984 volume on page 471. See E. I. J. RbakrfThe Study of the
Bible in Medieval Judaism,Studia SemiticaCambridge, 1971, pages 244 - 271,
especially pages 248 - 249 regarding Saadiah Gaon.

Saadiah Gaon established Hebrew philology aerequisite for the study of
the literal sense of the Bible, and he used rabbimerpretations in his translation
only when it complied with reason. He stated atehd of his introduction to the
Pentateuch that his work is a “simple, explanatoapslation of the text of the
Torah, written with the knowledge of reason andlitren.” He, along with ibn
Ezra andOnkelos as we will see, included another meaning only mtie literal
sense of the biblical text ran counter to reasotraglition. His failure to mention
that Onkeloscontainsderashdoes not prove indisputably that he sawdecashin
the commentary. However, since he copi@dkelos$ interpretations so very
frequently in his Arabic translation, it is likethat if he sawderashin Onkeloshe
would have mentioned it.
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511 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

Menachem ibn Saruq

Menachem ibn Saruq, a tenth century Spanish lexagbgr, was explicit
on the subject. He callé@nkelosaptr, a translatiorf®

Samuel ben Hofni Gaon

Samuel ben Hofni Gaon headed the Babylonian Acadam$ura in
Babylonia during the years 997-1013 and wrote #daibcommentary.
He refers toTargum Onkelo®n several occasion$uses théfargumto
understand the meaning of words, and always treaats ia literal
translation containing nderash

Rashi

No biblical commentator relied more often @nkelosthan Rabbi
Shlomo Yitzchaki, better known as Rashi, born in 10Kk extols
Onkelos as stated above, mentions the targumist by nameréas of
times!® and incorporates the targumic interpretation withattribution
in hundreds of other comments. He has a non-riggddbfpeshatand
derashin his commentary’ and frequently quotes the Talmud and the

16 In hisSefer Machberet MenahefH. Filipowski, editor), London and Edinburgh,
1854, pages 14a, 16b 17a, 17b, 20a, and others.

17 Peirush Hatorah L’Rav Shmuel ben Hofni GaMossad Harav Kook, Jerusalem,
1978, index on page 111.

18 See the listing iPerushei Rashi al Hatorahy Charles B. Chavel, Mossad Harav
Kook, Jerusalem, 1982, pages 628 - 629. For Rastiiiggle againgierash see,
for example, his commentary @enesis3:8. While Rashi believed he interpreted
Scriptures according to theireshat ibn Ezra criticized him: “He expounded the
Torah homiletically believing such to be the lifemgeaning, whereas his books do
not contain it except once in a thousand (time§dfah Berurah editor G.
Lippmann, Furth, 1839, page 5a. See also S. KarRiashi's Exegetical
Categorization with Respect to the Distinction Bmw Peshat and Derash
(Doctorial Theses), Jerusalem, 1978; M. Bamtshi, Interpreter of the Biblical
Letter, Tel Aviv University, 1985; and Y. Rachmdggeret RashiMizrachi, 1991.

19 Rashi said that he was offeripgshat.He meant that his commentary frequently
containsgderashthat seemed to him to reflect the plain meaninthefTorah.
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Israel Drazin 512

Midrash as the source hderash As far as | know, he never uses
Onkelosas a source for hiderash nor does he treat thEargum as
anything other than a translation. It should be obsithat since Rashi
relied so extensively o®nkelos which he considered holy, fpeshat if

he had seederashin theTargum he would have said so.

Rashbam

Rashi’'s grandson Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (also knawnRashbam,
about 1085 — 1174) wrote his Bible commentary, llgtgeith the goal in
mind liberate people frorderash and to show his objection to Rashi’s
frequent use oflerash?®® He seldom mentions his sources, but draws
respectfully from Onkelos usually by name. In his commentary to
Genesis for example, where Rashi is only named in 3D2kelosis
qguoted in 21:16, 25:28, 26:26, 28:2, 40:11, and 41m&id commentary
to Deuteronomyto cite another exampl®nkelosis mentioned in 4:28,
16:2, 16:9, 17:18, and 23:13. While he criticizes grandfather with
and without attribution for his use aferash’®* and occasionally
disagrees withOnkelos he never rebukes the targumist for using
derash®® Like his predecessors, there is no testimony &&suof the
Targumfor derashpurposes.

20 M. I. Lockshin, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir's Commentary on Gened&wish
Studies, The Edwin Mellen Press, 1989. See espeétashbam tdsenesis37:2
and 49:16 where he criticizes his grandfather ustreong language.

21 Lockshin,supra pages 391-399, notes that Rashi's Torah Commeimathe
primary focus of Rashbam’s own commentary. Of sd#b@ remarks in the
latter’'s commentary toGenesis only about 33 percent concern issues not
relevant to Rashi. Of the remaining two-thirds,oinly about 18 percent does
Rashbam feel Rashi is correct, and in just ovepd@ent he is in disagreement
with him, consistently criticizing him for substitng derashfor peshat- the
very thing Rashi declared he would not do. In viefvhis sensitivity and
opposition toderash it is very telling that he did not sprinkle evene drop of
venom on the targumist.

22 SeeGenesis25:28, for example, where Rashbam issues the aaeolthe plain
meaning of scripture is the one offered by the Warg It is significant to note
that although Rashbam railed against the insertibrderash into a biblical
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513 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

Abraham ibn Ezra

Abraham ibn Ezra (1089-1164), like Rashbam, was oeted to
distance himself fronderashand establish the literal meaning of the
biblical text in his Bible commentaries, as he edatn his two
introductions. He use®nkelosfrequently as a translation, to prove the
meaning of words.

Ibn Ezra was the first to note a few isolated insés ofderashin
the Targum This first observation oflerashin Onkelos | believe, is
becauselerashdid not exist in the originalargumtext® Various over-
zealous well-meaning scribes embedded it at a laéeiod, probably
around the time that lbn Ezra discovered it. IbnaE®cognizes that the
purpose ofOnkelosis to offerpeshatbecause he states that the targumist
is following his (ibn Ezra’s) own method, the “sght (or right) way” of
peshatto interpret the Hebrew according to grammatical rtfles.

commentary, his own commentary was frequently adaied, as wa3argum
Onkelos by the improper insertions aferashby later hands. See, for example,
Deuteronomy2:20, 3:23, 7:11, and 11:10 in A. |. BrombeRgrush HaTorah
leRashbamTel Aviv, 5725, page 201, note 25; page 202, ddte; page 206, 7,
note 9; and page 210, note 3.

23 Charles Heller and Rabbi Dov Revel were atsovinced that the original text of
Onkelos did not contain derash However, neither of them recognized
Nachmanides as the first commentator to argue fposite. The first is imA
Critical Essay on the Palestinian Targum to the faguch NY, 1921, pages 32-
57. The second is ilargum Yonatan al HatoratiNew York, 5685, page 5. See
also Bernard Grossfeld inTargum Onkelos, Halakhah and the Halakhic
Midrashim” in D.R.G. Beattie and M. McNamara (editor§he Aramaic Bible
1994, pages 228-46.

24 In an epigram prefacing one of the editionsiefcommentary on the Pentateuch,
ibn Ezra writes that he intends to mention by namby those authors “whose
opinion | consider correct.” He namémkelosfrequently. In his commentary to
Numbers for example, theTargumis cited in 11:5 where he gives another
interpretation, but respectfully adds, “he too isrrect,” and in 11:22 he
comments, “it means exactly what the Aramaic targtistates.” See also 12:1;
21:14; 22:24; 23:3; 23:10; 24:23 and 25:4. Asheriséfe Ibn Ezra, Perushei
Hatorah, Mossad Harav Kook, 1977.
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Israel Drazin 514

Maimonides

Shortly thereafter, Maimonides, born in 1138, supmbrpart of his
rationalistic philosophy by usin@nkelos Maimonides recognized that
the targumist deviated frequently from a literahdering of the biblical
text to remove anthropomorphism and anthropopathisnto avoid
portraying God in a human fashion - for this istdadamental element in
our faith, the comprehension of which is not easy tfite common
people.?®> Maimonides apparently never us@skelosfor derash.

25

While he treats Onkelos respectfully, ibrr&Emses the strongly derogatory
terms “deceivers” or “liars,” for thelerashfiled Targum Pseudo-Jonathato
Deuteronomy?24:6. See D. Revelargum Yonatan al HatoraiNew York, 5685,
pages 1 and 2.

The “fundamental element” th@nkelosaddresses is the avoidance of a literal
translation of most anthropomorphic and anthropapathrases. See the listing in
Rabbi Moses MaimonidesThe Guide of the Perplexedranslation and
introduction by Shlomo Pines, The University of €&go Press, 1963, volume 2,
pages 656 and 658, and 1:28 for the quote.

Maimonides based his interpretation of negatommandments 128 and 163
in part upon ouirargum Maimonides, The Commandmertanslated by Charles
B. Chavel, The Soncino Press, 1967, pages 116aad7155, 156. This was not
because Onkelos deviated from the plain meaning to teadtalakhah
Commandment 128 forbids an apostate Israelite tothea Passover offering.
Onkelostranslates the biblical “no alien may eat theread™no apostate Israelite”
(Exodus12:43). The targumist may have thought this wasrtbcessary meaning
becausdxodusl2:45 and 48 state that a sojourner and an umgised Israelite
could not eat this sacrifice; thus the earlier gensust be referring to someone
else. Commandment 163 prohibits a priest from érgethe Sanctuary with
disheveled, untrimmed hair. Maimonides notes thakelostranslated eviticus
10:6’s “Let not the hair of your heads go loose” “gsow long.” Again, the
targumist may have thought that this was the versiple sense because it is the
language used by the Torah itselfNomberss:5, and because when one loosens
one’s hair, it becomes longer. Indeed, Rashi staxgdicitly that thepeshatof
“loose” in this instance is “long.”
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515 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

RabbiJoseph Bechor Shor

Rabbi Joseph Bechor Shor (born around 1140) adogitedliteral
methodology of Rashbaffi. However, he is not as consistent as
Rashbam; he inserts homiletical comments along Witise that are
literal. Bechor Shor mentions Rashbam only twicenbyne, but quotes
Onkelosdozens of times to support his own definition of a word when h
interpretation is literal. Although he us@nhkelosandderash he never
states or even suggests thatkeloscontainsderash?’ and does not use
Onkelosto support his homiletical remarks.

Radak

Rabbi David Kimchi (known as Radak, about 1160 —5)2®&rote
biblical commentaries using the text's plain semsecontrast to the
homiletical elaborations that were prevalent durimg lifetime. He
followed the methodology of ibn Ezra and stresseitblmgical analysis.
He refers toOnkelos frequently and always treats tieargum as a
translation. He, like ibn Ezra, occasionally insertédmiletical
interpretations into his commentary from exegetiegends to add zest
and to delight readers, but he does not@skelosfor this purpose.

Conclusions from Reading the Ancient Commentators

The consistent history @fll the commentators usir@nkelosonly for the
plain meaning of the Torah, and not mentioning fee@rashin the
Targum,is quite persuasive that merashwas contained ithe original
Onkelostext. If any of the commentators who lived before tiid-
thirteenth century believed thdtargum Onkeloscontainedderash -
especially those who delighted in, or who were comee withderash-

26 He is believed to have been a student of Raslsblarother Rabbeinu Tam. See
the source in the next note.

27 J. NeboPerushei Rabbi Josef Bechor Shor al Hatgréossad Harav Kook,
1994, page 11, Bechor Shor went beydragum Onkelos$n his concern about
biblical anthropomorphisms and his attempts to exate the patriarchs.
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Israel Drazin 516

they would have said so. None but ibn Ezra did, and he caltedtian to
only a very small number of, probably, recent unauthorizesttiogss.

Where, then, did thderashthat many people today think that they
see inTargum Onkelogome from? First of all, | stipulate that most of
the instances iOnkelosthat readers recognize desrashwere really
intended by the targumist aeshat- the text’'s simple meaning; people
differ in what they see. Second, C. Heller has shosvmany examples
where most, if not all, of the presently fouddrashdid not exist in the
original Targum text?® His findings are supported by the previously
mentioned history showing that ibn Ezra was thst fio observe any
derashat all in ourTargum

Nachmanides was the first Bible commentator to readlerash into
Onkelos

Nachmanides was influenced by Kabala, Jewish mgsticHe equated
Kabala with trutR® and felt® that, since Torah is truth, it must contain
Kabala. He held that no one can attain knowledgi@fTorah, or truth,
by his own reasoning. A person must listen to a listb&ho received the
truth from another kabalist, generation after getn@maback to Moses,
who heard the Kabalistic teaching directly from GbdHe decided to
disseminate this truth, or at least hint of its &xise, and was the first to
introduce mystic teachings of the Torah into a biblical mw@mtary*?

28 See note 23.

29 Genesi$:13, 18; 31:42; 33:20; 35:13; and others.

30 This could be seen as a kind of syllogism. Wmasatruth. Kabala is truth. Thus,
Torah “must” contain Kabala.

31 Ramban, Writings and Discoursegnslated and annotated by Charles B. Chavel,
Shilo, 1978, page 174.

32 Ramban, Commentary on the Torahanslated and annotated by Charles B.
Chavel, Shilo Publishing House, Inc., 1971, volumeIl. Chavel points out that
the extensive kabalistic influences on future getiens can be traced to
Nachmanides.
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517 Nachmanides and Targum Onkelos

Nachmanides extended his exegetical methodology ihts
interpretations of ouFargum® He felt this was appropriat®nkelos he
believed, “lived in the age of the philosophers indrately after
Aristotle,” and like the philosopher was so integeestin esoteric
teachings that, though born a prominent Roman nen{de converted to
Judaism to learn Torah, and to later teach its séeseons through his
biblical translatior®*

Examples of Nachmanides’ problematical interpretations bOnkelos

In a detailed separate study, which is still in drafstudied all the

instances where Nachmanides interprédnkelos |1 found that

Nachmanides mention§argum Onkelosin his Commentary to the
Pentateuchwhile analyzing 230 verses. Most of his atteniptsee the
targumist as teaching homiletic lessons and mgsticseem forced. He
reads more into the Aramaic than the words themselves state.

There are 129 puzzling interpretations ©hkelosin these 230
verses. This represents about 56 percent of the2®@a However, 55 of
the 230 Nachmanidean comments are merely referd¢océ® Targum
without any analysis. When these 55 comments argasiied from the
total 230, we are left with 175 instances in whickcNmanides analyzes
the Targum The 129 problematical interpretations represemutly5
percent of the 175 times that the sage discuSsg®losand uses it to

33 This is my original idea. It is based on seMfets. First, we know that he was the
first to read Kabala in the Torah words and phraSesond, we know that he had
enormous respect f@nkelos he referred t@nkelosabout 230 times in his Bible
commentary and, although he criticized others, reat¢d Onkeloswith great
respect, even reverencde consideredOnkelosto be generally expressing the
truth. Thus it is reasonable to assume that heiexpgghe same syllogism to
Onkelosthat he applied to the Torah. Finally, we know ofane before him who
read mysticism into the targumist’s words.

34 Ramban, Writings and Discourses, suppages 75-76. Nachmanides’ error in
dating Targum Onkelosimmediately after Aristotle” was not his only hisical
mistake. He believed that the Talmud’s implied natdf Jesus at about 100 years
before the Common Era was corre8ee Judaism on Triakditor H. Maccoby,
Associated University Presses, Inc., 1982, pagemnd&9.
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support his interpretation of the biblical verselléwing are seven
examples.

1. Genesisl:31 states: “And God saw everything that He madel, a
behold, it was very good (Toratov meod Onkelostakin lachada.”

This verse describes the results of the sixth dayreation as “very
good.” The translatoDnkelos, who prefers to clarify ambiguous biblical
phrases with more specificity (good in which waynders it “well
established,” implying that the world was establéstiemly. He may
have been calling to mirdsalms93:1, “the world also is established that
it can not be moved” andsalms 96:10, “the world also shall be
established that it shall not be moved.”

Nachmanides reads into tl@nkeloswords “well established” that
the targumist is teaching that creation containg &we order (of the
world) was very properly arranged that evil is regbtb preserve what is
good.®® This interpretation is a good homily, but is noe tplain
meaning of theOnkelos words. It is problematical because “well
established” neither suggests “containing evil” moplies that evil is
necessary to preserve what is good.

2. After creating man, God, according@enesis2:7, “breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living beifilge’ bible uses
nefeshfor “breath” and “being.” In later Hebremefeshcame to mean
“soul,” a meaning it did not convey in the Pentateusince the Hebrew
“breath of life” does not indicate how humans sgpde other creations,
Onkelosalters the text and clarifies that “man acquirbd power of
speech,”ruach memalelg(literally, “speaking breath”). Thus, humans
transcend animals by their intelligence in genesal] their ability to
speak, communicate, and reason, in particular. ThthdsAristotelian

35 The MidrashGenesisRabbah9:5, which is the source of this teaching, mentions
“death” and 9:9 “the evil inclination in man” asamples of seemingly bad
things, which are good from a non-personal worldevperspective. R. Bachya
ben Asher, the student of Nachmanides’ student liRgshiho was also a mystic,
mentions 9:9, but not thEargum He did not see this idea ®nkelos.
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concept, accepted by Rabbi Moses Maimonides (1188)12vhereby
the essence of a human is intelligence, and peageduty bound to
develop that intelligenc®.

Nachmanides, the mystic, disagreed with Maimonidese t
rationalist, and anachronistically interpreted the batbhefeshas “soul.”
The Hebrew verse, he declares, alludes to the suiped the soul that
is composed of three forces: growth, movement, arnibnadity.®’
Onkelos he maintains, is reflecting this concept of thepsitite soul,
and that the rational soul that God breathed iran’mnostrils became a
speaking soul. How the two Aramaic words, literallganing “speaking
breath,” suggest this elaborate tri-partite theologpy problematical.
Again, Nachmanides seemingly desired to h&wekelos which he
admired, reflect and support his own idea even thaugat he reads into
the Targumis not its plain meaning.

3. Genesis:1 states that when Eve gave birth to Cain, skhexed, “I
have acquired a man with the Lord.” Since this stet® has an
anthropomorphic sound, suggesting physical help fGwd, ourTargum
adds gadam “before (the Lord),” thereby supplanting, or at siea
ameliorating, this implication of physical aid, inathit distances God
from the birth.

36 Guide of the Perplexed:1. The Greek ternpsychehad a similar etiological
history as the Hebrewefesh T. Cabhill, Sailing the Wine-Dark Se&oubleday,
2003, writes on page 231.

Psychewas, to begin with, a Greek word for “life,” inetsense of individual
human life, and occurs in Homer in such phrase4amsisk one’s life” and “to
save one’s life.” Homer also uses it of the ghadtthe underworld — the weak,
almost-not-there shades of those who once were metie works of the early
scientist-philosophergsychecan refer to the ultimate substance, the sourdiéeof
and consciousness, the spirit of the universe hByfifth century B.C.psychehad
come to mean the “conscious self,” the “persondliégyen the “emotional self,”
and thence it quickly takes on, especially in Pl#tte meaning of “immortal self”
— the soul, in contrast to the body.

37 R. Bachya ben Asher also mentions the paittseo$oul, but not thEargum again
not seeing Nachmanides’ ideaOmkelos
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The wordgadamwas inserted iOnkelosin verse 4, as well as in
seventy other instances @enesisfor the same reason - to ameliorate an
anthropomorphic depiction, this in addition to 58Stances inrargum
Onkelosto the other volumes of the PentatetfthNachmanides ignores
the targumist’s frequent use gadamto avoid anthropomorphisthand
its plain meaning. He states that the correct in&tgpon of the biblical
Hebrew is that Eve said: “This son will be an asgign from God for
me, for when we die he will exist in our place torglop his creator.”
Nachmanides assures us that this was Onkelos’apias proven by the
addition of the wordjadam Thus, Nachmanides drew a conclusion from
the Targumis use of a single word, a word that is used ower fiundred
times for an entirely different purpose, and whidnmot, by itself,
connote and support his interpretation. Furthermgeglam does not
have this meaning in the hundreds of other instances whegspaars.

4. In Genesisl7:17,0nkeloschanges a significant detail in the Aramaic
translation. Abraham does not “laugh” (Hebrewayitzchak when he
hears he will have a child in his old age, but “‘i&gs” (Aramaic,
vachad). This alteration is not made in 18:12, where Sdlahghed”
when she heard the same news. Rashi explains thatotlple reacted
differently. Abraham trusted God and rejoiced at goed news, while
Sarah lacked faith and sneered, and therefore God cllasésen 18:13.

Nachmanides asserts that fBekelosrendering in 17:17 is correct
because the worttachakalso means rejoice, and Abraham and Sarah’s
reactions, he contends, were the same - proper “rejoicing.”

Actually, as defined by the Even Shoshan dictionang others,
tzachakis an outward expression, a “laugh,” and not an ifeeling of
contentment. R. Bachya ben Asher mentions the Aramsaigering, but
he does not mention Nachmanides. He recognizes, atgntio

38 See the five books by I. Drazin ®argum Onkelogpublished by Ktav Publishing
House. Each contains a listing of the deviationshgytargumist from the Hebrew
original.

39 In my discussion oBenesis46:4, | show that Nachmanides was convinced that
Onkelosnever deviates to avoid anthropomorphisms.
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Nachmanides, thazachakdoes not mean rejoice, but rather laugh. He
states that the targumist made the change to tesgbdibecause in the
context in which the word appears here it shouldubderstood as an
expression of joy. This example, while not expressirifpeology, as in
the first three instances, also shows Nachmaniasting by use of a
forced interpretation that the targumist underssathé Torah in the same
way he does.

5. Onkelos replaces the Torah’s “Is anything too dvous for the Lord,”
in Genesisl8:14, with “Is anything hidden from before the ddrThe
Hebrew “wondrous” is somewhat vague, and is seemingt exactly on
point within the tale of Sarah’s laughter. The Ar&nexplains the text
and relates that Sarah’s laughter, mentioned iptioe verse, although it
was not done openly, was not “hidden” from God. Tisisalso the
interpretation of Saadiah Gaon, Rashi, ChazkuneeE#a, Radak, etc.
Thus, in short, all that the targumist is doing &ri€ying the text, a task
he performs over a thousand times in his translation.

However, Nachmanides states that Onkelos uses ‘iiduhe the
translation to teach a mystical lesson. Nachmaneess his habit, does
not explain the lesson, but the explanation is iB&hya ben Asher and
Recanati. R. Bachya writes that God added the légérto Abram’s
name, transforming it into Abraham, and “the leltehalludes to God’s
transcendental powers”; thus, God gave Abraham tivepto have a
son. Abraham, he continues, exemplified the divinebate of mercy,
and Isaac the divine attribute of justice, and rimth attributes would
exist on earth. It is difficult if not impossible tead this Nachmanidean
mystical interpretation dbnkelosinto the word “hidden*

6. Genesis21:7 quotes Sarah’s excited exclamation of %oyWho
[meaning what person] would have said to Abrahdmat[t would give
birth at the advanced age of ninety]". Th@gumrenders her statement
as a thankful praise of God, “Faithful is He whods& Abraham,” and

40 R. Bachya mentions neither Nachmanides @akelos again not seeing the
Nachmanidean interpretation in thiargum
41 The “joy” is mentioned in th€argumto verse 6.
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avoids the risk of the general population readihg translation and
misunderstanding Sarah’s reaction as one of se;pios she should not
have been surprised. God had assured Abraham aegdaar that he
would have a soff Thus, by making the change, thargumshows that
she not only is not surprised, but also is thankiat God fulfilled His

earlier promise.

Nachmanides interprets the Torah’s “Who would haaed to
Abraham” to mean that everyone will join AbrahamdaB8arah in
rejoicing over the birth of Isaac because it ishsac “surprise”; the
possibility of such a birth would never have ocedrito anyone. He
writes that theOnkelosrendition is “close” to his interpretation of a
community celebration. Actually, as we stat@hkelos$ “Faithful is He
who said to Abraham” is quite the opposite. Rathantfocusing on the
people and their reaction to the unexpected evieattargumist deviated
from the Hebrew text to avoid depicting Sarah agritabeen surprised.
His Aramaic version concentrates on God, not thmroanity, and on
how the divine promise was fulfilled.

7. Genesis22:2 recounts God commanding Abraham to take ors s
Isaac to “the land of Moriah,” and to offer him there as a seeriMount
Moriah was traditionally understood to be the lgtiacce of the Jerusalem
Temple?® and the targumist therefore renders “Mount Morials”“the
land of worship,” to help his readers in identifyitige location. This is a
typical targumic methodology: TheEargumchanges the names of places
mentioned in the Bible, and gives their later known nathes.

42 Genesid7:19.

43 Sedl Chronicles3:1.

44 Rashi offers an additional explanation why “MbMoriah” is rendered “the land
of worship.” He connected “Moriah” to “myrrh,” whHicwas an ingredient of the
sacrificial incense, and an important part of tlenple worship. Rashi states that
this is the targumic interpretation. Rashi may kgl&ning why the site was called
Moriah, which would not belerash but rather the plain sense of the word.
Nachmanides' interpretation goes far beyond a singgfinition. SeeGenesis
Rabbah55:7,Exodus30:23ff, and Babylonian Talmuderitut 6a.
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Nachmanides contends th@nkelosis referring to an exegetical
teaching that was recorded, years after the targisndeath, inPirkei
d'R. Eliezer* God pointed to the site and told Abraham that ihithe
place where Adam, Cain, Abel, and Noah had sacrifiaed the site was
named Moriah because Moriah is derived from thedwoora, fear, for
the people feared God there and worshipped Him.

There are several problems with Nachmanides’ aisalifgst, as we
already pointed out, our targumist would frequentbgate the name of a
site to help his readers identify its locatSrand this is a reasonable and
consistent explanation of the targumic rendering:o8d, the targumic
words “land of worship” do not suggest the elab®raxegetical story
that was not recorded until long after the deathheftargumist. Third,
the story is a legend; there is nothing in any texhdicate that God had
such a conversation with Abraham, or that the ancesacrificed in this
area. Furthermore, it is contrary to the targumistide to incorporate
legends into his translation.

Summary

Thus, none of the Bible commentators before Nachaesnapparently
saw derashin Onkelos.If they sawderash we would have expected
them to say so. None did until Rabbi Abraham ibnaEand he was
probably either referring to recent scribal additioto the original
Targum,or was expressing his opinion that his viewpeshatin certain
verses differed from those of the targumist. It @ppehat Nachmanides
was the first to read homilies, theology, and mysticinto theTargum
just as he was the first to read mysticism intoTtbeah itself. We offered
several examples that show how his interpretats@®sn forced, and do
not reflect the plain meaning of the targumic words.

45 Chapter 31.
46 This occurs twenty-three times@Genesisalone.
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Nachmanides’ introduction of the notion th@&nkelos contains
mysticism may be the reason why rabBisho respected Nachmanides’
teachings, began for the first time to searchlitwagumfor derash.

47 There are many books that explain dieeashthat they see i®nkelos.The most
widely known isNetina La-Gerby Nathan Adler (Wilna, 1886). Others include
Biure Onkelosby S. B. Schefftel (Munich, 1888), ar@halifot Semalot and
Lechem Vesimla, bothy B. Z. J. Berkowitz (Wilna, 1874 and 1843). Mate
writers using this method include Y. Maori, who ggally focuses on thBeshitta
Targum, and Rabbi Rafael Posen who writes a weekly coldonna magazine
distributed in Israeli synagogues. One may findings in B. Grossfeld's three
volumesA Bibliography of Targum Literatur¢HUC Press, 1972
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