When Peshat and Derash Do Not Match - An Eye for an Eye “|'v nnn |'y” as Monetary
Compensation -
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A main feature of rabbinic literature is the interpretation of the Torah she-bichtav. What are we to
make of rabbinic interpretation of pesukim that seem to conflict with the plain meaning of the
pesukim themselves? We will use the case of |'v nnn |'v being understood as monetary
compensation as our case study.
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EYE. Rabbi Saadiah says that we cannot interpret this verse according to its plain meaning. For
if a person struck their neighbor’s eye and the eye lost a third of its sight, how is it possible to
punish the culprit with an equivalent blow, that is, with a blow which is neither greater nor
lesser? There is a possibility that the culprit will lose his entire eyesight. Burns, wounds, and
stripes present even greater difficulties, for if they were inflicted on a dangerous area it is
possible for the culprit to die. The mind cannot accept this.
Ben Zuta said to Saadiah Gaon: Does not Scripture elsewhere state, as he hath maimed a man,
so shall it be rendered unto him (Lev. 24:20)?
Rabbi Saadiah answered him: We have a bet taking the place of the word al (on). Its meaning
is, so shall a fine be placed upon him.
However, Ben Zuta responded, as he hath done, so shall it be done to him (Lev. 24:19).
The Gaon retorted: Observe, Samson said, As they did unto me, so have | done unto them
(Jud. 15:11). Now Samson did not take their wives and hand them over to others. He only repaid
them for their dastardly acts.
Ben Zuta responded: If the culprit is a poor man what shall his punishment be?
The Gaon answered: If a blind person shall blind one who can see, what shall be done to the
culprit, for it is possible for a poor person to become wealthy and pay. However, it is eternally
impossible for the blind to pay. The general rule is that we cannot fully explain any
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commandment written in the Torah unless we rely on the words of our sages of blessed
memory. Just as we received the Torah from the sages, so did we receive the Oral Law. There is
no difference between them. Now the interpretation of eye for eye is, it is fitting for the culprit to
give his eye in place of his victim’s eye if he does not pay ransom for it.
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You should understand this principle: that explanations that have been transmitted from Moshe
will brook no disagreement. For we have never found an argument among the sages at any time
from Moshe to Rav Ashi, that one of them said that one who blinds someone should be blinded
as their punishment, according to God’s word of “an eye for an eye,” while the other said that
the culprit is only liable to pay money.
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One who removed someone’s limb should have the same limb removed, as in “as one makes
blemish in another, so it shall be placed in him.” And do not worry that we punish monetarily
(instead), because my purpose now is to give reasons for Scripture rather than for Law, even
though | also have an opinion about this Law which | will share orally.
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The fact that the explanation of the Torah was transmitted orally and was forbidden to be written
is in order to keep it from existing for all generations, and so as not to tie the hands of the sages
of each generation to explain the verses based on their understanding. Because only in this way
is the eternity of the Torah true, because the changes in the generations and their opinions, their
situation and standing - both material and moral - requires changes in their judgments, decrees
and repairs...for this is the brilliance of the Torah that the interpretation of the Torah is given to
the sages of each generations so that the Torah can live with the nation and develop with it, and
this is its eternity.
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And what | am saying, that the supreme wisdom that investigates all happenings from beginning
to end surrounds all of the Torah, is the true acceptance of the yoke of Heaven that all the
reasons that surround the understandings and emotions to come to decisions in each
generation properly and correctly were prepared in advance. Therefore, it is impossible for the
truth of Torah to be revealed unless God’s nation is completely in its land built up in all it spiritual
and material corrections/repairs, for then the oral Torah will return to its full strength according to
the recognition of the great court which sits in the place that God will choose over every law that
is confounding. And then we are sure that every new result will be crowned with all strength and
holiness because Israel is holy to God. And if any question emerges about a law in the Torah
that according to the moral conventions seems that it needs to be understood differently, then if
it is decided by the great court that this law was only stated for those conditions that no longer
exist, then there certainly will be found for this a source in the Torah...
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