Close, Yet Creative Readings: Understanding Chazal’s Halakhic Parshanut -
Sanhedrin 66a

In a number of places in Masechet Sanhedrin, the Gemara uses the reading rule that allows us
to read meaning into a word that is completely unrelated to it. The rule is called _7 |2y n'x DX
7 1" 1nan. This reading rule raise the important question of rabbinic legal parshanut in general.
They pay close attention to each and every letter and word, and yet they are able to stretch the
meaning of words and phrases. Where do they get their reading strategies from, and what do
these strategies tell us about how Chazal understood Torah?

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf.com

For further reading, see article here:
https://www.academia.edu/120500350/Close_Yet_Creative_Reading_Understanding_Rabb
inic_Interpretive_Strategies

For further reading, see book here:
https://lwww.e-vrit.co.il/Product/16868/%D7%A0%D7%A6%D7%97%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%
99 %D7%91%D7%A0%D7%99?srsltid=AfmBOorJcTrisVIBQpVVrIBKE-YyO0INSrwmK17Djd
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Rather, this proof is insufficient, and the baraita states a different explanation: If it is so that it is
prohibited to curse only unusual people, let the verse write either that it is prohibited to curse
judges and the deaf, or that it is prohibited to curse a king and the deaf, and it would have been
derived from these two cases that the prohibition applies to all unusual people. Why do | need
the verse to state a special prohibition with regard to judges? It is superfluous, as judges are
also extraordinary people. Rather, if the verse is not needed for its own matter, i.e., the
prohibition against cursing judges, apply it to the matter of cursing one’s father.
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R. Yishmael says: The Torah is expounded by thirteen hermeneutical principles:
1) kal vachomer (a fortiori). 2) gezeirah shavah (Identity). 3a) Binyan av vekathuv echad (a
general rule implicit in one verse). 3b) binyan av mishnei kethuvim (a general rule derived from
two verses). 4) kllal ufrat (general-specific). 5) prat ukllal (specific-general). 6) kllal ufrat ukllal
(general-specific-general). 7) kllal shehu tzarich lifrat ufrat shehu tzarich lichllal (general
requiring specific and specific requiring general). 8) kol davar shehaya bichllal veyatza min
hakllal lelamed, lo lelamed al atzmo yatza ela lelamed al hakllal kulo yatza. (Anything which was
subsumed in a general category, and departed from that category to teach (something) — not in
order to teach about itself did it depart, but in order to teach about the entire category did it
depart). 9) kol davar shehaya bichllal veyatza min hakllal lit'on to'an acher shehu ke'inyano,
yatza lehakel velo lehachmir. (Anything which was subsumed in a general category, and
departed from that category for a particular requirement thereof, departed for leniency and not
for stringency). 10) kol davar shehaya bichllal veyatza min hakllal lit'on to'an acher shelo
ke'inyano, yatza lehakel ulehachmir. (Anything which was subsumed in a general category, and
departed from that category for a particular requirement foreign to it, departed both for leniency
and for stringency). 11) kol davar shehaya bichllal veyatza min hakllal lidon badavar hechadash,
€ ata yachol lehachziro lichllalo ad sheyachzirenu hakathuv lichlallo befeirush. (Anything which
was subsumed in a general category, and departed from that category for a new learning,
cannot be restored to that category unless Scripture restores it explicitly). 12a) davar halamed
me'inyano (something learned from context). 12b) davar halamed misofo (something learned
from its end). 13) shnei kethuvim hamakchishim zeh eth zeh ad sheyavo hakathuv hashlishi
veyachriya beneihem (two verses that contradict each other until a third verse comes and
resolves the contradiction).

Where did Chazal’s Hermeneutical Principles Come From?
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And regarding matters for which nothing was heard from the Prophet, peace be upon him, the
ruling was derived by analogy, using the thirteen statutes given at Sinai—namely, the "Thirteen
Principles by which the Torah is interpreted.”
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You shall observe My laws and faithfully keep My rules, that you may live upon the land in
security;
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And You Shall Fulfill My Statutes

In all similar verses, it is written, "And you shall observe My statutes and My ordinances,"
but here, the wording is deliberately changed for a profound reason.

We have already explained that whenever the text precedes statutes (hukim) before
ordinances (mishpatim), it implies fundamental principles through which the Torah is studied
and interpreted. The ordinances refer to the reasoning derived from these principles.

The meaning of observance (shemira) and fulfillment (asiyah) is as follows:

e Observance means preserving what one has already learned so it is not forgotten.
e Fulfillment refers to adding new insights through careful study.

Now, deriving new Torah insights based on established principles does not require as much
depth of inquiry as formulating entirely new principles through interpretation, based on received
traditions in pre-existing halakhic rulings. For example, the 13 hermeneutical principles
(middot) taught in the school of Rabbi Yishmael expanded upon the seven principles originally
taught by Hillel the Elder, as recorded in the Tosefta of Sanhedrin and elsewhere.

Over time, additional interpretative rules were introduced, as each generation engaged in
renewed intellectual inquiry...

Where does the law actually come from?
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In explaining the commandments and the fundamental principles from which all their
laws are derived—Ilaws that have been clarified through the wisdom of the Talmud—we
will not always follow the approach of associating these principles with the specific
verses that the Sages of the Talmud linked them to using one of the thirteen
interpretative principles according to their custom.

This is because the Sages connected these well-established truths, which were
received as part of the Torah’s commandments, to specific verses as a form of hint
or textual support (asmachta), not because they intended to assert that these laws
actually originated from those verses. Indeed, one could theoretically use similar
analogies and derivations to overturn all the laws of the Torah—so much so that, as
the Sages themselves noted, it would even be possible to declare a "sheretz" (a
ritually impure creature) pure through such reasoning.

Instead, we will anchor these laws to the plain meaning of the verses from which
they could naturally be derived, because this approach is more intellectually
satisfying. This does not deviate from the teachings of our Sages, for—as we have
explained—they never intended to insist that these laws necessarily originated from
the verses they linked them to. Rather, these laws were transmitted as an oral
tradition from teacher to student, all the way back to Moses, our teacher, and the
Sages sought scriptural hints to support them, as Maimonides (Rambam) explains in
the Book of Commandments and his Commentary on the Mishnah.

By connecting these laws to the plain meaning of the verses, we gain an additional
benefit: it enhances our ability to remember these laws. The verses of the Torah are
easily remembered due to our frequent recitation of them. And when the explanation
of a commandment is drawn directly from the simple meaning of a verse, it
naturally helps retain the explanation itself alongside the memory of the verse.
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And When We Asked the First Generation and Reflected Upon the Elders—What
Was Their Answer?

We saw that they spoke from their own reasoning, claiming that the verses cited as
proof for the halakhot are merely markers and textual supports, set as mnemonic
devices to aid memory, while the core halakhot were received orally. However, this is
highly implausible, for we see that they constantly ask, "From where do you derive
this?" and respond with a specific verse. They challenge, "But isn’t that verse
needed for what was taught in the Baraita?" They debate, refine, question, and
engage in intricate analysis. It is inconceivable that they would subject something that is
merely a hint or a sign to such rigorous scrutiny.

When disputes arise, each side brings scriptural evidence to support its position and
refutes the opposing interpretation. The Talmud continually analyzes these disputes,
meticulously examining the wording of the verses down to the finest detail,
deconstructing, reconstructing, and resolving arguments based on the text itself. It is
evident, then, that their primary proof is derived from Scripture, where the halakhot are
both planted and rooted—not like roots emerging from a barren wilderness...
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To know that derash (interpretation) is in fact the plain and simple meaning, and that
all the words of our Sages are necessary and embedded in the depths of the
language and the foundations of the Hebrew tongue.

Let the Hebrews see that there are pearls of wisdom, tenfold, and let the blind
recognize that there exists weaponry and tools of war against the wolves of twilight
and the mixed multitude, against every denier and scoffer, every detractor and
critic, against those who uproot and destroy, whether they reject fundamental



beliefs or merely doubt and question. May the mouths of false speakers be
silenced.

The gates have been opened, and let the ignorant behold: There is wisdom here,
hidden from the eyes of all linguists, scholars, and investigators. No master of
language has even reached the ankles of the first generations. And if the later
generations have walked in darkness, then the first were like angels. They were the
princes of holiness, who foresaw with divine inspiration. To them alone was
wisdom given, and no outsider ever passed among them.

See more about the Malbim from Rabbanit Avigayil Rock z”I:
https://www.etzion.org.il/he/tanakh/studies-tanakh/biblical-commentaries/malbims-commentary

A Different Kind of Approach
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We also have a true tradition that the entire Torah consists of the Divine Names of
the Holy One, Blessed be He, with the words dividing into names in a particular
manner. For example, one could consider, hypothetically, that the verse "Bereishit bara
Elokim" (In the beginning, God created) could be divided differently, such as
"Berosh yitbara Elokim" (At the head, God will be created)—and the entire Torah
functions similarly. Beyond this, there are also the combinations and numerical
values (gematriot) of the Divine Names embedded within it.

Our teacher, Rabbi Shlomo (Rashi), has already written in his Talmudic commentary
(Sukkah 45a) regarding the concept of the Great Name of 72—explaining that it is
derived from the three verses: "Vayisa" (And he journeyed), "Vayavo" (And he
came), "Vayet" (And he stretched out).

Because of this principle, a Torah scroll that contains even a single error—whether
an added or missing letter—is invalid. This concept obligates us to disqualify a Torah
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scroll if it is missing even a single vav (1) from the word "otam" (nnix)—one of 39
occurrences of the word spelled fully in the Torah. Similarly, if a vav were added where
it should be absent, or any comparable error occurred, the scroll would be invalid—even
though, from a purely linguistic perspective, such a variation might not seem to
affect the meaning.



