[bookmark: _Hlk57204384][bookmark: _Hlk60173159]General Notes (in addition to comments throughout):

I have tried to approach this article as a reviewer/adviser. I believe you have all the content for an excellent article, and that many of the examples are well presented, easy to follow, and compelling in specific instances. However, the framing, structure, and clarity of argument are lacking. My comments focus on those issues. Where there are no comments, please understand that I found your writing engaging and interesting. 

Points for improvement: 
1) The abstract is very unclear. It does not describe the content of your article or your argument. An abstract should not provide possibilities but clearly explain the bottom line of your article.
2) 2) The reason that the argument you’re making is unclear is that you have not stated what you hope to impart to the reader or contribute to scholarship through the article beyond the specific examples. This needs to be done before you start delving into the content on page 5. You hint at the significance of your argument with “the list is a test case for the adaptation and transformation of Second Temple period traditions into "standard" rabbinic concepts and beliefs. It also sheds light on the attempt by the rabbis to reframe (as opposed to erase) their literary inheritance” but do not explore these ideas.

3) There is no literature review or substantive reference to anyone else. You must engage with existing scholarship to have an argument or something to contribute. 
3) Please introduce your information in the same way as you will subsequently present it 
4) you reference the ‘sections’ of Masekhet Sefer Torah with # but without quoting or really clarifying what that means. I think this merits a bit more introduction before you jump in 
5) in general your footnotes are too long. If you have very important information add it to the article, otherwise they’re where to start cutting 
6) This is the important point: The import of every case study must be clearly stated. Currently, you do a lot of interesting work tracing details in particular examples, but do not explicitly link them to each other or to your broader arguments (which in themselves are also unclear). Currently, the impression I get reading this is that you’re asking the reader to do all the intellectual work for you. You need to explicitly state what your arguments are and then clearly and carefully explain why your examples demonstrate that you are correct. Once you follow my recommendations (below) I think you will end up with a longer article. You can then decide which examples are least helpful in demonstrating your argument(s), and cut those sections. 
7) of course, as indicated in point 6, you need to cut some of the examples this is especially true because you need to add:
 - framing of each example 
 - clearer introduction
 - outline of what your paper will argue
 - some context for the literature – situate your argument, what does this article newly contribute?

My recommendations: 
1) reread the whole article and map out in 3-5word bullet points the key things each paragraph conveys 
2) looking only at the list you have created, reorganize the bullet points into 3-4 distinct sections. Within each section, organize the bullet points so that the information flows from one point to the next 
3) reorganize your paragraphs according to the work you did in point 2), deleting extraneous information in the process 
4) make sure to link each paragraph to the argument of the particular section into which it fits, and in turn to the overall argument
I would recommend your introduction flowing something like (obviously not exactly, this is your expertise not mine):
Masekhet Sefer Torah preserved a list of divine names 
When understanding these names in light of the contexts of various interpretive and hermeneutical strategies of early rabbinic commentaries, this list contributes to our understanding of: 1) the evolution of rabbinic understandings of several biblical passages, and 2) the adaptation and transformation of Second Temple period traditions into "standard" rabbinic concepts and beliefs
This is important because it sheds light on rabbinic attempts to reframe (as opposed to erase) their literary inheritance
This article will discuss several cases (XYZ) in which Masekhet Sefer Torah delineates certain names of God as holy or not. These examples serve to demonstrate …  ? [This is the question I think you need to answer clearly]
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Abstract 
‘Tractate of the Scribes’ – Masekhet Soferim – lists verses that contain potential divine names, such as "אדני" and "אל". These names are classified as "holy" when they relate to the Hebrew God, or "not holy" when they carry other meanings such as false gods, angels, etc. As noted by scholars, the list is a window into hermeneutical traditions of the Hebrew Bible, documented in early Second Temple, early rabbinic and Christian literature. This paper takes a step further, and argues that the core list was established base on a variety of Second Temple traditions that some of them were preserved or preferred and others  rejectedwere rejected, modified or reinterpreted. The motivation for these changes may have been internal development of Jewish thought or an attempt to define the borders of Judaism, and therefore carries a polemic aspect. In that manner, the list is a test case for sages and the ways in which they dealt with their ancient legacy.	Comment by Miri Fenton: Is this the ultimate point of the article? This abstract, as it currently stands, does not answer the ‘so what?’ question – what is the importance, relevance or implication of your article? Why is being a test case significant? 
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Introduction[footnoteRef:1] [1:  I wish to thank Steven Fraade; Michael Segal and Ishay Rosen-Zvi for their helpful comments and suggestions.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk57204198]The study of divine names in the Hebrew Bible contains several fields of study and inquiry: philological, hermeneutical, theological, and philosophical. This paper will discuss a list found in several rabbinic sources, such as the ‘Tractate of the Scribes’ – Masekhet Soferim 4:5–24, and its parallel in the ‘Tractate of Torah Scroll’ – Masekhet Sefer Torah 4:4–6. This list is a primary source of scribal customs and traditions. It deals with verses that contain divine names, such as "אדני" and "אל", which can also bear other, more prosaic, interpretations. Consequently, it is vital for the scribe to know if these names are a referent to God, and therefore subject to the taboo regarding erasure, or non-holy names, which may be erased, if written accidentally, without exposure to religious sanction. 
[bookmark: _Hlk48141742]A. Geiger already noted that this list is a window into an entire world of hermeneutical lenses and interpretive traditions.[footnoteRef:2] Placing the list alongside the ancient translations to the Hebrew Bible, and early Second Temple, early rabbinic and Christian literature, reveals that this list is a fully vibrant document, fully cognizant of and in conversation with several alternative traditions to the Biblical text.  [2:  Geiger, Urschrift, 279–299. ] 

This paper argues that the core list was established from ancient Second Temple traditions. Due to various influences, these traditions were gradually rejected, reinterpreted, or standardized. Moreover, the list itself was modified: in the process of transmission, verses were added, and material was adjusted. This changed the original meaning and context in several places. In that aspect, the list is a test case for the adaptation and transformation of Second Temple period traditions into "standard" rabbinic concepts and beliefs. It also sheds light on the attempt by the rabbis to reframe (as opposed to erase) their literary inheritance. The discussion will focus on what I understand to be the core of the list, as I will explain later on. Before the actual exposition, a few worlds of introduction are offered that will be constructive for the entire discussion. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: This is better as a basis for an abstract	Comment by Miri Fenton: This is the beginnings of an answer to the ‘so what’ question raised above, but I think it needs much stronger and clearer formulation. 

Divine Names	Comment by Miri Fenton: These two paragraphs are great and much clearer. I would start your introduction here and then develop chronologically. It would be easier to follow 
The discussion about Divine names can be divided in two: a discussion regarding the writing of the divine name YHWH, the tetragrammaton, and a discussion on the writing of other divine names and titles. In the Pentateuch, there are several warnings not to use the divine names ‘in vain’.[footnoteRef:3] There is a well-documented practice – already in Late Biblical Literature and the Dead Sea Scrolls – to avoid writing the tetragrammaton or erasing it by mistake. [footnoteRef:4]  [3:  See for example: Ex. 20:7; Lev. 19:12; ibid. 24:11 and Deut. 5:11.  ]  [4:  For example, YHWH in 2 Sam. 6:14 was replaced in 1 Chron. 13:8 to Elohim; in Is. 11:9 was written with Paleo–Hebrew in 4QIsac 11:9 and in 1 Sam. 25:31 was replaced by four dots in 4QSamc. see: Ben-Dov, "The Elohistic"; Ben-Sasson, YHWH, 67–74; Chester, Divine Revelation, 64–67; De Troyer, "The Names"; Geiger, Urschrift, 259–279; Ginsburg, Introduction, 354; Japhet, The Ideology, 30–37; Lieberman, Texts and Studies, 195–196; Maori, The Peshitta, 104; Propp, Exodus, 198; Spiegel, Chapters, 611–632; Tov, Scribal Practices, 218–221; ibid., Textual Criticism, 55–56; Yeivin, "On the Writing"; Zipor, The Septuagint, 26f; ibid, "Some Notes", 91–92. ] 

The other divine names that appear in the biblical texts are often ambiguous, as they can refer to the Hebrew God, as well as what would be considered false gods, angels, or even important humans.[footnoteRef:5] In most cases, the exact meaning of these names can only be determined by context. But in some cases, the context does not suffice. In such cases, the ancient translations and commentaries can shed a light on the interpretative options that were before the reader in antiquity. These hermeneutical choices derive not simply from local linguistical anomalies, but also from certain theological assumptions and beliefs.    [5:  For example, in Ex. 7:1, Moses is called "Elohim": "See, I made you a ‘Elohim’ (אלהים) to Pharaoh, and Aharon your brother shall be your prophet". An ancient tradition - documented in the LXX and the rabbinic sources - interpreted "אלהים" in Exod  21:6, as human judges. From Ex. 22:19, it is clear that "אלהים", can also relate to other gods. Ps. 97:7, "אלהים", was translated in the LXX as, "his angels". The vagueness of this term was well known and a topic of scholarly deliberations and theological disputes in antiquity (See for example, 1 Cor. 8:5–6 and b. Sanh. 38b). For discussions on different aspects of these cases, see, Kugel, Traditions, 544–546; Mach, Studies, 35–41; Teeter, Scribal laws, 128–129; Tuschling, Angels and Orthodoxy, 99–101. Other examples will be discussed below. ] 


Masekhet Soferim and Masekhet Sefer Torah
Masekhet Soferim, which as a collection is dated approximately to the seventh century CE, deals with rules for the preparation and reading of Holy Writ. This ‘minor’ tractate is comprised of twenty-one chapters. The first five contain laws that relate directly to the scribe; the remainder deal with different aspects of the ritual reading of the Hebrew Bible as part of the synagogue rite. As long observed by scholars, the redactor of Masekhet Soferim made use of earlier sources from classic rabbinic literature, such as the Mishna. In the first five chapters, the redactor also included material from Masekhet Sefer Torah, usually dated to the first centuries CE.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  See, Blank, Soferim 56–57; Higger, Seven Minor, 9, 15–16; Yeivin, Introduction, 136–137; Lerner, "The External Tractates"; Zunz, Ha-derashot Be-Yiśraʼel, 47.] 


The List(s)
In Higger's edition of Masekhet Soferim, based on MS. Oxford 370.12, there are more than 30 verses in the list.[footnoteRef:7] However, the parallel list in Masekhet Sefer Torah contains only 14 verses (for details, see the table in the Appendix).[footnoteRef:8] From For the following reasons, I support the scholarly consensus that Masekhet Soferim utilized sources from Masekhet Sefer Torah, and, as will discuss below, this has some important applications. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: It’s really important that, before the reader gets to this point, you have clarified the REASON that one text used sources from another text is important. I would reiterate that reason here before jumping in 	Comment by Miri Fenton: I think it is a mistake to use numbered bullet points in a submission to a peer reviewed humanities journal. Try to expand and write in paragraphs. Also, check journal guidelines re Hebrew characters in the article and/or footnotes.  [7:  For a detailed description of the manuscripts, and other textual witnesses, see, Blank, "It's time". I have followed the decision of Higger and the Academy of the Hebrew Language's, ‘Historical Dictionary of the Hebrew Language’ (“Ma'agarim”) and chose Ms. Oxford as my primary text. As the need arose, other manuscripts and textual witnesses were also consulted. ]  [8:  For a description of the textual witnesses, see, Higger, Seven, Introduction, 16–17. Here too, I have followed the decision of Higger and the Academy of the Hebrew Language (“Ma'agarim”) and chose Ms. JTS ENA 2237 as my primary text and used other witnesses as the need arose.] 


1. All the verses in Masekhet Sefer Torah are included in Masekhet Soferim and appear in the same order. 
2. On the contrary, the list of supplemented verses in Masekhet Soferim, are not uniform: some of them are not documented in all manuscripts, and their locations in the list differ.[footnoteRef:9] These points to the thesis that a core list was stable from a certain point, and supplements were later added gradually, and inconsistently. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: On the contrary to what? Please try to reframe this list more clearly  [9:  For example: #5, #7, #21, #25, and #26. Cases where manuscripts lacked a verse or two were not included. These might be scribal errors, because of homeoteleuton Holy/Holy. ] 

3. When incorporating material from Masekhet Sefer Torah, there is a uniform terminology; there is a lack of uniformity when dealing with material from other sources. Instead of "קדש", "Holy", or, "חול", "not Holy", the terms used are, "הרי זה קדש", "it is Holy", and, "הרי זה חול", "it is not holy".[footnoteRef:10] Different parallel terms, suggests different sources.  [10:  See, #5, #6, #13, #19, #20 and #21. There is also an incorrect usage of the term "First one is holy and the last one is not holy" in #17 (see discussion below).] 

4. [bookmark: _Hlk54515750]In general, Masekhet Sefer Torah’s commentary on the list’s components is shorter than that of Masekhet Soferim. This may be an indication of its later composition.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  See, #8, #9, #10, #11 (see discussion below), and # 29.] 

5. [bookmark: _Hlk54528101]The theme of the core list is divine names. The spectrum of possible interpretations to these names is limited: God, false gods, and angels. In the supplementary material, further, more extensive hermeneutical possibilities are laid out. This indicates their later addition and provenance.[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  See, #4 (see discussion below), #25, and #26. ] 

For the sake of clarity, the following discussion will be organized thematically and not sequentially. All cases in the list were discussed in the paper. Those who are not mentioned in the main discussions are mentioned in the footnotes. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: Introduce the information In the same way that you plan to present it. If you want to present thematically then this section should be thematic too, and in the same order as you plan to present.  

*
God, False Gods and Angels #8–11	Comment by Miri Fenton: Having read subsequent sections, I think this section should be deleted (from here to section beginning page 9) 
Passages #8–11 in the list should be read as one distinct and autonomous unit. It has unique phrasing, "all the names mentioned … except …" and biblical narratives are compared, e.g. Abraham as opposed to Lot. The unit centers on an entire portion of biblical text. Its parallels in the Talmuds indicates that this was an autonomous unit that was later redacted into this list.[footnoteRef:13] The biblical narratives mentioned are, on the surface, fairly straightforward: the stories of Lot in Gen 19:1–38; Micha in Judg 17:1–18:31; Navot in 1 Kgs 21:1–29. The question that lives behind this text is the question of how to interpret specific divine names that appear in these narratives. For different reasons, both inter- and extra-textual, it is unclear if some of these are holy or not holy. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: In Masekhet Sefer Torah? This is not clear [13:  Independent units in b. Šebu. 35b, and y. Meg. 1:9. See discussion below.  ] 

In Lot's narrative, we are told that angels came to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. The narrator uses the divine name, the tetragrammaton YHWH (Gen 19:13, 14, 16, 24, 27). When speaking to the angels, Lot twice uses the word, "אדני". In this context, this word can bear two meanings. Either a humble gesture towards another human, and therefore not a divine name, and hence not a holy word, or Lot is turning to speak to the Divine, in which case this word is considered sacred. 
In Gen 19:2, there is no question that Lot is speaking directly to the angels, whom he mistakenly believes are mere mortals. He asks that they come to his house: "Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant’s house". In verse 18, in Lot’s last conversation with the angels he uses the same term: "But Lot said to them, 'Oh no, my lord (אדני), you have been so gracious to your servant, and have already shown me so much kindness in order to save my life; but I cannot flee to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me and I die”. According to Masorah, LXX, Samaritan Aramaic translation, and Peshitta and, Sifrei Num. §42 (ed. Kahana 111) the term "אדני" is this verse is not sacred. Lot is speaking to beings that he knows are divine angels and he is therefore is speaking to them in a respectful tone. The conversation is about where he can escape to, the closer the better. [footnoteRef:14] Masekhet Sefer Torah represents a different tradition, documented also in the Jewish Aramaic translations:  Tg. Onq, Tg. Neof., Tg. Ps-J. and Frg. Tg, whereby this is a divine name and Lot is beseeching God directly, and not his angels. According to this understanding, Lot is asking the angel: “I beseech of thee, endure with me a little hour, until I have prayed for mercy from before the Lord. Behold, now, thy servant hath found mercy before Thee…".[footnoteRef:15] .This tradition  seems to be a somewhat counterintuitive reading of Gen 19:18–19, namely that Lot is praying directly to  [14:  Wevers, Notes, 276–277. ]  [15:  See: Tg. Ps-J.. For a survey of the interpretive opinions presented by the medieval interpreters, see, Minḥat Shai, ed. Betser, 95–96.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk54538849]AccordingGod. According to this reading, in verse 18 Lot is addressing the angel and asking that he bear with him while he prays to the Lord. Then, in verse 19, he prays. But why what seems to be the plane meaning was rejected?  TheIn  later parallels in , b. Shev. 35b and y. Meg.1:9,[footnoteRef:16] gives us a possible justification to this reading, or to the rejection of the tradition documented in variety of sources mentioned above this verse is quoted with the explanation that Lot was praying to the One that: "Has the capacity to kill and to vivify, that is the Holy One, blessed be He". Masekhet Sefer Torah embraces what seems to be a somewhat counterintuitive reading of Gen 19:18–19, namely that Lot is praying directly to God. This exegesis can also be traced to several rabbinic sources.[footnoteRef:17] The word "להחיות" was interpreted not as one might presume sparing someone's life but as the ability to give and take life. Only God can have this ability, and not the angel. But why was it so important to make a clear distinction between the angels and God, by offering a complexed reading? [16:  The Yerushalmi text was corrupted most likely to homoioarcton during some stage of the editing/printing process. Yet, based on a quotation of this passage found in Hilkhot Sefer Torah, discovered in the Cairo Genizah, it can be restored. See, Adler, Eleventh Century, 28; Abramson, Hilkhot Sefer Torah, part II, 6.]  [17: ] 

A possible answer can be found in the reading offered by Justine Martyr in his interpretation to Gen. 18–19:"… that there exists and is mentions is Scripture another God and Lord under the creator of all things, who is also called Angel, because He proclaims to man whatever the Creator of the world – above whom the is no other God – wishes to reveal to them" (Dialogue with Trypho §56, ed. Falls, 232). According to him, this the one that is both Lord and God was the one that talked to Lot, and Lot was asking him to spare is life, and not the other angel. This Divine being was what he identified as Jesus.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  This argument is part of Justin's constant effort to find sings for him in the Hebrew Bible. For further discussion see: Rokeach, Justin Martyr, 157–158. ] 

Back to Masekhet Sefer Torah and Soferim, by making a clear distinction between the angels and God, since he alone can give and take life, the Christian reading was rejected. This gives a polemic aspect to the list and the rejection of the  the intermediate traditions to external theological considerations. A motive that we will find also in the next case and others.     

*	Comment by Miri Fenton: What is the function of this? What is the relationship between the previous section and the next section? 

The ruling regarding Abraham's narrative is a bit more complicated. On first glance, the text is straightforward: "All <<the names that are said>> regarding Abraham are holy, except for the first”. Yet, Abraham’s narrative runs to several long chapters, so it is therefore not immediately clear what this is a reference to. In the later parallels, two answers are provided: Gen 18:3 and 20:13: 	Comment by Miri Fenton: Is each row of the table one of these verses? If so why are there three rows to the table? Please elaborate on how you have presented the information for clarity. Perhaps add the original of the relevant verses?  

Table 1
	Masekhet Sefer Torah 4:5[footnoteRef:19] [19:  I completed the text using the other manuscripts.  ] 

	b. Šebu. 35b 
	y. Meg. 1:9
	Masekhet Soferim 4:10 

	[bookmark: _Hlk57645780]All <<the names that are said>> regarding Abraham are holy, except for the first. 


	All the names that are said regarding Abraham are holy, except for one which is not holy: 

"My lords, if I have found favor in your eyes" (Gen 18:3).
	All the names written in connection with our father, Abraham, are holy, except for one, which is not holy: 

	All the names that are said regarding Abraham are holy except for one that is not holy - as it is written, “he said, my lords, if I have found favor in your eyes," (Gen 18:3). But others say that this one is also holy.  

	


Rabbi Ḥanina <<the brother of Rabbi Yehoshua says:>> 


holy.
	


Ḥanina the son of R. Yehoshua's brother, and R. Eleazer b. Azariah in the name of R. Eliezer of Modi'in say: this too is holy.  
	"When they made me wander from my father’s house” (Gen 20:13).

and some say that 




even that one is holy,
	"When they made me wander from my father’s house” (Gen 20:13). 

Rabbi Ḥanina the brother of Rabbi Yehoshua says, holy 

	
	
	For without God, they would have already misled me.
	For without God, they would have already misled me.



Table 1


Even though the parallels are not identical, they have much in common, and the impression is that they all came from the same source, a source that was very similar to Masekhet Sefer Torah. 
These sources can be divided into three groups: Masekhet Sefer Torah and y. Meg.; b. Shev., and Soferim. The Babylonian Talmud is the closest parallel to Masekhet Sefer Torah. It fills in the missing data: the verse that Masekhet Sefer Torah is referring to is Gen 18:3. Like all the other parallels, it differs from Masekhet Sefer Torah, in that they speak of “one” occurrence, and not the order in which it appears (“first”, “last”) In addition, the ruling is handed down by R. Eleazer b. Azariah in the name of R. Eliezer of Modi'in. According to y. Meg. on the other hand, the controversial verse is Gen 20:13, and it is an anonymous sage who disagrees. As for Masekhet Soferim, it represents a hybrid version. It can be read as one sequence, but from a wider perspective it seems that the core source was either identical, or very close to Masekhet Sefer Torah.[footnoteRef:20] To this layer, a redactor supplemented with the material found in y. Meg.: the alternative identification of the controversial verse, the explanation to its sacredness, and conflating the anonymous dispute on Gen 20:13 with R. Ḥanina the brother of Rabbi Yehoshua (who disagreed regarding Gen 18:3).[footnoteRef:21] What was the motive of the redactor to add or change the original meaning of the passage? To try to answer this question, we must take a closer examination of Gen 18:3 and 20:13.  [20:  This can be seen from the quotation of Gen 18:3, as further documented in b. Šebu.]  [21:  The passage is fragmented and lacks a clear context. It may be that at one time, the text of this passage in Mashkhet Sefer Torah was identical to Masekhet Soferim but was later corrupted. Another possibility is that at a later date, a scribe decided to add material from Masekhet Soferim. Masekhet Soferim 5:9, repeats the unanimous opinion that the divine name in Gen 20:13 is "not holy". This is a further evidence to the lack of coherence in the text of Masekhet Soferim, and indicates that it should be treated as a secondary source vis-à-vis Mashkhet Sefer Torah. ] 

  
Genesis 18:3 – Interpretive Traditions and Disputes: 
The identification of Gen 18:3 as the verse in question is most probable. The Sages compared the usage of the name "אדני" and its exact meaning, in the context of the respective narratives. [footnoteRef:22] The exact meaning of this name, especially in the context of Gen 18:3 was a subject of some dispute in late antiquity.  [22:  This is not the only time where the Sages found it instructive to compare the two narratives. They understood that Lot was raised in Abraham’s house and therefore found it instructive to compare the hospitality exhibited by both of them. See, Gen. Rab. §50:4, ed. Theodor–Albeck, 520.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk54556763][bookmark: _Hlk54556857]The well-known narrative of Abraham and his three guests[footnoteRef:23] raised several hermeneutical issues. Several approaches were offered by Second Temple-era, early rabbinic and Christian exegetes. The current focus will be on the history of interpretation of Gen 18:3 in late antiquity, and the relation of that exegesis to the traditions of Masekhet Sefer Torah and its parallels.[footnoteRef:24] 	Comment by Miri Fenton: I would delete. [23:   Were they men or angels? According to Gen 18:2, 16, they were three men. Yet, in Gen 19:1, we read of two angels who were sent to destroy the cities of evil and to save Lot. The Masorah describes them as angels in verses 5, 12, 15, but in verses 10 and 12 and 16 they are called "men". ]  [24:  The following discussion will be based on a shared understanding, first found in the literature of the Second Temple, that both Abraham's and Lot's visitors were in fact heavenly angels who only appeared as humans. See: Sarna, Genesis, 129; Skinner, Genesis, 299–300; Ginzburg, Legends, vol. 1, 253–257. In the earlier sources the angels appear anonymously. They are later given names (see, for example, Gen. Rab. §50:2, ed. Theodor–Albeck, 516). See, von Heijne, The Messenger, 132, n. 70; Kugel, Traditions, 341. ] 


*
Gen 18:1 begins with the appearance of God to Abraham. The next verse describes Abraham lifting his eyes and seeing three men. Abraham runs towards the men and bows to them. In verse 3, Abraham addresses in the singular: "My Lord (אדני), if it pleases you, do not go on past your servant". Who is Abraham addressing? According to the Masorah, the word is vowelized as (אדנָי) and is therefore clear that Abraham is speaking directly to God. He is beseeching Him to remain while he tends to his guests. However, if so, the narrative is quite convoluted, as in the next verse, verse 4, Abraham is clearly addressing his guests, offering them water to wash their legs and to sit under the tree. Another documented possibility offered is that Abraham is addressing his (singular) guest, "My lord" (אדנִי), and as translated in the LXX, "κύριε".[footnoteRef:25] The problem with this solution is that the verbs in the verse are in the singular, and not in the plural, as would be expected when speaking to a group of three. Some have suggested that Abraham was addressing himself to the most senior member of the group.[footnoteRef:26] Yet, even so, how does Abraham’s theophany in the opening verse, verse 1, fit into the larger narrative?[footnoteRef:27] [25:  See, Wevers, Notes, 245–246; Zipor, The Septuagint, 227. ]  [26:  Suggestion of R. Hiya Rabba (Gen. Rab. 48:10, ed. Theodor–Albeck, 486–488).]  [27:  Indeed, according to some Middle Ages interpreters, Gen 18:1 is a general statement – Abraham’s theophany – and the details of this experience are subsequently provided. See, for example, Rashbam on Gen 18:1; Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, §2:42, 3:42. For discussion, see, Gen. Rab. §48:3, ed. Theodor–Albeck; Kugel, "God of Old", Tov, Textual Criticism, 60–61.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk53403202]The reading of verse 3 as a non-holy name is also documented in the SP, where the entire verse in explicitly reframed in plural: "ויאמר אדני אם נא מצאתי חן בעיניכם אל תעברו מעל עבדכם". According to the rewritten description of this story in the Book of Jubilees and FlaviusJosephus, it is clear that these exegetes understood that Abraham is addressing his guests, and not God.[footnoteRef:28] According to this reading, it seems that Abraham did not identify the people he was talking as angels and certainly not to as God. Therefore, Masekhet Sefer Torah reflects here an ancient tradition documented in different sources and preserving what seems to be a plain meaning of the Biblical text.  [28:  "We appeared to Abraham" (Jub 16:1). Josephus provides more details: "After God had issued this judgment concerning the Sodomites, Abraham, noticing three angels—and he was sitting near the oak of Mamre before the door of his courtyard—and thinking that they were strangers, stood up and welcomed them and leading them within his home invited them to enjoy his hospitality" (Josephus, Ant. 1.19). See, Mach, Studies, 307–308. ] 

But the widespread rabbinic understanding is different. According to this reading, in verse 3, Abraham is addressing the Lord and asking that he be allowed to take leave from Him in order to welcome his guests.[footnoteRef:29] The classic Aramaic translations represent this approach: "And he said: 'I beseech before you, O Lord, if now I have found grace and favor in your sight, let not the Glory of your Shkinah go up from your servant" (Tg. Ps-J.).[footnoteRef:30] God grants Abraham’s request and his focus shifts from theophany to hospitality. Later, after their departure, Abraham returns his attention to God: "The men turned away and went toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the Lord" (Gen 18:22).[footnoteRef:31]  [29:  This understanding may have been emphasized due to the nascent understanding of the Jesus movement that the ‘three’ men were "foreshadowing" the trinitarian idea. See, Bucur, Scripture Re-envisioned, 42–70; Kugel, Traditions, 341–343; Rokeach, Justin Martyr, 157–158, and von Heijne, The Messenger, 59–62. ]  [30:  Tg. Neof. translated very similarly.    Tg. Onq. is less detailed, but also understands that Abraham is addressing God. Cf. Sifre Deut. §27, ed. Finkelstein, 42; Lev. Rab. §11:5, ed. Margulis, 224; Cant. Rab. §1:13A. See, Chester, Divine Revelation, 33–36. ]  [31:  Gen. Rab. §18:7 ed. Theodor–Albeck, 505 and parallels. See, Tov, Textual Criticism, 59–62.] 

  
These two readings seem to solve not just the problematic plot line, but they also draw a line between God's revelation and the visit of the three angels. But there was anotherAnother, more complexed reading that in some sources criticized the Jewish reading. This reading , is discussed in Philo. According to him, there are two aspects to the story. First, he does not reject the factual nature of the story; Abraham saw three men and invited them to his tent. Philo here corresponds to the sources discussed above. In addition, there is the allegorical meaning, where these three persons are profound metaphysical symbols regarding the nature of God.. A similar reading was developed later by Justin Martyr in the discussion that was mentioned before.[footnoteRef:32] Justin focused his argument against the Jewish interpretation that: "God appeared to him, before the vision of the three men. Furthermore, those three whom the Word calls men were angels" (Justin Martyr, Dialogue, §56, ed. Falls, 232). This interpretation is indeed represented in the traditions that we have absorbed above. According to him:  [32:  Philo discussed these verses in Abr.§119–120, and QG 1 §2. See, Wolfson, Philo, vol. 1, 126, 202–204; 379–378; Filler, "Philo's Threefold", Mach, Studies, 222–225 for the question regarding the dependence of Justin on Philo see Rokeach, Justin Martyr, 157, n. 746 and the references there. ] 


Moses, that faithful and blessed servant of God, tells us that He who appeared to Abraham under the oak tree of Mamre was God, sent with accompanying angels to judge Sodom by Another who ever abides in the super-celestial sphere, who has never been seen by any man, and with whom no man has ever conversed, and whom we call creator of all and father … Do you not see, my friends, that one of the three who is both God and Lord, and ministers to Him who is in Heaven, is Lord of the two angels?  (Justin Martyr, Dialogue, §56, ed. Falls, 231–237).

This ambiguity is aimed to prove that the special messenger was Jesus, as he was one of the three angels escorted by two others.[footnoteRef:33] Justin turns out against the Jewish reading that separates between Gen 18:1 and 3; between God and the angels. Later on in Christian tradition, a further step was taken, and the visit of the three visitors was interpreted as the trinity. Therefore, it should be considered that Masekhet Sefer Torah is a kind of an answer or response that carries a polemic aspect. It is possible that this is also the reason why the original reading according to which the first appearance was not Holy was rejected. Since reading Gen 18:3 as Abraham request from God to stay and wait for him until he finishes to host his quests, draws even thicker line between the two scenes, which Philo but more important Christian scholars in the first centuries to the CA read as one.   [33:  For a detailed description and discussion see, Bucur, Scripture, 42–70
] 

  
  


[bookmark: _Hlk47558031]#8 and #17; Genesis 20:13
It seems therefore that the original teaching of the rabbis was the same as the earlier Second Temple traditions; the name "אדני" in Gen 18:3 was referring to Abraham’s guests, and therefore not a holy name. As the understanding of this verse shifted and it became more widely understood that in fact Abraham was speaking in this verse to God, a new alternative verse needed to be found for the “one” divine name in the Abraham narrative that was in fact “not holy”. This shift is reflected in the later parallels. By choosing Gen 20:13, these later redactors gave up the symmetric phrasing and context of the original baraitah. The phrase "the first" was no longer appropriate, so it was modified to "one". The advantage of this phrasing is that now the teaching is not tied down to any specific verse in the Abraham story. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: As these are conclusions from your previous section it is confusing to have them under a different subheading  
Gen 20:13 has a whole host of contextual and hermeneutical problem of its own, albeit of a different sort. Abraham defends his actions by asserting that he feared for his life and “when God (Elohim) made me wander from my father's house, I said to her, "let this be the kindness that you shall do to me: whatever place we come to, say there of me, he is my brother”. The plural form of the verb "wander" (הִתְעוּ) is uncertain and uncommon when referring to God. It carries the negative connotation of tricking an individual, or leading them down a wrong path.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Compare for example, between Ps 119:176 and Isa 19:13. See, Gunkel, Genesis, 221–222, and Tov, Textual Criticism, 85 n. 136. ] 

The ancient translations understood this problematic verse in various ways. The LXX translated the verb back into the singular form ("ἐξάγειν"), “Now it came about when God brought me forth from my father’s house”. A similar translation can also be found in the Peshitta, "ܐܦܩܢܝ ܐܠܗܐ".[footnoteRef:35] Tg. Onq.[footnoteRef:36] solved this problem by making drastic changes to Scripture’s three words, "הִתְעוּ אֹתִי אֱלֹהִים": the causative form was changed into the more direct form; "תעי" was translated to ""טעי; and the subject was changed from God to the people.[footnoteRef:37] According to these sources, “Elohim” is the verse is referring to God and is therefore a sacred word.  [35:  See Wevers, Notes, 294–295, Zipor, The Septuagint, 254–255. The SP also partly solved the problem by changing the plural form to the singular (התעה). ]  [36:  The Aramaic rendition is, “It happened, when the nations erred after the works of their hands, the Lord brought me near to the fear of him, away from my father’s house”; והוה, כד טעו עממיא בתר עובדי ידיהון, יתי קריב יי לדחלתיה מבית אבא”.]  [37:  A similar solution can be found in the Tg. Neo., "And when the nations tried to lead me astray after their idols, and the Memra of the Lord took me".] 

A different opinion is documented in Tg. Ps.–J.:"והוה כד בעו לאטעאה יתי פלחי טעוותא, ונפקית מבית איבא " (“And it was when they sought to turn me aside to the worship of idols, and I went forth from my father's house) According to this translation, “Elohim” in the verse refers to idols, and not to God.[footnoteRef:38] Due to the ambiguity of the verse, a number of additional suggested solutions can be found in other rabbinic sources.[footnoteRef:39] As we have seen, the uncertainty of the name “Elohim” in Gen 20:13, lead to a question regarding its sacredness. As this is the only other place in the Abraham narrative where this occurs, it is understandable that it was therefore seen as an alternative to Gen 18:3, after the interpretation of "אדני" as a holy name was excepted, and the ancient tradition was forgotten or rejected.[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  For further discussion, see, Chester, Divine Revelation, 336; Komlosh, The Bible, 109–110; Maher, Targum, 21. n. 9, and Maori, The Peshitta, 89–90. ]  [39:  See, for example, Gen. Rab. §52:11, ed. Theodor–Albeck, 550 and the comments there; Kasher, Torah Shelemah, Vol. 3b, 832, n. 64. ]  [40:  Gen 20:13 is mentioned again in #17, but only in Masekhet Soferim. The absence of this verse from the list in Masekhet Sefer Torah, and the dispute over it in #8 may again be an indication of the secondary nature of Masekhet Soferim. ] 

  
#10 and #11 Micha and Navot	Comment by Miri Fenton: This is a good place to start a new section as you’re referring to new stories. I would introduce them as such. 
It seems fairly certain to what sections this passage of Masekhet Sefer Torah refers to. Navot:  Jezebel, the Phoenician princess, was the wife of Ahab, King of Israel. Navot owned a vineyard in proximity to King Ahab's palace and the king therefore wished to appropriate this property. Using their political power, Jezebel had Navot accused of “blessing”, cursing, “God and the king”. The lesson therefore is that the heathen Queen accused Navot of cursing God, and not a foreign idol.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  See: 1 Kgs 21:1–29, Lev 24:10–23. For discussion, see, Milgrom, Leviticus, 2101–2128. A similar clarification is found in #27. According to 2 Chr 35:21, the Egyptian Pharaoh Necho II warned King Josiah not to interfere with his march to the north to save the Assyrians. The Judean King ignored his warnings and was killed at the battle of Megiddo. According to 2 Chr (compare 2 Kgs 23:29. See, Japhet, The Ideology, 51–52), the Pharaoh claimed that his actions were guided by 'אלהים'. Is the Egyptian leader referring to the Hebrew Lord? According to the understanding of Masekhet Sefer Torah, yes, he is in fact speaking about the Hebrew Lord, and this name therefore is sacred. This teaching is not delivered unanimously. It is related in the name of R. Yossi the son of R. Yehuda. There are other opinions among the rabbis. For example, according to t. Taʿan. §2:9, ed. Lieberman, 333 (and parallels), this is a secular name. The Aramaic Targum rendered it as "טעוותי", which means a false god or idol. See, Geiger, Urschrift, 280, Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, vol. 5, 1094–1095.] 

The case of Micha (Judg 17:1–18:31) is more complicated, as can be understood from the following parallels:[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  There is a small fragment from the Cairo Genizah (Manchester: B 4838, Fragment 1), which seems to have been a marginal gloss. Its version is close but not identical to the version in the Babylonian Talmud: "In Micha R. Eliezer says some holy and some not holy". Its fragmentary condition does not allow to conclude any significant conclusion.   ] 


Table 2	Comment by Miri Fenton: See notes above on table 
	Sefer Torah 4:5	Comment by Miri Fenton: Do you mean Masekhet Sefer Torah?
	b. Šebu. 35b 
	y. Megila 1:9
	Soferim 4:10 

	All the names said regarding Micah are not holy, even <<Ya>>[footnoteRef:43]. [43:  In Ms. JTS ENA 2237: "ביה". Corrected according to the other manuscripts. ] 

	All names said regarding <<Navot>> are holy. in Mich<<a>> not holy.
R. Eliezer says: in Navot holy. 
In Micha some are holy and some not. What is said in Alef Lamed is not holy, in Yod Hei, holy.
 
	All the names said regarding Micha even though they are written in Yod Hei, they are not holy, except one which is holy, "the House of God stood in Shiloh" (Judg 18:31).

	All the names said regarding Micah are not holy. Rabbi Yossi says, those with Yod Hei are holy, those with Alef Lamed are not holy, except for, “the House of God stood at Shiloh” (Judg 18:31).


	In Navot holy, even El.
	Except from this name, even though it is in Alef Lamed, it is holy, "the House of God stood in Shiloh" (Judg 18:31).
	All names written in Navot, even though they are written in Alef Lamed they are holy, "Navot has reviled God and king".
	 And all the names said regarding Navot are holy, "Navot has reviled god and king" (1 Kgs 21:13).



Table 2
Masekhet Sefer Torah’s core teaching that all prima facie divine names, (even the tetragrammaton), are in fact not sacred is a novel opinion. [footnoteRef:44] Two supplements to this core teaching are documented: the first appears in the Babylonian Talmud, attributed to R. Eliezer, that not all the divine names in Micha’s narrative are holy. A distinction must be drawn between those names written with an Alef Lamed (not holy), and those with a Yod Hei (holy). Masekhet Soferim relates a similar opinion in the name of R. Yossi. This later source appears to be an attempt in diminishing the novelty of the earlier teaching. In Masekhet Soferim and b. Shev., the terms are less clear, as evidenced by the attempt to explain the controversial source.  [44:  Medieval biblical exegetes also dealt with the challenge of properly interpreting the divine names in the Micha narrative. See, for example, Rashi's commentary on Judg 17:5, 18:5–6; Kimchi on Judg 17:5, 18:5, 18:30, and Gersonides on Judg 17:3–50.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk54695161]The second supplement is that Judg 18:31 is an exception to the above rule concerning the Micha narrative; this verse indeed contains a holy name. This is a puzzling teaching as this verse is referring to the legitimate "בית האלהים", tabernacle in Shiloh, and has nothing to do with Micha's idol or shrine. It is unlikely to assume that even Masekhet Sefer Torah would have considered Judg 18:31 to be an example of a non-holy name. In addition, the ancient translations of the Micha narrative rendered practically all the divine names therein as holy, and thereby demonstrated a different understanding from the rulings of Masekhet Sefer Torah and even the more tempered versions in its parallels.[footnoteRef:45] Therefore, this specific tradition requires a closer examination.  [45:  One exception: Tg. J. translation of "בית אלהים" (Judg 17:5), as "בית טעותא", "house of idols". Compare the literal translation in the Peshitta, "the house of God". ] 

Judges 17–18: Polemic(s) Narrative(s) Portion(s)
Some Biblical scholars suggest a polemic reading of the story of Micah. Judean scribe(s) composed a narrative whereby a thief, and a priest for hire, set up an illegitimate temple up north. The background to this is the controversial temples for the bull cult that Jeroboam I established in Bethel and Dan.[footnoteRef:46] Notice that according to the redactor, all the characters in the story behave as if their deeds are wanted before God (Judg 17:2–3, 5, 13; 18:5–6, 10).[footnoteRef:47] The later sources were unaware of the inherent polemic, but rather focused on Micha's idol worship as an example of the religious failings of the ancient Israelites, as will be discussed shortly. [46:  See, Gunn, Judges, 231–242; Na'aman, "The Danite Campaign"; Schneider, Judges, 230–231. ]  [47:  See, Amit, Judges, 328–329; Kaufman, The Religion, 147, 198. For a discussion on the complex nature of the text, see, Muller, "Micha Story", and Zakovitch, "The Associative Arrangement".] 


Micha: Judges 17–18 or 17:1–6?
[bookmark: _Hlk54696742]Underlying the above discussion is the definition of Micha’s narrative as encompassing Judg 17–18. Although discussions or references to Micha's idol outside the Hebrew Bible are relatively rare, there is evidence that Judg 17:1–6, was understood as an independent unit. 
According to the Masorah, Judg 17:1–6 is an independent unit, opening and ending with open portions (פרשות פתוחות). It concludes with the redactor’s theme that as there was no king, "every man did that which was right in his own eyes" (Judg 17:6).[footnoteRef:48] There is a Tannaitic tradition that during the exodus from Egypt, the Israelites carried Micha's idol with them. [footnoteRef:49] This tradition does not require to read any further than Judg 17:1–6. This division of the narrative is also reflected in in Pseudo-Philo’s Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum. In chapters 44–45, the author rewrites the Micha narrative, and in the process rewrites and omits several details from his Biblical source. [footnoteRef:50] This description as well is solely based on Judg 17:1–6.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  In addition, in Judg 17:1, the name of the main character is spelled 'Michyahu'. Later it is spelled 'Micha'. This may be an indicator of different source materials. See, Brettler, "Micha"; Boling, Judges, 258–259; Frolov, Judges, 278–279.]  [49:  See for example: Sifre Num. §84 ed. Kahana 210, and discussion, ibid. 585–586. According to S. ʿOlam Rab. §23, Micha's idol was brought to the Temple in Jerusalem by King Menashe. See Milikowsky, Seder Olam, vol 2., 212. ]  [50:  Falsely attributed to Philo, most scholars estimate that it was written sometime between the middle of the first century CE, to the middle of the second century CE. See, Jacobson, A Commentary, vol. 1, 199–210. Pseudo–Philo expands on the biblical material by describing the idol as being carved with figures of boys, a lion, an eagle, a serpent, and a dove (LAB, 44:5, ed. Jacobson, 167). For further discussions see: Murphy, Pseudo-Philo, 173–174, 252–254 and 266 and Norman, Do You Not, 50–51.]  [51:  Further on, the author does refer to the subsequent chapters. He remarks on the divine punishment meted out to Micha, his mother, and the tribe of Benjamin, because, "they were the first to be led astray after Micha" (§44:8, ed. Jacobson, 167).] 

The interpretative framework of Masekhet Sefer Torah, reading all the divine names, even YHWH, in Judg 17:1–6, as not holy, is also implied in LAB. According to this text, Delilah,[footnoteRef:52] Micha's mother, encouraged her son to build an idol. The Masoretic text reads: "I solemnly consecrate my silver to the Lord (YHWH) for my son to make an idol overlaid with silver I will give it back to you" (Judg 17:3). In LAB 44:2, we read: "Take that gold and melt it down and make yourself idols, and they will serve as gods for you".[footnoteRef:53] The impression is that Masekhet Sefer Torah and LAB share the same understanding that the sketch of the Micha narrative in Judg 17:1–6, is solely dealing in false worship made to false gods (so-called “gods”) of melted metal. Despite the thematic reasons for this decision, the de-sanctification of the tetragrammaton remains a radical reading of holy writ. There is no parallel to this ruling that I am aware of. When "translated" to halachic terms, the consequence was a highly irregular definition of YHWH as "not holy".  [52:  For this identification, see: Ginzburg, Legends, vol. 6, 209.]  [53:  Although the author of LAB rewrote Judg 17:1–6 freely, it seems that he understood that all the divine names mentioned in these verses are not holy: “Take that gold and melt it down and make for yourself idols, and they will serve as gods for you, and you will be their priest … your title will be ‘priest’, and you will be called ‘a worshipper of the gods’ (LAB 44:2–3, ed. Jacobson, 166). See: Jacobson, A Commentary, 1004–1006.] 

Therefore, it seems correct to suggest that the ruling of Masekhet Sefer Torah refers solely to Judg 17:1–6. The composers of the later parallels understood that "Micha" consisted of Judg 17–18. This created a new hermeneutical problem: it is impossible to read Judg 18:30 as a non-holy text and therefore it must be understood as an exception. 
This reading can also help us understanding the ruling of R. Yossi/R. Eliezer. They too assumed that the "Micha" portion included Judg 17–18. They therefore tried to minimize the radical reading by ruling that all mentions of Yod Hei, such as in the mouth of Micha's mother in 17:2–3, are holy. But still, the more expansive understanding of the section of “Micha” is incoherent and almost impossible, and the proposed solution only partially solves the problem. In Judg 18:5–6, members of the tribe of Dan asked the priest for God's directions, and he replied that their way is guided by the Lord. TheyHe useds the name ‘Elohim’ and he replied using in the beginning of his response and the name ‘YHWH’ at the end. Is it conceivable that the priest would switch his allegiance thus, in the middle of a sentence? Can two names, uttered in the same conversation by the same person in the same verse, have different ritual status? Here too, Masekhet Sefer Torah in fact preserved the original rulings. These rulings, already at an early stage, were misunderstood, and therefore modified in later sources and by the sages.  
*

Other Rabbinic Adjustments 
#3 Gen 31:53: Between the God of Abraham and the god of Nahor
According to Masekhet Sefer Torah (4:4) and Masekhet Soferim (4:7), "the God of Abraham" is holy, "the god of Nahor" is not holy, and "their ancestral deities" is also not holy. This verse has been the subject of some discomfort and ambiguity.[footnoteRef:54]  [54:  See: Geiger, Urschrift, 284; Miller, The Religion, 63; Sarna, Genesis, 222; Wevers, Notes, 525–526, and Zipor, The Septuagint, 401. ] 

According to the Masoretic text, Laban was declaring that the God of Abraham, and the god of Nahor, should "judge" ("ישפטו") between them, the ‘deities of their father’. The phraseology of this verse is difficult, and this had led some scholars to see evidence of a marginal gloss that with the passage of time made it into the body of the text. Take note that the exact words "אלהי אביהם", do not appear in the LXX, a possible indication of its later provenance. The LXX and the SP have the verb “judge” in the singular form ("κρινεῖ";"ישפט").[footnoteRef:55] The SP reads, “God of Abraham and god of Na’or, God of Abraham will judge between us”. This most probably is a latter correction by a zealous scribe.[footnoteRef:56]  [55:  Cf. Vulgate: "Deus Abraham et deus Nahor, iudicet inter nos, Deus patris eorum". See Nachmanides's commentary to this verse; Gunkel, Genesis, 341.]  [56:  See, Goldstein, "From Gods"; Ibid., "YHWH's Inheritance".] 

[bookmark: _Hlk49378838]Masekhet Sefer Torah, followed by Masekhet Soferim, must also be seen as an attempt to make sense of a complicated verse. What remains, however, to understand, is the ruling that "אלהי אביהם” is not holy. If "אלהי אברהם" from the beginning of the verse is holy, and "אלהי אביהם" also includes Abraham’s deity, then why is it a non-holy name? Should it not be considered “holy and not holy”, as found in other places and that the version in these sources is an attempt to avoid ןncluding under the same definition both the God of Abraham and god of Na’or? Indeed, a tradition in this vein can be found in Gen. Rab., in what seems to be a quotation from an earlier source that is very close to the formulation currently found in Masekhet Sefer Torah: "‘The God of their fathers’ is both holy and not holy".[footnoteRef:57] In addition, a fragment from Hilkhot Sefer Torah found in the Cairo Genizah might preserve the same original version of this work. This book summarizes various laws related to the writing of the Hebrew Bible, using a variety of sources from the classic rabbinic literature; saying and writings of Geonic and Middle Ages rabbis[footnoteRef:58]. This text quotes a passage from what the author calls, "ברייתא דספרים". This baraitah concurs that "the God of Abraham" is holy, and "the god of Nahor" is not holy. It also preserves the ruling that, "אלהי אביהם משמש קודש וחול".[footnoteRef:59] It may be that this Geniza fragment preserves the original teaching of Masekhet Sefer Torah. Later, some sages had theological qualms concerning a holy and profane deity coexisting in the same name. The ruling was therefore changed and "אלהי אביהם" was de-sanctified. In the next section, we will again witness how a the 	Comment by Miri Fenton: Unless you have other evidence I would delete, this seems tangential  [57:  Gen. Rab. §74:16, ed. Theodor–Albeck 875.]  [58:   For a detailed description see Abramson, Hilkhot Sefer Torah, especially part II, 3–12. Abramson's conclusion is: "From everything we have written so far we have found that the author used a lot of Masekhet Soferim and his version is different from what we have before us, and completely different version was before him" 12.     ]  [59:  Adler, An Eleventh Century, 28. This ruling can be integrated with the above Midrashic tradition. ] 

same theological adjustment might had led to a legal accommodation. 

[bookmark: _tyjcwt][bookmark: _Hlk57114557][bookmark: _Hlk43289559] #4 Exodus 22:27: Not to Speak Evil - of God or of ‘the gods’?
Exod 22:27 forbids cursing God (אלהים) and chieftain (נשיא): “You shall not revile God, nor put a curse upon a chieftain among your people”. [footnoteRef:60] While it is clear that ‘a chieftain’, can only refer to a flesh-and-blood human, "אלהים" as we have already noted, can be interpreted both as a divine being and a human being. Since “chieftain” and “God” are in parallel with one another, they can be presumed to have the same meaning. Just as “chieftain” is human, so is “God”. [60:  See also discussion on #11; page ???] 

Masekhet Sefer Torah (4:4) and Masekhet Soferim (4:9) record a rabbinic debate concerning this possible divine name. An anonymous ruling is that "אלהים" is both, “serves holy and not holy” (משמש קודש וחול). R. Ishmael disagrees; in his view, it is a holy name. There has been a suggestion that this passage is best understood in the context of a well-documented debate between R. Akiva and R. Ishmael whether "אלהים" in Exod. 22:27 means God or human judges.[footnoteRef:61] This interpretation seems incorrect.[footnoteRef:62] The anonymous ruling is not identical to that of R. Akiva. One holds that "אלהים" is solely holy, while the other thinks that it can bear two meanings. Furthermore, the general theme of Masekhet Sefer Torah is cases that "אלהים" in Exod 22:27, can be understood as God or falseGod, false gods or angels, but it doesn't relate to not humans.  Therefore, a different explanation must be suggested for the ruling of Masekhet Sefer Torah that "אלהים" in Exod 22:27 can be interpreted as both holy and not holy.  [61:  See for example: Mek. de R. Ishmael, Kaspah 19, ed. Horvitz–Rabin, 317; Sifra Kedoshim, 9:7 (91c); y. Sanh. 7:8 (25a); b. Sanh. 66a. There is a change in the rabbinic literature regarding the names of the speakers, what is the opinion of Rabbi Akiva and what is the opinion of Rabbi Ishmael. For other early rabbinic commentaries, see Kasher, Torah Shelemah, vol. 18, 124–128. The interpretation of "אלהים" as "judges" may be implied in the Temple Scroll 64:12. see: Schwartz, the Contemners. The Aramaic translations, including the Peshitta, all rendered "אלהים" as "judges". See: Geiger, Urschrift, 280–281; Maori. The Peshitta, 147–148; Shammah, The Mekhiltot, 341–342. A Similar solution can be found in the famous portion of "בני האלהים" in Gen. 6:2–4. For discussion on the ancient interpretations see: Kugel, Traditions, 179–183 and 200–212. ]  [62:  The Vilna Gaon also sensed that the text as it stood could not be harmonized with the R.Akiva/Ishmael debate. He therefore suggested amending the text of Masekhet Soferim (4, n.8) to make it consistent 
 with the later sources.] 

A well-documented tradition from the Second Temple period -found in the LXX, Philo and Flavius Josephus - interpreted "אלהים" in this verse in the plural; "gods" – "θεοὺς". Philo, following the Greek translation (“do not speak evil of the gods”), and JosephusFlavius, explained the prohibition as forbidding the Jews to curse the gods of other nations.[footnoteRef:63] Scholars have suggested that this advocacy of universal tolerance was an apologetic attempt by the Jewish community in Alexandria to present Jewish law as tolerant of other faiths and respectful to other nations.[footnoteRef:64] [63:  Philo, Mos. 2:205; Spec. Laws, 1:53; QE 2, §5; Josephus, Ant. 4.207; Ag. Ap. 2.237. See also, Joseph and Aseneth 10:12 (13), ed. Charlesworth, 216, n. v. ]  [64:  See: Alon, "On Philo's Halakha", 112, n. 40; Barclay, Flavius, 306, n. 958; Chester, Divine Revelation, 334; Goldenberg, "The Septuagint"; Goshen-Gottstein, Fragments, vol. 2, 45–46; Wolfson, Philo, vol. 1, 175; Van der Horst, "Thou Shalt Not".] 

If we assume that the original text of Masekhet Sefer Torah did not include the opinion of R. Ishmael,[footnoteRef:65] it then corresponds directly to this tradition, hereto unknown in the rabbinic corpus. It proves that this reading was also known in the Land of Israel and was not strictly the product of Jews living in Hellenistic society. What might have happened is that a later redactor could not accept this rather pluralistic tradition. He therefore added the view of R. Ishmael, and thereby "wrapped" this early tradition in a different, well- known, rabbinic debate. A teaching about the gods of other nations thus became transformed into a different conversation about human judges and false gods.[footnoteRef:66] 	Comment by Miri Fenton: Is this a key part of your argument (or one of your arguments)? Or just a suggestion about this specific example?  [65:  Yal. Shimoni §856 quotes the passage from Masekhet Soferim but without the dissenting opinion of R. Ishmael. This may be a witness to a remnant of an earlier version of this tradition where the opinion of R. Ishmael was not included in the text. ]  [66:  See the sources mentioned in supra, n. 59.] 


#22 Two Powers in Heaven
A psalm of Asaph. God (אֱלֹהִים) stands in the divine assembly; among the divine beings (אֱלֹהִים) He pronounces judgment. (Ps 82:1)
Masekhet Sefer Torah (4:6) and Masekhet Soferim (4:21) both rule that "אלהים" in this verse should be understood as both a holy and also a not holy name. As it appears twice in the verse, traditional commentators to Masekhet Soferim argued as to which occurrence the ruling was referring. Some have suggested that the teaching was referring to both names, the first to the Almighty, and therefore holy, and the second, following a rabbinic tradition, to human judges, and therefore not holy.[footnoteRef:67] Others rejected this suggestion, rightfully arguing that if so, the ruling should have read: "the first is holy, and the last is not holy", as we find in other cases in the list.[footnoteRef:68]  [67:  See, Nahalat Ya'akov, on Masekhet Sefer Torah (4:6), s.v. v’Yesh.]  [68:  For example, #2; #8; #9; #18; #23 and 24. ] 

The phrase "serves (משמש) as holy and not holy", clearly bears a different meaning. Earlier, in #4, we saw that the meaning was that the divine name can bear multiple meanings. This is also the definition of "שמש", a term in rabbinic Hebrew, borrowed from Aramaic.[footnoteRef:69] Some have therefore suggested that Masekhet Sefer Torah and Masekhet Soferim are only ruling on the second part of the verse (“among the divine beings (אֱלֹהִים) He pronounces judgment.”). [footnoteRef:70] Yet, if so, why is the first part of the verse quoted, and what is the meaning of "holy and not holy"? What are the two interpretations that this term is meant to signify?  Therefore, a different solution should be considered. [69:  See, Moreshet, A Lexicon, 371–372, Kahana, Sifre, 616–617. ]  [70:  As in #4. See discussion above. Some interpreters suggested that the enigmatic name that can be understood as both holy and not holy was 'אל' (Nahalat Ya'akov, on Masekhet Sefer Torah (4:6)). For a further review of traditional interpretations, see ibid. 108, n. 101. ] 

*
Psalm 82, and especially verses 1–6, pictures God standing in the middle of His heavenly council. The exact meaning of this hymn, and its Mesopotamian background, is of great interest to scholars dealing with Biblical theology.[footnoteRef:71] Our focus, however, is how verses 1–2 were understood in late antiquity.[footnoteRef:72] The assumption of the following discussion is that it is not a henotheistic hymn. Rather, we will present the three basic interpretations that can be found in the literature of the late Second Temple, early rabbinic and early Christianity time periods. According to the first two, the first appearance of "אלהים", means "God". According to the first tradition, documented for example in the Peshitta, "עדת אל", should be interpreted as heavenly angels: " ܐܠܗܐ ܩܡ ܒܟܢܫܐ ܕܡܠܐ̈ܟܐ܂ ܘܒܓܘ ܡܠܐ̈ܟܐ ܢܕܘܢ"; namely that God Almighty is standing in the assembly of his angels.[footnoteRef:73] Similar descriptions of God surrounded by his celestial retinue can be found in several Biblical texts, and later, in texts from the Second Temple period. A second tradition to this verse, or to be more exact, to the first part of this verse, "אלהים נצב בעדת אל", is documented in the early rabbinic and Christian sources. According to this reading, "אלהים" means God or Shekhinah, and "עדת אל", a congregation of his human followers, or community of believers.[footnoteRef:74] 	Comment by Miri Fenton: There are four on my count.  [71:  See also Deut 32:8 (according to the reading found in the LXX and some of the texts from the Judean desert); 1 Kgs 22:19; Jub 15:31–32, and even explicitly in the later Midrash on Psalms §82:3, ed. Buber 185a. For discussions, see, for example: Colins, "Powers in Heaven"; Dahood, Palms, 268–271; Frankel, "El as the Speaking", 2–24; Hurtado, "Monotheism"; Miller, The Religion, 28–29; Smith, The Early History, 101–103; White, Yahwe's Council, 24–33. Goldstein, "YHWH's Inheritance", especially 15–16; Zakovitch, "Psalm 82". ]  [72:  There are two additional important aspects of Psalm 82 that will not be discussed here, as they are not connected directly to our subject. According to m. Tamid 7:4, Psalm 82 was part of the Temple liturgy, and indeed remains so even today in the service of the synagogue. For discussion, see, Trudinger, The Psalms, 40–51, 236–269. Verses 6–7 were interpreted in the Jewish and Christian traditions as a model of high expectations and big disappointments, referring to the sins of Adam and Eve and the golden calf made by the Israelites in the Sinai desert (see, for example, Sifre Deut. §320, ed. Finkelstein, 366; Tanhuma Beshlach, ed. Buber, 77; Justin Martyr, Dialogue, §124, ed. Falls, 340–341). For discussion, see, Edwards, The Jewish Interpretation, and Rokeach, Justin Martyr, 103–109. For other readings, based on a just system of reward and punishment, see, for example, Sifre Deut. §306, ed. Finkelstein, 341. ]  [73:  LXX translated the verse literally, "Ο θεὸς ἔστη ἐν συναγωγῇ θεῶν, ἐν μέσῳ δὲ θεοὺς διακρίνει", bearing the interpretation of "אלהים", as divine beings. Jerome also translated the verse literally in his Vulgate and homily to Ps 81:2. He was also aware of the Peshitta’s understanding, see: Kelly, Jerome, 153–167.      ]  [74:  See, Mek. de-Rashbi 20:16, ed. Epstein–Melamed, 156 and parallels; John 10:34–35; Irenaeus: "'God stood in the congregation of the gods. He judges among the gods". He [here] refers to the Father and the Son, and those who have received the adoption". Irenaeus, Against Heresies, IV:1, p. 418. See, Hayes, "The Torah"; Kister, Studies, 146–147. Regarding the term Shekhinah in early rabbinic literature as an expression of the presence of God in the world, see: Urbach, The Sages, 37–65, Scholem, On the Kabbalah, 104–109, 138–142. ] 

Another A third tradition bases itself on the theme of justice found in verses 2–8 and follows the conceptual assumption that 2"אלהים" can also connote other majestic beings, such as kings and judges. Therefore, the verse wishes to teach that human judges who sit in judgment, are sitting in the Divine presence and should take heed.[footnoteRef:75] These traditions, that do not see the later mentions of "אלוהים" as connoting a divine name, seemingly do not agree with Masekhet Sefer Torah.  [75:  Several rabbinic texts indeed read this verse as a warning to human judges. See, for example: Gen. Rab. §48:7, ed. Theodor–Albeck, 482; b. Sanh. 6b and parallels; the Aramaic translation that appears in: Goshen-Gottstein, Fragments, vol. 2, 33–34. For discussion, see, Edwards, The Jewish Interpretation, 17–77; ibid., Exegesis in Targum, 100–104.] 

There is however another tradition that may help explain this enigmatic teaching. Out of the caves of Qumran emerged a remarkable mid-first-century BCE document (11Q13), wherein the archangel Malchizedek is described as an ‘Elohim’, a heavenly judge presiding over the final judgment of evil. With him are the "עדת אל", his army of angels that will fight the wicked on the day of judgment.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  See, Aschim, "Melchzedek", 129–147; Davidson, Angels, 255–264; Kobelski, Malchizedek, 59–62; Kugel, Traditions, 276–293; van Der Horst, "Thou Shalt Not". ] 

It is the time for the <<year of grace>> of Malchizedek, and of [his] arm[ies, the nat]ion of the holy ones of God, of the rule of judgment, as is written about him in the songs of David, who said: Elohim will [st]and in the assem[bly of God,] in the midst of the gods he judges' (Ps. 82:2) and] above [it] to the heights, return: God will judge the peoples'.[footnoteRef:77] [77:  The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, 1206–1207. ] 

Semantically, "אלהים" may bear the meaning of both God, or an angel.[footnoteRef:78] This reading has some wider contexts both in the interpretation of Ps. 82:2 and in Jewish and Christian antiquity believes and ideas.    Here too, as in #8 and #9, We found an interesting parallel in early Christian literature. Again, Justyn Martyr in his Dialog with Trypho interpreted Ps. 82 as follows:  [78:  In Exod. 3:2–6, the burning bush episode, it is unclear who is speaking to Moses: the angel of God or God Himself (YHWH). This ambiguity was described by Trypho, "From the words you quoted … the only conclusion we can draw is that it was an Angel who was seen in the fiery bush, but God who talked with Moses; so that in the apparition there were really two Persons together: Angel and God" (Justin Martyr, Dialogue, §60, ed. Falls, 242–243). See, Rokeach, Justin Martyr, 27. A similar confusion can be found in Judg. 6:11–24. The identity of the speak er to Gideon is not consistent. At times it seems to be an angel (verses 11, 12, 20 et. al.) and at times, God Himself (14 and 16). LXX, consistently, only uses the word for angel. For other examples and discussion, see, Much, Studies, 89–93; Tuschling, Angels, 87; Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology, 107.] 

Gentlemen, hear how the Holy Spirit says this people are all sons of the Most High, and that Christ Himself shall be present in their assembly to pass judgment on every race. Here are His words as spoken through David … God standeth in the congregation of gods … I have also proved at length that the Holy Spirit calls Christ God (Justin Martyr, Dialogue, §124, ed. Falls, 340–341).
 According to Justin Martyr, the first appearance of "God" in Ps. 82:2 relates to both Jesus and God. A similar reading, we find in the words of Irenaeus: "'God stood in the congregation of the gods. He judges among the gods". He [here] refers to the Father and the Son, and those who have received the adoption"( Irenaeus, Against Heresies, IV:1, p. 418). A straight line can be drawn between these sources, interpreting the first appearance of God in Pls 82:2 as carrying the meaning not the plane expected meaning of God, but of a heavenly being. 
From a wider perspective, Second Temple Judaism, based upon earlier Biblical traditions, knew of an angelic being that is elevated to the highest rungs of heaven.[footnoteRef:79] The exact identification of this divine being, its exact relation to God, and the entire concept of "two powers in heaven" is quite ambiguous in this literature.[footnoteRef:80] Nevertheless, as pointed out by some scholars, what can be said is that this early belief was an organic part of Jewish thought and slowly developed into a heresy, excluded from normative belief, yet not without leaving its traces on the literature, theology, and practice of the early Christian communities.[footnoteRef:81]  [79:  See: Colins, "Powers in Heaven"; Horbuy, Jewish Messianism, 64–108, 149–152; Kister, "Metatron"; Kugel, Traditions, 535; ibid., "Prayer of Enosh"; Paz, "Metatron"; Segal, Two Powers, 260–267; Tuschling, Angels, 21–81; Urbach, The Sages, 135–183. For a different perspective, see, Goshen–Gottstein, "Shifting Scholarly". ]  [80:  See previous note, and Collins, Daniel, 390; Flusser, "Not by the Hand"; Horbury, "Jewish Messianism"; Mizrahi, "God, Gods"; Stuckenbruck, '''Angels' and 'God'".]  [81:  See for example: Apoc. Zeph. 6:11–15, ed. Charlesworth, 513, and tHul. 2:18, ed. Zuckermandel, 503; Bach, Studies, pp. 393–401; Bauckham, The Climax, 118–148; Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic, 197–198, 305–307, 381–382; Boyarin, "Beyond Judaism"; Efrati, Psiqata, 175–196; Kister, "Let Us Make"; Schneider, The Appearance, 134–143, Paz, "Metatron"; Schremer, "Midrash"; Segal, Two Powers, 71; Stuckenbruck, Angel, 269–273. ] 


Returning to the tradition found in Masekhet Sefer Torah, we can now safely assume that the original teaching related solely to the first part of Ps 81:2 and imbedded a tradition of an archangel, similar to that of 11Q13. As the ruling, "holy and not holy", refers to one specific name, the teaching therefore is that “Elohim”, relates simultaneously to God, and is therefore holy, and also to an archangel, and therefore is also not holy. 
As the teaching of "two powers in heaven" was no longer taught by the Rabbis, the later redactors of Masekhet Sefer Torah reinterpreted the earlier ruling. They accordingly now understood that the first appearance of the term "אלהים" was referring solely to God and a holy name. They then included the second part of the verse, ruling that the name therein was not holy by incorporating their hermeneutical traditions of "powerful judges", or "community of believers". However, as we have already seen, this compromise caused no small amount of other hermeneutical headaches.[footnoteRef:82] [82: As we have already seen above (#3, #4), a medieval textual witness supports this suggestion reading: Sefer HaAguda, 104, quoting Masekhet Soferim, "אלקים נצב בעדת אל משמש קדש וחול". ] 


Conclusions 

From its earliest days, the process of the transmission and preservation of the Hebrew Bible was under an ongoing tension between the commitment to preserve the sacred text and the motivation to "correct" it, in order to correspond to the transmitter's understandings, concepts and beliefs. Even after the gradual canonization process, textual, hermeneutical and theological problems did not disappear. Yet now, the answers would be provided by interpreters; not by scribes. In that manner, the determination of "holy/not holy" represents a second level of interpretation, after the relatively final canonization of the text itself. 
The list that has been the focus of this paper is a demonstration of the continuing effort by scribes, translators and interpreters, to pinpoint and attempt to solve hermeneutical conundrums. Indeed, not all problems are created equal. Elements of a text that can pass unscathed in one time period, can raise alarm bells in another, and the entire gamut of hermeneutical tools are then called into service. For example, we have seen the efforts undertaken to explain a biblical patriarch’s seeming recognition of multiple gods (#3). The reconstructed passage in Masekhet Sefer Torah can now be understood as part of that same effort. Originally, the story of Micha’s idol (#10) was a polemical attack against the Northern Kingdom. From the Second Temple period and on, the focus shifted to Micha's idol as being a model for unforgivable idolatry, while the original polemic context was long forgotten. The original teaching of Masekhet Sefer Torah related solely to Jud. 17:1–6, and not the entire unit of Jud. 17–18. 
The cases discussed in #4, #8, #10 and #22 are additional examples of the continuing interpretive attempts to explain theological and textual problems in the Hebrew Bible. The list has been corrupted, with the goal of bringing it into agreement with the changing teachings and beliefs of the later rabbinic world. However, once reconstructed correctly, Masekhet Sefer Torah occupies a shared universe with other, earlier, Second Temple-era traditions. For example, in #4, we found that the interpretation of Exod 22:27 as forbidding the Israelites to speak evil regarding the gods of other nations was considered to be an Alexandrian tradition. The reconstructed version of Masekhet Sefer Torah is proof of this tradition existing already in the early Rabbinic world.[footnoteRef:83]. This original version was later modified into a familiar dispute of R. Akiva and R. Ishmael. A similar phenomenon is found in #22. The original interpretation of Psalm 82:1 corresponds with Second Temple traditions concerning the belief in "two powers in heaven". As a result of this belief’s rejection from the mainstream rabbinic belief system, the original saying of Masekhet Sefer Torah was reinterpreted, simultaneously raising new textual difficulties. 	 [83:   Another example for this phenomenon can be found in #2, 'For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords …' (Deut 10:17 NJPS). According to Sep. Torah 4:4 and Sop. 4:6, in both phrases, 'God of gods' (אלהי האלהים) and 'Lord of lords' (אדני האדנים), the first phrase is holy, and the second is not. These expressions were somewhat documented in Biblical, post-Biblical and rabbinic literature, but their exact meaning is not discussed (see, for example: Ps 136:2–3; Dan. 4:47; 1 En. 9:14, and its partial Hebrew parallel in 1Q19bis and 4Q381 76–77:14; the Ap. Zephaniah A, ed. Charlesworth, 508; Sifra Miluim 6 ed. Weiss 43c; b. Megila 31a). One ancient interpretation understood that this verse is directed towards those who believe in the divinity of the solar system or angels (see, for example: Deut 4:19–20; Philo, Conf. §173, and 1 Cor. 8:5) For discussions, see: Segal, Dreams, 38; Orr and Walther, 1 Cor., 232–234; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, 206–207, 438–439; Wolfson, Philo, 11–12, 39–40, 173. Indeed, Masekhet Sefer Torah and Masekhet Soferim, are part of a vivid hermeneutical tradition.] 

The intensive effort to reevaluate the ancient traditions is relatively consistent. It is found again in #8. The common earlier understanding of Gen 18:3 was that Abraham was talking to angels. This reading is later rejected and with it went the original version of Masekhet Sefer Torah. The text was then changed from "first" to "one", and Gen 20:13 was preferred over Gen 18:3. We have also been able to pinpoint some of the original readings of Masekhet Sefer Torah in quotations from later medieval works (e.g., #3, #4 and #22).
We now understand that the tradition in Masekhet Sefer Torah was never a fixed list that was transmitted, unchanged, into later sources, such as the Talmuds and Masekhet Soferim. It was a living document, subject to the winds of change and agendas of its editors. In some cases (#8, #10) second century CE sages were dealing with rulings from the early halakhah. In other cases, they adjusted the ruling itself (#3, 4, #22). In general, more research is needed into the structure of the list. It does not follow any distinct criterion of order, such as the order of books in the Hebrew Bible, nor follow any organized theme.
Therefore, the impression is that this list was organized from several different lists (e.g., #8, #11) and additional verses were gradually added. Masekhet Sefer Torah, while a comparatively original text, also underwent adaptations, adjustments and additions. Why traditions were rejected or adjusted remains an open question with several possible avenues of exploration. In some cases, it is a result of an inner development in the rabbinic world (#3), or a loss of an early tradition (#10). In others, (#8, #22) an outside influence should be considered. Earlier interpretations may have been rejected once they were adopted by the burgeoning community of the followers of Jesus or binitarianism believers. These interpretations understood Abraham's visitors as representing the trinity (#8) and in Psalms 82 as an apotheosis or binitarian theology of "two powers in heaven" (#22). At some point, these interpretations were considered as "border crossing" and were therefore abandoned by the rabbinic sages. 	Comment by Miri Fenton: Is this your main conclusion? If so, is it new? Where does it sit in the scholarship? 
This short list is a "microhistory" of two major issues in the study of ancient Judaism: the transmission and continuity of Second Temple Judaism into the world of the rabbis, and the process of redaction, editing and transmission of rabbinic literature. Using a wide-range of research tools, an attempt has been made to reveal some of these mysteries and look over the shoulder of the rabbis as they dealt with their ancient legacy.	Comment by Miri Fenton: But I don’t think you’ve advanced a particularly clear argument about either on the basis of the examples presented. 
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