Ambiguity on the Level of the Plain Sense (peshat) in Rashi's Commentary on the Bible

Most biblical commentators agree that the biblical text can be understood on several different levels.
This principle of multivalence stems directly from the core premises of Jewish exegesis throughout the ages. The first premise is that the Torah has a divine source and is not the product of human authors. Another premise – that stems from the previous one – is that the Torah was given in a language that is loftier than the one spoken by humans. A third premise is that the Torah is relevant not only for the generation that received it but for all generations and every level of recipient. Combining these premises leads to the conclusion that the biblical text includes various layers that are suitable for different people at different times.
The biblical commentators assume that the Bible has multiple meanings which are embedded in poetic or allegorical language, in variations of language, and similar phenomena. As noted above, the vast majority of Jewish biblical commentators accept this approach, while those who reject multivalence within the various layers of exegesis are the exception. This embrace of multivalence is first found, on the one hand, in the writings of Philo of Alexandria and the Church Fathers, and on the other hand, in the hermeneutic approach of the Sages. Later on, it found expression in both the Spanish and French commentaries at the beginning of the second millennium, where the latter drew upon the tradition of the Sages, on the Spanish exegetes, and on their close contact with their scholarly Christian contemporaries. Christian and Muslim biblical exegetes throughout the ages have also accepted the principle of the multivalence of the text.
The principle of biblical multivalence is one of the basic pillars of the peshat [plain sense] school in Northern France during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Rashi, who founded this school, formulated his thoughts on the topic in several places. For example: “And the words of the Torah are like a hammer that smashes a rock into several senses, and I am here to explicate the plain sense of the text” (commentary on Gen 33:20); “One text can be explained in several senses but at the end, no text can be taken out of its plain sense and meaning” (Introduction to the Song of Songs).
This is not true for the multivalence that emerges from the different interpretations within the level of the peshat, of the plain sense. Just as most exegetes accept the notion of multivalence in the text, one can assume that they also accept the premise that within the plain sense of the text, there can be only one explanation. There is a widespread assumption that most exegetes could not conceive of more than one meaning within the peshat level of the Bible.
I will first say that finding examples where exegetes suggest more than one meaning within the plain sense of the text can be explained in several ways:
a. A textual problem: The exegete wrote only one peshat explanation, while the other explanation is a later addition (that stemmed from the exegete changing his mind, or from an addition that was unrelated to the exegete himself).
b. Exegetical assumptions: The exegete cited two (or more) interpretations and all but one are explicitly rejected. The question is why did he present the explanations that the exegete regarded as incorrect? In these cases, the rejected explanations were probably familiar from an earlier exegetical tradition, and the exegete found it important to express his discomfort with these explanations.	Comment by JA: בעברית: הנחות פרשניות.  גם בעברית זה לא כל כך מובן. על איזה הנחות מדובר? אולי עדיף: 
Polemical purposes
c. The uncertainty principle: The exegete was unable to decide which of the alternative explanations is correct, obliging him to present both to the reader, even though he believed that only one of them can be correct.
d. The multivalence principle: The exegete believed that there is more than one legitimate explanation within the plain sense of the biblical text.

As noted above, the accepted assumption is that the medieval exegetes did not believe that there could be more than one plain reading of a verse, and they argued about which is the true and correct plain meaning.
I am currently working on a research project with Prof. Jonathan Grossman of the Bible Department of Bar Ilan University. As part of this project, we are reexamining this accepted assumption. We systematically checked ten commentaries written during the Middle Ages: Among the French commentaries we looked at those composed by Rashi, R. Joseph Kara, Rashbam, R. Eliezer of Beaugency, and R. Joseph Bekhor Shor. Among the Spanish commentaries, we examined those by Ibn Ezra, Nahmanides, and R. Bahya ibn Paquda. Among the commentaries written in Provence, we looked at those of R. David Qimhi and R. Joseph Kaspi. Our goal was to identify double explanations according to peshat and to check whether the exegetes were aware of the possibility of there being several senses on the level of peshat. The current lecture focuses only on Rashi’s commentary.
A comprehensive examination of all of Rashi’s commentary on the Bible yielded dozens of cases in which Rashi offered two plain readings of the text, side by side. It seems likely that he believed that the biblical text intended to express both meanings simultaneously. I will now present seven examples to prove this claim.

The stylistic method termed the “alternate sense,” presents two different meanings for a word or an expression, both of which accord with the word and its use within the context. Our findings show that Rashi noted several words of this type. In the following cases, Rashi added an explicit methodological note that points to an understanding of the multivalence of the word being discussed.
1. In his commentary on the verse: “Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule[וירדו] over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground’” (Gen 1:26), Rashi wrote: “‘So that they may rule over the fish in the sea’ – this expression [וירדו] has the meaning of both ‘subjugation’ [רידוי]and ‘inferiority’ [ירידה]. If he merits – he will subjugate the livestock and the wild animals, and if he does not merit – he will become inferior to them, and the animals will rule over him.” According to his understanding, the word "רדו" (‘rule’) serves in alternate senses as both subjugation and inferiority. The source of this explanation is Bereshit Rabba.
2. In his commentary on the verse: “And he received the gold from their hand, and he fashioned it with an engraving tool, and made a molded calf. Then they said, ‘This is your god, O Israel, that brought you out of the land of Egypt!’” (Ex 32:4), Rashi wrote: “‘And he fashioned it with an engraving tool’ – this should be interpreted in two ways: First, ‘and he fashioned it’ [ויצר] in the sense of tying, ‘with an engraving tool’ [בחרט] in the sense of a garment […] and second, ‘and he fashioned it’ [ויצר] in the sense of formation, and ‘with and engraving tool’ [בחרט] meaning a tool used by goldsmiths, with which they engrave and cut figures into gold, like a writer's stylus that incises letters on boards and tablets.” He understands the word ויצר as having alternate senses – both as ‘tying’ and as ‘formation,’ and, accordingly, understands the word בחרט as signifying a type of clothing or a kind of tool used by goldsmiths for chiseling. We did not find an earlier source for this double explanation, and it seems to be Rashi’s innovation.
3. In his commentary on the verse: “But there will be no gloom for those who were in anguish. In the former time, he brought into contempt [הקל] the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make glorious [הכביד] the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the nations” (Isa 8:23), Rashi wrote: “‘Will make glorious’ [הכביד] – swept it all as one who sweeps the house. And it should also be explicated in the sense of heaviness [כובד], according to the context, where it first says הקל ארצה זבולון, where הקל – ‘lightening’ is used in the sense of ‘contempt,’ and later on it says והאחרון הכביד – and the latter will be made glorious. Rashi explained God’s actions, as referred to using the verb הכביד, in alternate senses: The first sense is the act of sweeping, meaning removal. The second sense is that of heaviness, and it arises from the contrast between the beginning of the verse, which mentions הקל (to make light), and the end of the verse, which mentions הכביד (to make heavy). We did not find an earlier source for this double meaning, and it seems to be Rashi’s innovation. The transition formula that Rashi used, “and it should be explained even as,” demonstrates that this is not a double explanation that stems from the uncertainty principle, but an assertion that these are alternate senses.
In the examples brought thus far, Rashi appears to have viewed the different senses that emerge from the texts as equal in value. There are also cases in which Rashi understands the author to have embedded an utterance with multiple meanings, but differentiated between the different senses: where one sense is the principal one, which the reader applies to the text, and the alternative sense arises as an accompanying intimation, bearing a lower semantic status. I will now present a few examples of this in Rashi’s commentary.
4. Let us begin with a case where it seems that Rashi was aware of an “auxiliary meaning.” On the verse: “And the posts of the door were shaken by the voice of he who cried out, and the house was filled with smoke” (Isa 6:4), Rashi wrote: “[…] On the day that Uzziah was about to offer incense in the temple, the heavens were in a commotion to burn him, meaning: His punishment is to be by fire […], and this is why they are called seraphim – that they came to burn him (lesorefo).” Rashi is referring to what it says in verse 2: “Seraphim stood above Him.” The principal sense of the word seraphim is, of course, angels, but Rashi suggests that the prophet used this particular word in v. 2 to hint at the punishment of fire intended for Uzziah. The continuation of the verse, “and the house was filled with smoke,” also hints at the accompanying meaning. Rashi took this explanation from Midrash Tanhuma.
5. Regarding Ishmael, we read: “And they dwelt from Havilah unto Shur that is before Egypt, as you go toward Asshur: over against all his brethren he did settle [נפל]” (Gen 25:18). Rashi explained: “‘He did settle [נפל]’ – dwelt, as in ‘The Midianites, the Amalekites, and all the other eastern peoples had settled [נופלים] in the valley’ (Jud 7:12). Here he used the term נפילה, and there he says ‘and he shall dwell [ישכן] in the presence of all his brethren’ (Gen 16:12). Until Abraham dies – he will ישכן [dwell, or settle] and after Abraham dies – he will נפל [meaning fall, or be overthrown].” Rashi’s first explanation for the word נפל is in the sense of שכן, settling, or dwelling; Rashi supports this reading from a verse in Judges. Rashi took advantage of the use of the verb נפ"ל, comparing it to a parallel verse that explicitly uses the verb שכ"ן, to suggest an alternate meaning – that of falling or being overthrown.
One common way of embedding deliberate polysemy in the Bible is to use atypical spelling. The atypical spelling enables the incorporation of alternate senses within the same word and allows the authors to hint at additional meanings beyond the primary meaning that arises from the standard spelling. In the following examples, Rashi added explicit methodological expressions that attest to his awareness of the multivalence that arises from linguistic atypicality.
6. On the verse: “Then He brought me into the inner court of the Lord’s house; and there, at the door of the temple of the Lord, between the porch and the altar, were about twenty-five men with their backs toward the temple of the Lord and their faces toward the east, and they were worshiping [משתחויתם] the sun toward the east” (Ezek 8:16), Rashi wrote: “‘And they were worshiping [משתחויתם]’ – serves as two words, in the sense of destruction [השחתה] and in the sense of prostration [השתחויה]. Similarly in the Jerusalem Talmud, ‘they destroy the temple and bow down to the sun’ [משחיתים ההיכל ומשתחים לחמה], and it was thus translated by [Pseudo]Jonathan, ‘and they were destroying and worshiping’ [ואינון מתחבלין וסגדין].” The odd language alludes, according to this explanation, to the two negative acts that the prophet sees – both the destruction of the temple and the worshiping of the sun. Rashi cites the Jerusalem Talmud and Jonathan’s translation as his sources, where 'משתחויתם' is translated according to both senses.
7. On the verse: “On that day shall they take up a parable against you, and lament with a doleful lamentation, and say: ‘We are utterly ruined; He changes the portion of my people; How does he remove it from me! Instead of restoring our fields, he divides them’” (Mic 2:4), Rashi wrote: “And the term נשדנו [we are utterly ruined] which is written with the letter nun at the beginning of the word, instead of being written שדונו, this is because it comes to express two meanings: the meaning ‘we were acted upon’ [נפעלנו], and the meaning ‘we acted’ [פעלנו]. If it were written נשדנו then the language would apply to those who were ruined and not to those who did the ruining. And if it were written שדונו then the language would apply to those who did the ruining and not to those who were ruined. But now it applies to both: נתננו ביד אשר שדונו, we were given into the hand of those who ruined us.” Rashi explicitly pointed to the linguistic anomaly and learned from it that the odd word should be understood in two different ways – as applying both to those who did the ruining and to those who were ruined. We did not find an early source for this explanation, and it seems to be Rashi’s innovation.
In sum, we uncovered cases where Rashi offered two peshat explanations, one alongside the other, on the assumption that the biblical formulation allows both to exist concurrently. Rashi therefore believed in the multivalence principle not only regarding a peshat reading alongside a derash one but also regarding two concurrent peshat explanations.
