	This assumption is reflected in the writings of Rashbam (Rabbi Samuel ben Meir), the greatest of the medieval peshaṭ commentators. Rashbam perceived the talmudic rabbis and the generations of commentators that preceded him as making an educated decision to focus on midrashic exegesis rather than on the plain meaning of the text. According to Rashbam, derash is of primary significance, while the peshaṭ is less important. It was thus only natural for generations of sages to devote their efforts to interpreting the Torah in the manner of derash and not in the manner of peshaṭ, and Rashbam depicts this choice as a reflection of their ‘piety.’ Rashbam’s comments imply a continuous awareness of the principles of peshaṭ interpretation since ancient times, culminating in his own commentaries. The decision whether to focus on peshaṭ or on derash depended exclusively on the preferences of the commentators. Moreover, Rashbam points to the Sages’ familiarity with peshaṭ interpretation as a justification for basing his own commentaries entirely on the simple meaning of the text. Rashbam famously stated in the name of his grandfather Rashi (Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac) that biblical texts should be interpreted “based on the insights into the plain meaning of Scripture that are newly thought of day by day.” This statement indicates his recognition of the relative nature of peshaṭ interpretation. The methodological principles of peshaṭ interpretation do not change. However, knowledge undergoes continual change from generation to generation, enabling each generation of commentators to offer peshaṭ interpretations which surpass those of their predecessors.	Comment by Author: This can be changed to “due to their piety” as suggested, but I think the present translation is smoother.	Comment by Author: subjective?	Comment by Author: My addition
	Like Rashbam, Ibn Ezra presumed that peshaṭ interpretation had always been known, and he notes repeatedly that the talmudic rabbis had a strong command of this method. For example, he writes: 

Now, my son, pay attention: Our ancient ones (may their memories be a blessing), the transmitters of the commandments, interpreted passages, verses, words, and letters in a homiletical manner [‘al derekh derash]. [They did this] in the Mishna, in the Talmud, and in beraitot. There is no doubt that they knew the ‘straight way,’ [yashar/‘straight’ in Ibn Ezra’s terminology is equivalent to peshaṭ] since they stated the rule: “A verse never departs from its plain meaning.” [’ein miqra’ yoṣe’ miyedey peshuṭo] The homiletical interpretation [derash] adds extra meaning [tosefet ṭa‘am].

Similarly, he writes: 

…

Regarding the Aramaic translation of the Torah, which was also viewed as part of rabbinic literature: 

…

According to Ibn Ezra, the Sages’ goal was to educate and preserve knowledge about the commandments and daily Jewish practice—and not to interpret the Torah. Had they aspired to do so, they would have used the method of peshaṭ interpretation, which they knew well. 
In the centuries following the period of Rashbam and Ibn Ezra (both of whom lived in the twelfth century), peshaṭ interpretation faced challenging times and became somewhat less popular. Nevertheless, some Jews continued to engage in peshaṭ interpretation of the Torah throughout the Middle Ages, in the Early Modern period, and up until today—in Eastern and Western lands alike. It seems that these commentators operated under the assumption that peshaṭ interpretation was not a total innovation, but rather a well-known method, widely accepted since time immemorial. Unlike Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, most of these commentators did not express this assumption explicitly. Nevertheless, I am not aware of any statement by any of them which contradicts the assumption that peshaṭ interpretation was well known to the early rabbis.	Comment by Author: Consider changing to: “in the Middle East and in Europe”
Needless to say, this presumption does not emerge naturally from a simple reading of early rabbinic literature. Moreover, the question arises: How could these commentators, who were very familiar with early rabbinic literature—and some of whom drew a clear and sharp distinction between peshaṭ and derash—take for granted the presumption that the early rabbis knew the plain meaning of the biblical text?
It seems that this presumption may have resulted from the fact that many commentators were not aware of the multiple, distinct meanings associated with the term peshaṭ over the generations. Extensive scholarly research has investigated the use of the terms peshaṭ and peshuto as markers of a distinct method of textual interpretation. Scholars today accept the view that peshaṭ and derash are two distinct categories of interpretation, each based on a different set of interpretative principles, and each directed toward different goals. A commentator with a firm and clear commitment to peshaṭ will interpret the text on the basis of its language and syntactic structure; its context and the structure of the literary unit; comparison to other biblical verses; rational conjecture; and common custom. On the other hand, the method of derash does not entail a commitment to these principles, and a commentator of this sort is likely to ignore some or all of them. This definition of peshaṭ interpretation and the distinction between peshaṭ and derash fits well with the interpretative approach of Rashbam and other commentators. However, some other commentators who also employed the terms peshaṭ and peshuto were aware of only some of these principles and understood them with varying degrees of subtlety. 
The root p-sh-ṭ appears several times in rabbinic literature, and the root d-r-sh is employed frequently in the language of the Sages. An examination of words with the root p-sh-ṭ which appear in rabbinic literature does not suggest any evidence that the Sages discerned the interpretative principles characteristic of peshaṭ interpretation in a clear fashion, nor that they distinguished sharply between this method and that of derash. Even examination of the three instances in the Talmud of the famous maxim, “a verse never departs from its plain meaning,” and the contexts in which they appear, do not alter this conclusion. In general, the instances of words with the root p-sh-ṭ in rabbinic language suggest a vague commitment to the context in which a given word appears, based on local considerations rather than any general principle. The Aramaic expression, pashṭei de-nahara, refers to the waters of a river, flowing properly along the channel without gushing beyond the riverbank. Another Aramaic expression which appears several times in rabbinic literature, pashṭei de-qera, should be understood similarly, as should the parallel Hebrew expression, peshuṭo shel miqra. These expressions suggest smooth, steady movement through the text, free from digressions into midrashic interpretation unrelated to the context and disruptive to the continuity of the narrative.	Comment by Author: Check transliteration of Aramaic.	Comment by Author: Check transliteration of Aramaic.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It follows that the term peshuṭo underwent a significant transformation in the transition from early rabbinic literature to medieval commentary, acquiring in the process a distinct methodological meaning. The commentators themselves, however, were unaware of this process of semantic development. For them, the very fact that the talmudic rabbis employed the term peshuṭo is evidence that the sages were aware of the peshaṭ method of interpretation. Accordingly, they understood the rabbinic maxim, “a verse never departs from its plain meaning,” as a statement of methodological principle intended to distinguish between peshaṭ and derash. Naḥmanides, for example, writes: “They did not say that ‘a verse only has its plain meaning.’ Rather, we have its midrashic meaning alongside its plain meaning, and [the verse] does not depart from either of them. The text bears it all—and both of them are truth.” Moreover, for these commentators, this maxim not only articulates a distinction between different interpretative methodologies – pashaṭ and derash – it also legitimizes their focus on (and, in some instances, their preference for) the method of peshaṭ. Thus, for example, Joseph Kara writes in his commentary to Isaiah 5:8-10: “Incline your ear and defer to this verse! For every verse that our rabbis expounded, even as they told a midrash about it, they themselves also said of it: ‘a verse does not depart from its plain meaning.’ For there is no greater quality in a verse than its plain meaning [peshuṭo].” Similarly, Kara writes in his commentary to Isaiah 1:18: “There is no greater quality in a verse than the plain meaning of a matter [peshuṭo shel davar]. For even in the place of midrash, our rabbis taught us: ‘a verse does not depart from its plain meaning.’”
The commentators’ assumption that the early rabbis were aware of the plain meaning of Scripture is also connected to the fact that early rabbinic literature contains a sprinkling of biblical interpretations which are consistent with peshaṭ interpretation. Medieval commentators noticed this, and frequently commented on it, stating for example: “I heard an aggadic midrash which expounds it according to its plain meaning;” “as in an aggadic midrash which accords with my interpretation;” “our rabbis stated […], and there is no plain meaning [peshaṭ] greater than this;” “the correct understanding of the plain meaning of this verse is what the sages said.” These remarks suggest that the commentators viewed rabbinic literature as containing methodological variety, and that they thought it appropriate to state in each specific instance whether the sages were interpreting on the basis of peshaṭ or derash. 	Comment by Author: Not 100% sure about this one.
This presumption can also be found in Rashi’s commentaries, by examining his use of terms with the roots y-sh-v (‘settle,’ ‘reconcile,’ ‘render consistent’) and p-sh-ṭ (‘plain/simple meaning’), as well as the word mashma‘o (‘its meaning’), which in his lexicon is equivalent to the term peshuṭo (‘its plain meaning’). These terms appear only when Rashi is discussing rabbinic midrash or Aramaic Bible translations—he does not employ them with respect to later sages or biblical grammarians. Moreover, when Rashi employs these terms in relation to his own interpretations, he does so by way of comparison with interpretations offered by the early rabbis—and not to describe his approach in its own right. It therefore seems that these terms attest to Rashi’s presuppositions regarding rabbinic sources—presuppositions which were based on a general methodological orientation. In Rashi’s view, rabbinic literature was characterized by a variable methodology which incorporated both peshaṭ and derash interpretations. As such, he saw fit to specify whether a given rabbinic interpretation is consistent with the plain meaning of the passage (peshuṭo or mashma‘o) or not; and whether it coheres (mityashev) with the context or not.
It is thus appropriate to connect the medieval commentators’ assumption that the early rabbis were aware of the plain meaning of Scripture with their failure to discern the changed meanings of the term peshuṭo, and also with the fact that early rabbinic literature contains some interpretations that are consistent with peshaṭ interpretation. Nevertheless, it seems to me that these two points do not suffice on their own to explain the commentators’ presumption. After all, it is clearly the case that most interpretations of Scripture in rabbinic literature are very far from the principles of peshaṭ. The few appearances of the term peshuṭo and the handful of statements articulating some commitment to the principles of peshaṭ do not alter this decisive impression. Perhaps we should therefore surmise that the commentators’ presumption that the early rabbis were aware of the plain meaning of Scripture was rooted in a prior set of assumptions. The other two points thus only served to strengthen a pre-existing view.
As is well known, revealed religions face a constant tension between preservation of what their believers view as divine revelation or divine truth, on one hand, and the inevitable changes and developments that come about over the course of time, on the other. Principles of faith and religious practices face this continuous tension so consistently that the biblical scholar Yochanan Muffs claimed the “ultimate principles of most religions are the stumbling blocks of their believers.” This is even more true with respect to the methods of reading and interpreting the sacred writings that constitute textual expression of divine truth: “Religious interpretation is obligated to portray its own positions as equivalent to the original meaning of the text.” When religious beliefs develop and shift, the meaning of the text thus changes accordingly. Religion adapts mechanisms which enable controlled development and necessary changes to take place. In the case of Judaism, one can point to the view that all was given and said to Moses at Sinai—even what a future student would teach before his teacher. We find rich discussions regarding the relation between the Torah which was given to Moses, on one hand, and the freedom of the sages to develop and refine it, on the other.
However, it seems that these well-known, established mechanisms do not suffice for dealing with all of the challenges facing a religion that is thousands of years old. Rather, we must presume the existence of a cognitive mechanism which enables believers—only partly consciously or perhaps entirely unconsciously—to accept and adopt extensive changes unconditionally, while remaining deeply convinced that no real change has taken place. From the viewpoint of these believers, there has never been any change in their religious principles, their central religious practices, or their methods for reading and interpreting sacred texts. It is this mechanism of inner persuasion which enabled radical changes to transpire over the course of Jewish history, beginning with the destruction of the Second Temple and the attendant transition from sacrifice to prayer, and continuing up until the modern manifestations of Jewish religion found in Israel and the Diaspora. 
This mechanism of deep inner persuasion is apparently not unique to Jews and Judaism. However, it may have been particularly widespread and effective among Jews due to Judaism’s long history of struggle and polemic—both internally among streams of Judaism, and externally with other religions, especially Christianity. For the central, hegemonic stream of Judaism, these struggles are characterized by a more-or-less consistent pattern: The nondominant streams or movements subvert principles of faith, challenge the reigning religious order, and introduce innovation and change. The central stream, meanwhile, works to preserve what it sees as the consistent and eternal divine truth. This pattern can be found in the late Second Temple period, where the debate between different streams and sects revolved largely around the question of the ‘correct’ meaning of divine law. It can also be found in Jews’ interactions with Christianity, whose central narrative is founded upon the idea of development and change. A natural Jewish response to the rise and spread of Christianity was to develop, as a reaction, an opposing ideal of preservation. This pattern can also be seen in other polemical encounters over the course of Jewish history, from the medieval polemic with the Karaites to the modern polemic with the Reform movement, both of which revolve around the same opposing ideals of change and innovation, on the one hand, and preservation, on the other. It is possible that Judaism’s long history of struggles with different streams, movements, and religions prepared Jews—perhaps even more than their Christian and Muslim counterparts—to accept extensive changes in their religion, all while remaining deeply persuaded that no real change was taking place at all.	Comment by Author: My addition.	Comment by Author: My addition
“Nothing is permanent but the pretense of truth,” wrote Paul Veyne. If divine truth is also revealed by means of philological interpretation of sacred texts, then it must be assumed that this interpretative methodology does not reflect any change, but rather has been around for as long as scriptural interpretation itself. It seems that this deep inner persuasion on the part of the average believer can help to explain the commentators’ presumption that peshaṭ interpretation was not a methodological innovation of the Middle Ages, but rather the continuation of an ancient and widely accepted interpretative methodology.	Comment by Author: Check translation of quote and spelling of name.
"אין קבוע פרט ליומרה להיות אמת" קבע פול ון.


