Chapter 5
Reading and the Story: Dialogic Reading

To speak of the meaning of the work is to tell a story of reading (J. Culler).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Kohler, Deconstruction (Hebrew), p. 35.] 

Each reading of a book, each re-reading, each memory of that re-reading, reinvents the text (J.L. Borges).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  J.L. Borges, Seven Nights, trans. E. Weinberger, New York 1980, p. 76.] 


From the first chapter, I have stressed that the homiletic story is a reading of the biblical narrative incorporating fiction and exegesis, and I have tried to reveal the many implications of this duality at various levels of the genre. Until now, I have not touched on the important axis connecting the fiction with the exegesis, i.e. the reader. In the last chapter’s attempt to characterize the homiletic storyteller, we became aware that it is impossible to discuss him without referring, time and again, to his double, the addressee who usually merges with the presumed reader. One of our surprising findings was the dominant role the addressee plays in various levels of realizing the meanings in the text and in creating a storyteller-reader coalition against the characters in the story. When we said that the storyteller takes care to generate a hermeneutic partnership, we meant that this partnership is forged with the presumed reader. The storyteller’s declared and hidden attitudes are an invitation to the reader to adopt them and together to gaze at the represented world. In the study of midrash, the reader’s lot has not fared better than that of the storyteller, and if the literary approaches to aggadic literature have usually discounted the storyteller as an important literary authority, they have almost completely ignored the reader and his functions in creating the meaning of the texts.[footnoteRef:3] In this chapter, I shall try to begin to fill in this gap.  [3:  Ignoring the reader is not incomprehensible given the historical development of the literary school. The early proponents worked within a theoretical framework of the New Criticism, a school that, without going into great detail, buried the reader under the gravestone of the “effective flaw.” For an initial but important work, see Stern, The Parable (Hebrew), pp. 88-93; see, too, D. Kraemer, “The Intended Reader as a Key to Interpreting the Bavli,” Prooftexts 13 (1993), pp. 125-140.] 

	“To speak of the meaning of a work of literature is to tell the story of reading.”[footnoteRef:4] Kohler’s assertion is especially true of the homiletic story, because it is itself an exegetical reading of a biblical narrative. The event occurring between the reader and the text is difficult to describe. First, which reader are we talking about? In literary theories of the “reader’s reaction” schools, there are many readers, many addressees. I do not mean some sort of empirical reader,[footnoteRef:5] but rather the presumed reader. Every writer imagines a certain type of reader, a “qualified reader” capable of realizing the text’s semantic patterns. That reader is encoded in the text by the very rhetoric through which he tried to construct the fabulist’s world.[footnoteRef:6] As someone responding to rhetorical structures inviting recreation, the presumed reader builds frameworks from which the text achieves rationale, coherence, and meaning. The advantage of this approach, as Ramon-Keinan says, is “that it implies a view of the text as a system constructed of structures inviting recreation rather than as an autonomous object.”[footnoteRef:7] But the presumed reader not only recreates the models of reality in the text. Every fiction offers not only a pattern of characters and events but also a pattern of attitudes, norms, and values, and the reader is invited to adopt a particular stance vis-à-vis these structures. [4:  Kohler, Deconstruction (Hebrew), p. 35.]  [5:  The attempt to characterize different groups of readers belongs to a different branch of the school, and there is no doubt that, despite all the problems inherent in this direction, it can also generate important and welcome conclusions in the study of midrash.]  [6:  V. Izer, Reading (Hebrew), p. 34.]  [7:  Ramon-Keinan, Poetics (Hebrew), pp. 113-114.  Kohler, Deconstruction (Hebrew), p. 35.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]	While most researchers studying the dynamics of reading have stressed how the reader creates the meaning of the text with some measure of autonomy, they have paid less attention to how the text creates its reader. Every writer fashions his story in relation to a particular presumed reader. At the simplest level, the writer cannot begin to write without making many assumptions about the reader’s knowledge, attitudes, worldviews, and expectations, or to borrow a phrase from the midrash “Each and every one would comprehend as much as he could” (Tanhuma Buber, Exodus 22).[footnoteRef:8] The encounter between the text and its reader is always conditional and intertextual. According to Bennett, whom I mentioned in Chapter One, different reading formations create the texts, the readers, and the means of their encounter.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  V. Rabinowitz, Before Reading (Hebrew), p. 22.]  [9:  Bennett, Texts (Hebrew), pp. 70-75; T. Bennett, “Text, Readers, Reader Formations,” Literature and History 9 (1983), p. 218. Researchers have begun to pay attention to this only recently; see J.L. Machor, Readers in History, Baltimore 1993.] 

