
Chapter 5
How to Read Exegetical Narrative: Dialogic Reading

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

Each reading of a book, each re-reading, each memory of the 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 very first chapter of this study, I emphasized that exegetical narrative is a reading of the biblical story with the integration of fiction and interpretation.  And, I tried to reveal the diverse implications of this duality [of plot on the one hand, and fiction and interpretation, on the other] at distinct levels of the genre.  Until now, I have not touched upon an important axis that unites fiction and interpretation [in exegetical narrative] – the reader.  In the previous chapter, when I attempted to characterize the narrator in exegetical narrative, it became clear that it is impossible to deal with the narrator without raising again and again, his doppelganger, the fictional attendee who usually merges with the implicit reader.  One of our surprising findings was the dominant role of this attendee at various levels of the realization of implications in the text, and in the creation of a coalition between the narrator and the reader in confronting the active characters.  When we said that the narrator troubles to form a hermeneutic partnership, this means that this partnership is woven [by the narrator] with the implicit reader. The explicit and implicit positions of the narrator are an invitation to the reader to adopt these positions and to look with him at the represented world.  The fate of the reader in the investigation of midrash is no better than the fate of the narrator.  If the literary approaches to aggadic literature mostly bypass the narrator as a significant literary authority, these same approaches have ignored the reader’s role in the creation of the meaning of texts almost entirely.[footnoteRef:3]  In this chapter, I shall attempt to begin to fill this scholarly gap. [3:  This removal [of the reader] is not incomprehensible given the historical background of the literary school.  The first literary scholars worked within the theoretical frame of the New Criticism, a school that, as is well known, buried the reader under the monument of “the affective failure,” but this is not the place to elaborate. For preliminary but important work see Stern, Parable, pp. 88-93; see also D. Kraemer, “The Intended Reader as a Key to Interpreting the Bavli,” Prooftexts 13 (1993), pp. 125-140.] 

“To speak about the meaning of a literary creation is to tell a story of reading.”[footnoteRef:4]  This claim of Culler receives additional force in relation to exegetical narrative, since the narrative itself is an interpretive reading of the biblical story. The event that occurs between the reader and the text is difficult to describe.  First, which reader is intended?  In literary theories that belong to the school of “Reader Response,” there are a multiplicity of readers and addressees. I do not point here in any empirical reader,[footnoteRef:5] rather to the implicit reader.  Every author imagines a certain reader, “a well-equipped reader” who is able to embody the semantic structures of the text. He is hidden in the text by the very rhetoric through which the author seeks to build the world of the literary creator.[footnoteRef:6] As one who responds to the rhetorical structures that invite reconstruction, the implicit reader builds frameworks within which the text receives reasoned justification, clarification and meaning.  The advantage of this approach, according to [Professor] Rimmon-Kenan, is that “it implies a vision of the text as a system built from structures that invite reconstruction, and not as an autonomous object.”[footnoteRef:7]  But the implicit reader does not just reconstruct the models of reality in the text.  Any discussion proposes not only a framework of characters and events, but also a framework of positions, norms and values, and the reader is invited to adopt a specific position in relation to these structures. [4:  Culler, Deconstruction, p. 35]  [5:  The attempt to characterize various communities of readers belongs to a different branch of the school.  There is no doubt that, despite all the difficulties connected with this approach, it is also capable of yielding important and welcome conclusions in the investigation of midrash. ]  [6:  See Ezer, Reading, p. 34.]  [7:  Rimmon-Kenan, Poetics, pp. 113-114.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]While most scholars involved with the dynamics of reading emphasize how the reader creates the meaning of the text, with one degree or another of autonomy, they emphasize less how the text creates its reader. Every author designs his story in conjunction with a specific implicit reader. On a more superficial level, he is not able to start writing without adopting many assumptions regarding the knowledge of the reader, his positions, his views, and his hopes – in the sense of “everyone would hear [God’s voice] according to his ability” (Tanhuma Buber, Exodus 22).[footnoteRef:8] The meeting between the text and its reader is always a conditional and inter-textual meeting.  Following the concept of Bennett, which I mentioned in the first chapter, the results of different readings create different texts, readers, and the paths of meeting between them.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  See Rabinovitz, Before Reading, p. 22]  [9:  zer, Reading, p. 34.
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