Two Greek Words in Genesis Rabbah

Howard Jacobson

A puzzling passage at Genesis Rabbah 48.9 has not been adequately explained.*
In part this is due to the presence of two Greek words that have not been satisfac-
torily identified. Even more important, the train of thought in the text has been
misunderstood.

The text reads so:|*TNd MN [TI' 1,0 wOI9N DNNAX MDY 1199 1NN T NN
Y m IAYONY DN 11" JONN 'Ky VTI' "IN AYONY WXIN DN X ,0'NNT
20NN1PY The sense of R. Abahu’s words is not entirely clear. The Soncino
translator renders, “The tent... opened at both sides’.3 The manuscripts are split
among 112119 ,[29 50N 1199 and DIpn (as well as other readings). R. Yudan’s
words are regularly taken as a further comment on the nature of Abraham’s tent.
Levy is representative, ‘Das Zelt Abrahams war ... wie die Rennbahn, d.1L nach
alle Seiten gedffnet, zum Empfang der Gaste’ .4 Like others, Levy takes 0'on107
as a corruption of 6popo¢. Some translate, ‘It was like a double-gated passage’,5
evidently following Jastrow’s suggestion that 0'>nIn7 is a corruption of
dimuAoc¢.6 Others have suggested that the Greek word is dpouavAog (so Krauss,
assuming essentially the same sense as 6pop0¢7). The word however is not at-
tested. Or dpopdAng (so the Aruch8), which also is not attested.

I am indebted to Professor Daniel Sperber for reading and commenting upon
these notes, and to Professor David Sansone for helpful discussion.

Text of J. Theodor and C. Albeck, Midrash Bereshit Rabba, Jerusalem 1965,
486. The text is so translated in the Soncino edition (see infra n. 3): ‘R. Abbahu
said: “The tent of the Patriarch Abraham opened at both sides”. R. Judan said: “It
was like a doublegated passage”. Said he: “If I see them turn aside, I will know
that they are coining to me.” When he saw theai turn aside, immediately he ran
to meet them’.
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As far as | can see, commentators all take R. Yudan’s words as some sort of
appendage to R. Abahu’s statement. The latter commented on Abraham’s tent,
the former clarified, expanded or revised his comments with reference to the tent.
This seems to me a fundamental misunderstanding. R. Yudan’s remarks have
nothing to do with R. Abahu’s and are not made with reference to Abraham’s
tent. When he says 0'>)nInT |*Tn2, he is talking about Abraham himself. The
words 0'on1NT |'Tn2, whatever their exact sense, look forward, not backward (as
['TN2,[' T2, NTND frequently do).9 Abraham was like a 0'onITT and so, when he
realized that the strangers were coming toward his tent, he ran toward them to
greet them.

What then is 102090177 It is a word that signifies a ‘runner, racer, sprinter’.
Is there any known Greek word that might offer itself as a candidate. | note a
possibility. The word dpopaAdc is not found in any modern lexicon of ancient
Greek (I refer specifically to LSJ with Supplement, Sophocles, and Lampe; DGE
has not yet advanced far enough).1l It does however occur in the Byzantine lexi-
con of Hesychius (s.v. dpopaAog Aaywadc).12 Although it has been generally as-
sumed that dpopaAdc is a corruption of dpopaioc (hence the absence of the
word from our lexica),13it is apparent that this is not a corruption in the traditio
of Hesychius, for Hesychius clearly believed the word to be dpopaAog (His ex-
planation depends on the connection of dAlok6pevocg to -al-). Thus, it may be
that dpopaAog did exist, nearly an equivalent of dpopaioc, though with its own
special usage and nuance, just as TpoxaTto¢ and TPOXaAdC exist side by side.14If
so, R. Yudan said, ‘He was like a runner. He said, ‘If | see them veering from
the road, | will know that they are coming to me’. When he saw them veering,
immediately he ran toward them’.

If I have correctly understood the Genesis Rabbah text, then we have not only
gained illumination into a rabbinic text, but we have also acquired valuable evi-
dence for the existence of a Greek word that the lexica have chosen to ignore.

9 See e.g. Kritot 17a, Ktuvot 66b, JT Sheqalim 4.4, JT BM 1.4 The Aruch’s sug-
gested dpop®ANG could have led him to see this, but he did not capitalize.

10  In some manuscripts spelled D907 It is also so spelled in the Yalkut Shimoni’s
version at Genesis para. 82.

11 Liddell-Scott-Jones, A Greek-English Lexicon with Supplement, Oxford 1968;
EA. Sophocles, Greek Lexicon of the Roman and Byzantine Periods, Boston
1870; G.W.H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon, Oxford 1968; Diccionario
Griego-Espanol, Madrid 1980-.

12 K. Latte ed., Hesychii Alexandrini Lexicon I, Hauniae 1953, 479.

13 M. Schmidt ed., Hesychii Alexandrini Lexicon 1, repr. Amsterdam 1965, 537.

14 Given the very limited evidence for Sdpopaldg, we cannot say whether it was
commonly used as a noun. But Greek adjectives were frequently used as
substantives.
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Genesis 27:16 reports that Rebecca covered Jacob’s hands with goatskins. On
this R. Yochanan commented (at Gen. Rab. 65.17), 2py' JMIANT 'IVITN [N
BROIDNOY'T 'TMY "IN “Jacob’s two arms were like two pillars XN9IDIN9'T’.
Theodor-Albeck rightly observe that the meaning of X9I0IN9'T is unclear. Indeed,
no explanation offered has been remotely plausible. Many can be found in
Theodor-Albeck’s commentary ad 10c. and will not be repeated here. There was
however a more intelligible tradition of R. Yochanan’s statement. Thus, Sechel
Tov ad loc.%6 gives R. Yochanan’s words in Hebrew, T¥) I'n 1py' Wit W
v Y 0r1Iny. Similarly, the Aruch explained the mysterious word as I&'0 and
the report of R. Yochanan’s statement in the editio princeps of the Yalkut
Shimoni incorporated the explanation D0 'TINY into the very text.18 ‘Marble
pillars’ is suitable for the biblical context that focuses on the smoothness of
Jacob’s skin (Gen. 27:11, ‘Esau is hairy, but I am smooth-skinned”). If these
texts accurately reflect an equivalent Hebrew version — or even a correct inter-
pretation of the Aramaic — then the meaning of X9IDIND'T may be elucidated. It
is probably a corruption of [X]0IN9™T, with ® being a dittography of 01. Thus,
Jacob’s arms were like ‘two pillars of Paros’. Paros was one of antiquity’s most
famous centers of marble. At Esther 1:6 the phrase ww *TIny (‘marble pillars’) is
rendered by the Septuagint oTtuAoT¢ mapivolig (‘Parian pillars’).19 Rashi’s
comment on the strange word at Gen. Rab., that it is ‘a name of a place’ (Q¥
DIpn), may be the vestiges of a tradition that knew the reference here was to
Paros.20
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15  Text of Theodor and Albeck (n. 2), 729.

16 Buber, vol. 1, 111.

17 So reported by the Matnot Kehuna ad Gen. Rab. 65.17, though surviving texts
of the Aruch do not contain it.

18 See Hyman’s apparatus at Yalkut Genesis, sect. 115.

19  Similarly, at | Chr 29:2 oW 1N is AiBov mapiov.

20 At Esther Rabbah 2.7 (ad 1:6) there is a reference to the importing to Media of
marble pillars Joux pdm, which is usually taken to be a corruption of ‘from
Proconnesos’, another center of marble in the ancient world. | suppose it not
impossible that in our Gen. Rab. passage Xo9I0DN9'T might be a reference to
Proconnesos, but this seeais to me less likely.



