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Excerpted from an earlier draft: the joke I often tell read in accord with PaRDeS 
 
 Jewish hermeneutics in the middle ages: peshat, remez, derash, and sod: descriptive, 
synchronic, continuous (and ordered), and concentric; all to the same end: the building of a site 
of instruction, of scriptural reading as a site of instruction; the promotion of a theory of reading 
and of study in the age after sacrifice—all through the performative, through a performance of 
the text that the rabbis recognize as the oral law, the oral Torah, in their theory of the two Torahs. 
 After the end of the Second Temple, the Rabbis say, after the end of sacrifice, we pray 
and read. And that reading, that study of Torah, the Rabbis assure us, is equal to the doing of all 
the mitzvot.  
 Let me return to the question with which we began: what role do Jewish studies have to 
play in medieval studies?   
 A major one, if we are to judge by the likes of Beryl Smalley, Michael Signer, Ivan Illich, 
and others.  Apart from the negativity that has at times pervaded Christian assessments of Jewish 
methods throughout the years, apart from the silence that has pervaded Jewish assessments of 
Christian methods throughout the years, we need now to begin to share exegetical parameters, to 
understand each others’ hermeneutic systems, which means, in short, definitions, principles, and 
an overall guiding orientation explaining how it all fits together, which is what I have tried to 
offer you in sketch form today. 
 And perhaps that is the significance of a joke that circulated a few years ago regarding 
Jewish and Christian interpretations, a joke that assumed the form of a conversation between a 
rabbi and a bishop.  However diverse their take on the same scriptural events, the fact that these 
two—the rabbi and the bishop—can come together in a conversation at all merits our attention. 
 Here is the joke. 

 It is not very widely known that during the Middle Ages, 
the Pope once wanted to take over the land on which some of the 
Jews were living, and so he sent the bishop to inform the Jewish 
community about the impending change. 
 “But we have been living here all our lives” the Rabbi 
replied.  “We can’t just pick up and move now.” 
 “We need the land,” the bishop retorted. “I’m sorry,” 
 “Isn’t there anything we can do?” the Rabbi inquired. 
 “Well, I guess, if you wanted to debate scripture with us…” 
 The Rabbi saw an opportunity. “We like to debate 
scripture.  We’d be happy to do that.” 
 “Okay, then,” the bishop conceded, “here’s the deal.  We 
will debate scripture.  If you win, the Jews can stay.  But if we 
Christians win, then the Jews will have to leave.” 
 “Fair enough,” the Rabbi agreed. 
 The day of the debate arrived.  The bishop went first.  He 
put up three fingers and held them in front of the Rabbi.  The 
Rabbi looked at him squarely.  Then the Rabbi put up one finger 
and waited.  The bishop retorted.  He took the same index finger 
on his own hand (that the Rabbi had put up) and twirled it around 
in the air in front of him. 
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 The Rabbi looked at him squarely again.  Then he took the 
same finger—the index finger—and pointed it directly down in 
front of him, moving it up and down three times.   
 This time, the bishop put his hand in his pocket and took 
out a wafer.  He held it with both hands squarely in front of him.  
The rabbi looked at him. Then he promptly took out an apple, and 
similarly he held it in both hands in front of him. 
 Suddenly, the bishop began to speak.  “I give up; the Jews 
win; the Jews can stay.  The Jews are our partners.” 
 He goes back to the Vatican, and the Pope asks him: “what 
happened?” 
 “I told him about the Trinity,” the bishop began.  “He 
reminded me that there is only one God.  I told him that God is 
everywhere.  He reminded me that God is within us.  I told him 
about the Eucharist.  He reminded me of original sin. The Jews are 
our partners.  The Jews can stay.  We have to work with them.”  
 The Rabbi returns to the synagogue where he is also 
questioned about the day’s happenings.  “He told me we had three 
days to leave the area,” the Rabbi begins.  “I told him that not one 
of us is leaving.  He told me that we would have to get out of all of 
these regions around here.  I told him I’m not leaving this spot!” 
 “And what happened next?” one of the congregants wanted 
-to know. “I don’t know,” the Rabbi shrugged, a little baffled.  “He 
took out his lunch, and I took out mine.” 

 Peshat, remez, derash, sod—they are all there.  The silent gesture on the part of each is 
the saying, the peshat.  The return to the Pope and the return to the synagogue (which renders 
meaningful for each that silent saying) is the remez.  The particular midrash they each tell—one 
about compliance, the other about forced departure—they are the derash.  And the talking 
together, and subsequent interpretation in such a way that they both find a critical place for the 
other, an irremissibility of the other in their own discourse, is the sod.  However diverse the two 
interpretations of the same silent text remain, however completely opposite in fact the manner 
they are understood with respect to each other, the two individuals talking together share a 
relationship and it is that relationship that sustains them.  It is that relationship that has been the 
most hidden and yet has been there all along. 
 


