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Midrash Rabbah (Vilna) - Leviticus 30

9. Another exposition of the text, The Fruit of The Hadar Tree. Hadar symbolizes the Holy
One, blessed be He, of whom it is written, “Thou art clothed with glory and majesty—hadar”
(Ps. CIV, 1). Branches of Palm -Trees likewise symbolizes the Holy One, blessed be He, of
whom it is written, “The righteous shall flourish like the palm-tree” (ib. XCIlI, 13). And The
Boughs of Thick Trees symbolizes the Holy One, blessed be He, of whom it is written, “And he
stood among the myrtle-trees” (Zech. 1, 8). And Willows (Arbe) of The Brook, too, symbolizes
the Holy One, blessed be He, of whom it is written, “Extol Him that rides upon the skies
(‘araboth), whose name is the Lord” (Ps. LXVIII, 5).
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10. Another exposition of the text, The Fruit of the Hadar Tree. Hadar symbolizes Abraham,
whom the Holy One, blessed be He, honored (hiddero) with good old age; as it says, “And
Abraham was old, well stricken in age” (Gen. XXIV, 1), and it is written, “And honor
(wehadarta) the face of the old man (Lev. XIX, 32). Branches (Kappoth) of Palm-Trees
symbolizes Isaac who had been tied (kafuth) and bound upon the altar. And Boughs of Thick
Trees symbolizes Jacob; just as the myrtle is crowded with leaves so was Jacob crowded with
children. And Willows of the Brook symbolizes Joseph; as the willow wilts before the other
three species, so Joseph died before his brethren. Another exposition of the text, The Fruit of
the Hadar Tree. Hadar symbolizes Sarah whom the Holy One, blessed be He,
honored (hidderah) with a good old age; as it says, “Now Abraham and Sarah were old” (Gen.
XVIII, 11). Branches of Palm-Trees symbolizes Rebekah; just as the palm-tree contains eatable
fruit as well asprickles, so Rebekah brought forth a righteous man and a wicked one. And
Boughs of Thick Trees symbolizes Leah; just as the myrtle is crowded with leaves so was Leah
crowded with children. And Willows of the Brook symbolizes Rachel; just as the willow wilts
before the other three species, so Rachel died before her sister.

11. Another exposition of the text, The Fruit of the Hadar Tree. Hadar symbolizes the Great
Sanhedrin, whom the Holy One, blessed be He, honored (hidderam) with good old age, of which
it says, “Thou shalt rise up before the hoary (white with age) head” (Lev. XIX, 32). Branches of
(Kappoth) Palm-Trees symbolizes scholars who compel (kofin) themselves to learn Torah from
each other. And the Boughs of Thick Trees symbolizes the three rows of disciples who sit
before them. And Willows of the Brook symbolizes the pair of judges’ scribes who stand before
the judges and write down the words of those who acquit and the words of those who condemn.

12. Another exposition: The Fruit of the Hadar Tree symbolizes Israel; just as the ethrog has
taste as well as fragrance, so Israel have among them men who possess learning and good deeds.
Branches of Palm-Trees, too, applies to Israel; as the palm-tree has taste but not fragrance, so
Israel have among them such as possess learning but not good deeds. And Boughs of Thick
Trees (ib.) likewise applies to Israel; just as the myrtle has fragrance but no taste, so Israel have
among them such as possess good deeds but not learning. And Willows of the Brook also
applies to Israel; just as the willow has no taste and no fragrance, so Israel have among them
people who possess neither learning nor good deeds. What then does the Holy One, blessed be
He, do to them? To destroy them is impossible. But, says the Holy One, blessed be He, let them
all be tied together in one band and they will atone one for another. If you have done so [says
God], then at that instant | am exalted. Hence it is written, “It is He that builds His upper
chambers in the heaven” (Amos IX, 6). When is He exalted? What time they are made into one
band; as it says, “When He has founded His band upon the earth” (ib.). Accordingly Moses
exhorts Israel: “And Ye Shall Take You on The First Day The Fruit, etc.”

13. R. Judah in the name of R. Simeon b. Pazzi opened his discourse with the text, “Hear, O my
son, and receive my sayings” (Prov. 1V, 10). | have commanded you, [says God], concerning
many acts of taking, in order to make you worthy of divine reward. | said to you: “That they take
to thee a red heifer, faultless” (Num. XIX, 2). Was this, perchance, for Me? No, only for you, to
cleanse you; as it is written, “And the clean person shall sprinkle upon the unclean” (ib. 19). |
said to you: “That they take Me an offering” (Ex. XXV, 2), with a view that | should dwell
among you; as it says, “And let them make Me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them” (ib.
8). The Holy One, blessed be He, if the expression be permitted, said: ‘Take Me and I shall dwell
among you.’ It does not say, ‘That they take an offering,” but, ‘That they take Me an offering,” as
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much as to say, It is | whom you take. | said to you: “That they take unto thee pure olive oil... for
the light” (ib. XXVII, 20). But do | require your light? Lo, it is written, “The light dwells with
Him” (Dan. 11, 22)! It is only in order to make you worthy and to atone for your souls, which are
compared to a lamp; as it says, “The spirit of man is the lamp of the Lord, searching all the
inward parts” (Prov. XX, 27). On this occasion also, when | told you, Ye Shall Take You on the
First Day, it is in order to make you worthy of divine favor, so that | may bring down rain for
you. For this reason Moses exhorts Israel: And Ye Shall Take You on the First Day.

14. R. Mani opened his discourse with the text, “All my bones shall say: Lord, who is like unto
Thee” (Ps. XXXV, 10). This verse was said in allusion to naught else than the lulab. The rib of
the lulab resembles the spine of a man; the myrtle resembles the eye; the willow resembles the
mouth, and the ethrog resembles the heart. David said: There are none among all the limbs
greater than these, for they outweigh in importance the whole body. This explains, ‘All my bones
shall say.’

3) Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed, XLI11 (Friedlander translation, 1904)

The two festivals, Passover and the Feast of Tabernacles, imply also the teaching of certain
truths and certain moral lessons. Passover teaches us to remember the miracles which God
wrought in Egypt, and to perpetuate their memory; the Feast of Tabernacles reminds us of the
miracles wrought in the wilderness. The moral lessons derived from these feasts is this: man
ought to remember his evil days in his days of prosperity. He win thereby be induced to thank
God repeatedly, to lead a modest and humble life. We eat, therefore, unleavened bread and bitter
herbs on Passover in memory of what has happened unto us, and leave [on Succoth] our houses
in order to dwell in tabernacles, as inhabitants of deserts do that are in want of comfort. We shall
thereby remember that this has once been our condition; [comp.] “I made the children of Israel to
dwell in booths™ (Lev. xxiii. 43); although we dwell now in elegant houses, in the best and most
fertile land, by the kindness of God, and because of His promises to our forefathers, Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, who were perfect in their opinions and in their conduct. This idea is likewise an
important element in our religion; that whatever good we have received and ever will receive of
God, is owing to the merits of the Patriarchs, who “kept the way of the Lord to do justice and
judgment” (Gen. xviii. 19). We join to the Feast of Tabernacles the Feast of the Eighth Day, in
order to complete our rejoicings, which cannot be perfect in booths, but in comfortable and well-
built houses.

As regards the four species [the branches of the palm tree, the citron, the myrtle, and the
willows of the brook] our Sages gave a reason for their use by way of Agadic interpretation,
the method of which is well known to those who are acquainted with the style of our Sages.
They use the text of the Bible only as a kind of poetical language [for their own ideas], and
do not intend thereby to give an interpretation of the text. As to the value of these
Midrashic interpretations, we. meet with two different opinions. For some think that the
Midrash contains the real explanation of the text, whilst others, finding that it cannot be
reconciled with the words quoted, reject and ridicule it. The former struggle and fight to
prove and to confirm such interpretations according to their opinion, and to keep them as
the real meaning of the text; they consider them in the same light as traditional laws.
Neither of the two classes understood it, that our Sages employ biblical texts merely as
poetical expressions, the meaning of which is clear to every reasonable reader. This style
was general in ancient days; all adopted it in the same way as poets [adopt a certain style].
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Our Sages say, in reference to the words, “and a paddle (yated) thou shalt have upon thy
weapon” [azeneka, Deut. xxiii. 14]: Do not read azeneka, “thy weapon,” but ozneka, “thy
ear.” You are thus told, that if you hear a person uttering something disgraceful, put your
fingers into your ears. Now, | wonder whether those ignorant persons [who take the
Midrashic interpretations literally] believe that the author of this saying gave it as the true
interpretation of the text quoted, and as the meaning of this precept: that in truth yated,
“the paddle,” is used for “the finger,” and azeneka denotes “thy ear.” | cannot think that
any person whose intellect is sound can admit this. The author employed the text as a
beautiful poetical phrase, in teaching an excellent moral lesson, namely this: It is as bad to
listen to bad language as it is to use it. This lesson is poetically connected with the above
text. In the same sense you must understand the phrase, “Do not read so, but so,” wherever
it occurs in the Midrash. | have departed from my subject, but it was for the purpose of
making a remark useful to every intellectual member of the Rabbanites.

| now return to our theme. | believe that the four species are a symbolical expression of our
rejoicing that the Israelite left the wilderness, “no place of seed, or of figs, or of vines, or of
pomegranates, or of water to drink” (Num. xx. 5), with a country full of fruit-trees and rivers. In
order to remember this we take the fruit which is the most pleasant of the fruit of the land,
branches which smell best, most beautiful leaves, and also the best of herbs, i.e., the willows of
the brook. These four kinds have also those three purposes: First, they were plentiful in those
days in the Land of Israel, so that ever one could easily get them. Secondly, they have a good
appearance, they are green; some of them, viz., the citron and the myrtle, are also excellent as
regards their smell, the branches of the palm-tree and the willow having neither good nor bad
smell. Thirdly, they keep fresh and green for seven days, which is not the case with peaches,
pomegranates, asparagus, nuts, and the like.
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