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Review Essay
THE METHODOLOGY OF CREATIVITY:

A Review of Rav Yaakov Medan’s Contribution 
to the Modern Study of Tanakh1

“Creativity is the process of bringing something new into being... creativity 
requires passion and commitment... It brings to our awareness what was 

previously hidden and points to new life.” 
— Rollo May, The Courage to Create

A. INTRODUCTION

What is the proper response to creativity? Should we content our-
selves to admire the creative spark from afar, appreciative of its 
unique nature, believing that any attempt to imitate it would only 

tarnish the original? Or is it a style of thinking that, while admittedly rare, we 
can analyze, measure, and ultimately replicate? One of today’s leading think-
ers on this subject, Robert Sternberg, defi nes creative work as the application 
and melding between three forms of thinking: synthetic ability – the ability 
to think of or generate new, novel, and interesting ideas, or to spontaneously 
make connections between ideas or groups that often go unnoticed by oth-
ers; analytical ability – the ability to think critically and appraise; and practical 
ability – translating abstractions and theories into realistic applications.2 

1 In this essay, I have attempted to document where R. Medan’s ideas appear in 
writing whenever possible. Any unattributed ideas are presumed unpublished, and 
were heard directly from R. Medan, during one of the many dozens of lectures I have 
been privileged to hear from him in the past two decades.

2 Robert Sternberg and Wendy Williams, How to Develop Student Creativity (1996, 
Association for Supervision & Curriculum Development, 3). The scientifi c study of 
creativity is a relatively recent development, dating from the 19th century. To ancient 
Greek thought, the very concept of creativity implied freedom of action, contradict-
ing the Greek conception that Nature is perfect and is subject to laws, which man 
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Sternberg developed these defi nitions to examine how creative thinking 
can be taught or enhanced; we utilize them as guidelines to analyze the 
works of one of the most innovative Tanakh teachers of our time, Rav 
Yaakov Medan, Rosh Yeshiva of Har Etzion.

A member of Yeshivat Har Etzion’s original class, Rav Yaakov Medan 
was appointed a Rosh Yeshiva there in 2006. In addition to his educational 
responsibilities, he is noticeably active in the political issues that occupy 
Israel to this day. Despite (or due to) his rightist political views, he assumed 
a more visible public role when he partnered with noted law professor Ruth 
Gavison of Hebrew University to draft the Gavison-Medan Covenant, a 
proposed constitution for the State of Israel which intended to update the 
“status-quo” agreement between Israel’s secular and religious communities 
to refl ect modern realities. He has published widely, including three book-
length studies on Daniel, Ruth, and the Bathsheba story,3 many articles in 
various periodicals and forums including Megadim and Har Etzion’s Virtual 
Beit Medrash, and has given many more lectures that remain unpublished. 
His innovative commentaries combine lucid textual analysis, encyclopedic 
knowledge of traditional sources and commentaries, and intimate knowl-
edge of geographical and historical realia. To uncover the foundations of 
this most creative thinker, we shall use Sternberg as a guide and focus on 
four specifi c qualities that characterize his interpretations: his broad knowl-
edge of traditional and rabbinic sources, his unique understanding of the 
connections between them, from which he then constructs his interpreta-
tions (synthetic thinking), his refusal to compromise “natural morality” in 
the face of apparent textual opposition (analytic ability), and his insistence 
on illustrating the story to understand the text (practical ability). 

ought to discover and submit to, and not seek freedom that will defl ect him from 
that optimum. Early Christian thinkers distinguished between “creatio” – refl ecting 
God‘s act of “creation from nothing” (“creatio ex nihilo”), and the term “facere” (“to 
make”) for human functions. Only recently have leading scientists (e.g., Hermann 
von Helmholtz [1896], Henri Poincaré [1908]) publicly discussed their creative pro-
cesses, leading to pioneering works on the creative process by Graham Wallas (1926) 
and Max Wertheimer (1945). For a fuller discussion of the history of the study of 
creative thought, see Władysław Tatarkiewicz, “A History of Six Ideas: an Essay in 
Aesthetics,” 244-9, and Sternberg, R.J.; Lubart, T.I. (1999). “The Concept of Cre-
ativity: Prospects and Paradigms” and Albert, R.S.; Runce, M.A. (1999), “A History of 
Research on Creativity,” all in ed. Sternberg, R.J. Handbook of Creativity, (Cambridge 
University Press, 1999).

3 Daniel: Exile and Revelation, (Tevunot Publishing, 2006), Hope from the Depths 
(Studies on Megillat Ruth) , (Tevunot Publishing, 2007), David and Bathsheba – Sin, 
Punishment and Rectifi cation , (Tevunot Publishing, 2008).
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B. FROM BREADTH TO DEPTH

We begin with one of the most evident traits of Rav Medan’s works – the 
dizzying array of sources he marshals for each of his ideas, and the rela-
tionships he creates between them. Asked to describe Rav Medan’s ap-
proach, one colleague immediately responded that “those who think that 
he [Rav Medan] pulls his ideas out of thin air insults the years of learning 
and effort that Rav Medan put in.”4 Indeed, one must be amazed by the 
tremendous breadth represented in his learning, and how more obscure 
books, specifi cally Chronicles, illustrate new levels of understanding in 
stories commonly understood on a more simple level. If David declared 
that the rich man in Nathan’s allegory deserved to be punished four-fold 
for his theft of the sheep, and Chronicles tells us that David had fi ve sons 
with Bathsheba though Samuel’s account only mentions Solomon, then R. 
Medan argues that the others died due to David’s ill-founded declara-
tion.5 Reading the story of David’s encounter with Naval (1 Samuel 25), we 
have little appreciation for the latter’s rejection of David’s generous offer. 
Naval may simply be a boor, as his own wife Abigail states, “as his name, so 
he is.” (ibid. v. 25). Perhaps he enriched himself under Saul’s reign, profi -
teering at the expense of those who had abandoned their lands due to their 
fi nancial straits. After suggesting two reasons for Naval’s behavior and his 
subsequent punishment by God, R. Medan adds an additional dimension 
to the story by referencing 1 Chronicles 2:9. In the listing of Judah’s 

4 Avi Sivan, Director of Operations for Herzog College. His words recall Twyla 
Tharp’s, the choreographer of the opera and dance scenes for the fi lm Amadeus, and 
her subsequent criticism of the fi lm’s portrait of Mozart as a natural genius:

The fi lm Amadeus dramatizes and romanticizes the divine origins 
of creative genius. Antonio Salieri, representing the talented hack, 
is cursed to live in the time of Mozart, the gifted and undisciplined 
genius who writes as though touched by the hand of God… Of 
course this is hogwash. There are no ‘natural’ geniuses… No one 
worked harder than Mozart. By the time he was twenty-eight years 
old, his hands were deformed because of all the hours he had spent 
practicing, performing, and gripping a quill pen to compose… As 
Mozart himself wrote to a friend, “People err who think my art 
comes easily to me. I assure you, dear friend, nobody has devoted 
so much time and thought to composition as I. There is not a fa-
mous master whose music I have not industriously studied through 
many times.”

Tharp, T., The Creative Habit: Learn it and Use it for Life, Simon and Schuster, 2003, 
8-9.

5 This reading runs against many of the traditional commentators that attempt to 
link the four-fold punishment in David’s pronouncement with the deaths of the new-
born child, Amnon, Absalom, and Adonijah.
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genealogies, specifi cally those from the “royal” branch of Peretz,” Chron-
icles lists the three sons of Hezron: Jerahmeel, and Ram, and Chelubai 
(Caleb). Noting that the eldest, Jerahmeel, received his inheritance along-
side Simeon in the arid distant regions of Judah, and bringing support from 
the Jerusalem Talmud that Jerahmeel married a non-Jew (Sanhedrin 2:3), 
R. Medan postulates that the two remaining sons, Caleb and Ram, con-
tested the leadership of the tribe. Naval’s opposition to David (who de-
scended from Ram) stemmed from his being of Caleb, not only for the 
simple reasons suggested above.6 R. Medan concludes by connecting this 
episode with the murder of Gedaliah ben Ahikam at the end of the fi rst 
Kingdom by Ishmael ben Nethaniah (of Jerahmeel). Pointing out that the 
second account contains many textual and literary parallels to the story of 
David and Naval, he suggests that the motivations of protagonists stemmed 
from an unfi nished familial contest over the tribal leadership.7 

In addition to the use of rarer biblical texts to elucidate others, R. 
Medan also relies heavily on halakhic texts to explicate narratives. R. 
Medan asks: Is the book of Judges sympathetic to Gideon?8 Using the 
three prohibitions that guide a king in Deuteronomy 17, Rav Medan 
evaluates Gideon’s attainments – his abundant spouses, large military 
force, and amassing wealth – and fi nds him wanting. If Deuteronomy 
juxtaposes the laws of honest weights and equal measures with the com-
mandment not to forget Amalek’s treachery, then the juxtaposition points 
us to the transgression that made such an attack possible. R. Medan sug-
gests that, unlike the previous incident at Marah, where Moshe distrib-
uted the water supply in equal portions, at Rephidim, the strongest 
members rushed to the spring at Horev to satiate their thirsts without 
concern that the people’s weaker members receive an equal share.9 
Finally, the book of Genesis does not explicitly pass judgment on Simeon 
and Levi’s attack on Shechem against Jacob’s wishes and knowledge. In-
stead, while chapter 49 subjects them to withering criticism from their 
father during the blessings, the prose telling of the story in chapter 35 
grants them the last word in the argument. Implicitly basing himself on 

6 Yaakov Medan, “And Naval Said in his Heart” (Heb.), Megadim 4, Tevunot 
Publications, 37.

7 Ibid. n. 42.
8 See also Hayyim Angel, “The Positive and Negative Traits of Gideon as Refl ect-

ed in his Sons,” in Revealed Texts, Hidden Meanings, (New Jersey: Ktav Publishing 
House, 2009), 96.

9 Yaakov Medan, “The Wanderings of Benei Yisrael in the Desert,” available at the 
Virtual Beit Midrash archives: http://www.vbm-torah.org/archive/parsha65/16-
65beshalakh.htm.
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the rabbinic belief that Esau fulfi lled the highest level of fi lial responsibility 
and respect, R. Medan argues that the Ten Commandments render the fol-
lowing verdict. The commandments are juxtaposed so that the proximity 
between honoring parents and the interpersonal commandments parallel 
how the breakdown of Jacob’s familial authority led to the family’s collapse 
in the Genesis’ conclusion. Honor your father – so that you do not kill 
(Simeon and Levi), so that you do not fall into adultery (Reuben and Judah), 
do not kidnap (the brothers and Joseph), do not swear falsely (the brothers 
to Jacob), and do not covet (Joseph’s coat). Ironically, he notes that this 
portrays Esau in a positive light (who, due to his honor for his father, did not 
murder his brother, married properly to assuage his father’s feelings, etc.)

C. THE UNITY OF PESHAT AND DERASH

Usage of literary allusions and intertextual readings is a standard feature 
of the “new school” of Bible study. What separates R. Medan from many 
of his contemporaries, however, is his understanding of how the texts 
relate to each other. One of the defi ning characteristics of this “new 
school” is the near-total reliance on the Biblical text to interpret itself, 
often at the expense of traditional commentaries.10 The separation be-
tween the “new school” and traditional rabbinic literature has become a 
nearly unbridgeable chasm. Few practitioners of the “new school” view 
the Midrash as necessary to unlocking the text’s meaning. By stating that 
the role of midrash is to read “meaning into the text,” “penetrate the in-
ner meaning of the words, hidden messages of the Torah,”11 or “the at-
tempt to be creative or to relate the text to one’s own reality,”12 the 
modern commentator manages to reduce the relevance of the entire 
rabbinic enterprise to homiletics, not hermeneutics.13 On those rare 

10 This issue has been touched upon extensively in previous Tradition articles. See 
the author’s “Return of the Pashtanim” (Tradition 42:1, Spring 2009). 

11 Abraham Kelman, “The Requirement of Peshat, and the Challenge of Derash,” 
Hakirah, Vol. 4, 133.

12 Gary G. Porton, “Defi ning Midrash” in J. Neusner, The Study of Ancient Juda-
ism, vol. 1 (New Jersey: Ktav,1981), 59.

13 An example of this attitude can be found in Zvi Grumet’s review of S. Klistner’s 
book Wrestling Jacob on the Lookstein Digest (Bookjed 50, February 13, 2007), 
available at http://listserv.os.biu.ac.il/cgi-bin/wa?A3=ind0702&L=LOOKSTEIN
&E=quoted-printable&P=55235&B=------%3D_NextPart_000_00FB_01C74F59.4
44191E0&T=text%2Fhtml;%20charset=windows-1255&XSS=3&header=1:

Precisely because much classical derash is creative interpretation 
loosely connected to the text, it is diffi cult to engage in a substantive 
discussion of the correctness of the interpretation. In scientifi c terms, 
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occasions when the Midrash supports peshat, however, they conclude 
confi dently that “this is what the Rabbis intended.”14

R. Medan has become a vociferous opponent of this dimension of 
the “new school.” Strongly rejecting any division between peshat and 
derash, he understands the relationship between them as symbiotic, as 
each text provides fertile grounds for interpreting the other. A common 
theme that appears in his works is that an argument within rabbinic 
literature refl ects a contradiction within the Bible itself. The Talmud 
(BT Berakhot 10b) criticizes Hezekiah for closing the spring of Gihon. 
However, Avot de-Rabbi Natan A:2 counts this among Hezekiah’s 
four acts worthy of praise. The contradiction between these sources, 
suggests R. Medan, refl ects an argument in Tanakh about this action 
between the prophet Isaiah and the book of Chronicles.15 In chapter 
22, Isaiah criticizes the closing of the upper springs, claiming that the 
springs demonstrated the pride of the people (and, later, he suggests 
that the new tunnel provided a corrupt leadership the means by which 
to escape sieges while the populace suffered). The portrayal of Hezekiah’s 

any hypothesis which cannot theoretically be proven incorrect is not 
a valid hypothesis.

This simplistic categorization and rejection of Midrashic literature did not characterize 
most of the earlier medieval commentators, despite their attempts to develop an indepen-
dent peshat level of understanding. Describing R. David Kimchi’s complex understanding 
of the relationship between peshat and derash, N. Grunhaus notes:

Radak’s perplexed consternation at certain rabbinic statements and 
his elaborate justifi cation of his rejection of them in lengthy, force-
ful analyses illustrate that he felt bound by rabbinic traditions. Be-
cause the rabbis were vested with authority, he needed to dispute 
them carefully. 
N. Grunhaus, “The Interplay of Peshat and Rabbinic Traditions in 
the Exegetical Works of Rabbi David Kimhi” (PhD diss., New 
York University, 2003), 255.

14 This recalls Nechama Leibowitz’s humorous quip to a student’s request to de-
fi ne the difference between ‘peshat’ and ‘derash.’ With a smile, she quipped, “If I say 
it, it’s peshat; if you say it, it’s derash.”

15 For comparison, see the comment of R. David Kimchi on 2 Chronicles 32:30, 
where he states his amazement at the contradiction between the rabbinic sources:

I am surprised that our Sages … say that when he stopped up the 
fl ow of Gihon, the [religious authorities] did not accede to this. 
For it is written above: “he consulted with his offi cers (sarav) and 
warriors about stopping up the fl ow of the springs” (II 32:3), and 
sarav include the scholars of Israel; for it says “sarei (=chiefs of) 
thousands” when referring to the scholars of the judiciary (Ex. 
18:21–22)! In fact, I found in an aggadic source (Avot de-Rabbi 
Natan A:2) that when he stopped up the fl ow of Gihon, his will 
corresponded with that of the Everpresent One.
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actions in 2 Chronicles 32, however, is much more positive, as they 
stemmed the Assyrian assault. 

Another consequence of how Rav Medan understands the relation-
ship between the Biblical text and rabbinic literature is his usage of what 
Dr. Yonatan Grossman labels “the hidden analogy.” The midrashic link-
age between Nabal and Laban, though it limits itself to suggesting that 
the similar lettering of their names implies similar character traits, pro-
vides R. Medan with ample grounds to note a series of literary analogies.16 
From them, R. Medan exposes the sin Naval committed that caused his 
death – his endeavor to treat David as a runaway slave and return him to 
slavery – as an act that entails capital punishment. From this, Laban’s 
pursuit after Jacob is explicated as well. If rabbinic exegesis states that an 
event happened to one character, and the Tanakh describes that a similar 
event occurred to another, R. Medan argues, the Midrash is tacitly claiming 
that the two accounts are connected by a series of literary links. If the 
Talmud (Sukka 52) describes that David (and the world) were nearly 
overwhelmed by a fl ood, then clearly rabbinic thought is linking the 
David narrative with the biblical account of Noah. R. Medan argues that, 
just as the world in Noah’s time was destroyed because “the “strong 
men” (benei ha-elohim) took the wives of the common people (Genesis 
6:2), David’s behavior with Bathsheba warranted a similar response. 
Similarly, every child recognizes the midrashic account of young Abraham 
taking a hammer and smashing his father’s idols. The only character in 
Tanakh who destroyed his father’s idols is Gideon (Judges 6). R. Medan 
uses this association to suggest that a series of literary links connect the 
two stories, including the small number of soldiers used in the attacks, the 
similar purposes of the battles (to retrieve or avenge kin), and the tactics 
involved – appearing suddenly in the middle of the night as the enemy 
camp is fast asleep, with different forces appearing from different 
directions, causing the armies to fl ee in confusion and panic, leaving 
all the spoils. According to R. Medan, that Gideon went with only 
one servant (Pura) to the Midianite camp provides the source for the 
Midrash to suggest that Abraham’s 318 servants were also really one, 
namely Eliezer. Finally, the continuation of the Midrash, where Abraham 
is cast into the fi ery furnace, beckons an exploration of the literary links 
between Abraham and Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah in the book of 

16 Thematic parallels include the hero working to protect the sheep of the em-
ployer, the recounting of the faithful manner in which this charge is carried out (day 
and night), the failure of the employer to provide fair and timely wages, and the call 
to the Divine to judge between them. 
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Daniel.17 From Nebuchadnezzar’s attempt to rule the entire world in 
conforming unity, we hear the echoes of the rabbinic commentary and 
criticism of the Tower of Babel episode (R. Medan notes as an aside that 
the Midrash identifi es both Nimrod’s wife and Nebuchadnezzar’s wife as 
Shmiramit).

On the other hand, R. Medan’s approach to rabbinic literature, while 
containing many fruitful avenues for study, is limited in several ways that 
require further exposition. His assumptions do not distinguish between 
different types of Midrashim, both in terms of their exegetical purposes, 
their style of reading, and their historical development. In addition, the 
purpose and direction of the comparisons is not always clear. He does not 
clarify whether it is the story of Gideon that is being illuminated by the 
association with Abraham’s childhood, or whether it provides insights to 
Abraham’s battles in Genesis chapter 14.18

When a reader encounters apparent contradictions between the mi-
drashic literature and the text’s simple meaning, how should he react? In 
his interpretation of Akeidat Yitzchak, R. Kook discusses Abraham’s un-
willingness to prematurely and dogmatically resolve contradictions pre-
maturely, favoring one truth over a contradictory truth. Faced between 
“from this child will come your descendants” (Genesis 21:12) and “offer 
him as an offering” (Genesis 22:2), Abraham chooses to obey quietly and 
wait for God to explain the paradox. Prematurely resolving contradictions 
leads to dogma. Instead, Abraham waits for the “third clause that will 
resolve and explicate the other two.”19 Unfortunately, many exegetes fac-
ing a contradiction between Midrash and “peshuto shel mikra” choose to 
resolve it by negating one or the other (either “what Hazal stated is 
peshat” or “it’s just a Midrash, not peshat.”). R. Medan strives, however, to 
discover the missing “third clause” that will reconcile the other two. As 
such, he assumes a more conservative bent in some of the more recent 
issues that have arisen regarding the “new school’s” approach to Bible 
study. A classic example appears in the fi rst issue of Megadim, the fl agship 
journal of the “new school” in Israel. In its fi rst issue, R. Yoel Bin Nun 

17 Dr. Yonatan Grossman and Gilad Sasson, Megadim 46, “On Hidden Analogies”, 
Tevunot Publishing: 2007, p. 17-41. The analogy between Abraham and Daniel is 
also noted by Yair Zakovitch and Avigdor Shinan, Lo Kakh Katuv ba-Tanakh, (Yediot 
Acharonot Publishing, 2004), p.133.

18 A fuller and more thorough discussion of these issues can be found in Megadim 
#51 in an exchange between Shimon Fogel and Yonatan Grossman and Gilad Sasson 
in response to the Grossman-Sasson article on hidden analogies cited above (87-118). 

19 See S. Carmy, “Paradox, Paradigm, and the Birth of Inwardness,” Hazon Nahum, 
YU Press, 1997, 464-465, 474.
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probes Joseph’s failure to communicate with his family for almost two 
decades while he was regent in Egypt.20 R. Bin Nun made the then-radical 
suggestion that Joseph’s unwillingness stemmed from his possibly be-
lieving that not only had Yaakov orchestrated his sale into slavery, but he 
did so within a family tradition of rejecting one mother’s son(s) for an-
other. In Egypt, he named his children with the understanding that he 
had been ejected from the family structure, and with the hope that God 
would allow him to create a new family. Only the unexpected arrival of his 
brothers during the famine awakens his old questions. To resolve his 
doubts, Joseph used their visit to engineer Benjamin’s descent to Egypt, 
with the hope of discovering the truth from the one sibling not involved 
in his sale. He attempts to isolate Benjamin, but Judah unexpectedly in-
tervenes. Judah’s tearful plea, which explained that Jacob thought his 
beloved son dead, reveals to Joseph the depth of the mistaken assumption 
with which he had lived for years. 

In Megadim’s second issue, R. Medan takes issue with R. Bin Nun’s 
approach.21 He asks a simple counterfactual question – what would have 
happened had Joseph attempted to contact his father? (We will discuss 
the usage of “illustrative” questions in R. Medan’s thought later). Yes, 
Jacob would have gained his beloved son back – but at the cost of losing 
ten others, when their malicious actions would be revealed. Instead, R. 
Medan suggests, Joseph engages in actively manipulating events to cause 
his brothers to repent from their earlier actions. As R. Bin Nun responds, 
many of R. Medan’s criticisms are not based on the text’s simple mean-
ing, but emanate from a belief that “my heart cannot accept that Jacob 
would reject Joseph.”22 Indeed, many of R. Medan’s interpretations re-
fl ect his conservative, traditional bent, and when there is a fundamental 
disagreement as to the underlying assumptions, dialogue is not possible.

R. Medan’s reliance and trust in rabbinic sources, however, does not 
force him to engage in tortured gymnastics often witnessed when the 
Midrash contradicts “peshuto shel mikra.” Instead, he attempts, always 

20 Bin Nun, Y., “The Intractable Question: Why Did Joseph Not Send Word To 
His Father?” (Heb.), Megadim #1, (Tevunot Publishing: 1986), p. 20-31; summary 
available in English “Torah MiEtzion: New Readings in Tanach”, Sefer Bereshit, 
(Maggid Publishing, 2011), p. 419.

21 Medan, Y., “The Intractable Question: Why Did Joseph Not Send Word To 
His Father?” (Heb.), Megadim #2, (Tevunot Publishing: 1986), p. 54-78; summary 
available in English “Torah MiEtzion: New Readings in Tanach”, Sefer Bereshit, 
(Maggid Publishing, 2011), p. 432.

22 R. Bin Nun’s full response is found in his Al Derekh ha-Avot, (Tevunot Publish-
ing, 2003), p. 215.
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valiantly and sometimes successfully, to demonstrate the compatibility of 
the two approaches. The Talmud praises Ruth for two qualities – her 
willingness to gather small amounts in the fi eld, and her modest behav-
ior.23 However, R. Medan notes that these suggestions go against the 
simple understanding of the second chapter of Ruth. Boaz has to gently 
hint that she should not glean with the young men in the fi eld, but among 
the female gleaners (a message Naomi has to repeat to Ruth twice in the 
following conversation!) Instead of taking simple gleanings, we are told 
that she gathered full bundles.24 How, then, could the Talmud state that 
Ruth was modest and frugal? According to R. Medan, the text describes 
what the people saw – a strange woman, from a foreign land, brazenly 
gathering bundles of grain with the men. The Talmud, however, de-
scribes the events from Boaz’s viewpoint. He looked beyond the external 
and saw a young woman, raised in Moab where modestly was unknown 
and charity non-existent, and recognized her internal greatness despite 
her foreign upbringing. 

R. Medan’s insistence on maintaining two apparently contradictory 
truths until a resolution could be found, the simple sense of the Biblical 
text against rabbinic tradition; fi nds its fullest expression in his work on 
David and Bathsheba. Here, the battle lines between the Biblical text, 
which explicitly details David’s sin, confession and punishment, are clear-
ly drawn against the popular rabbinic statement that “anyone who says 
that David sinned is mistaken.”25 In his monograph David and Bathsheba 
after a whirlwind encyclopedic summary of the various rabbinic sources 
that deal with David’s behavior, both those that exonerate David of adul-
tery and those that maintain that David did in fact commit adultery with 
Bathsheba, R. Medan sides with the opinion of R. Shmuel bar Nahmani 
that David did not transgress and sleep with a married woman. However, 
this emerges from what he believes are convincing exegetical reasons to 
do so in the text. These include but are not limited to the incongruity of 
Nathan’s parable to David (the parable speaks of robbery and oppression 
of the poor, not adultery), the fact that David continued to live with 
Bathsheba despite acknowledging his sinful behavior, and the fact that 

23 BT Shabbat 113b.
24 Dr. Yonatan Grossman argues that this report comes from the words of Boaz’s 

overseer, not the narrator. He states that as the overseer was unhappy that this strange 
woman dared to reap among the poor of Israel, he purposely exaggerated Ruth’s be-
havior and emphasized her foreign ancestry to belittle her in Boaz’s eyes. 

25 Obviously, the rabbinic sources are more complicated than popularly under-
stood, and many sources directly implicate and accuse David of sinning. For a full 
summary of the varying opinions, see the introduction to David and Bathsheba.
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the prophet used an analogy whose surface meaning was obscure (which 
R. Medan argues would have been unnecessary if the sin was clear to all). 
Instead, he postulates that Uriah and Batsheba had only been married for 
a short while, and he advances a rabbinic opinion that Bathsheba was still 
a minor at the time, creating the legal framework for David to continue 
to live with Bathsheba.

D. MORALITY AND COMMON SENSE

If the text in fact exonerates David from committing adultery, then why 
is David punished? Here, R. Medan distinguishes between the base, dry, 
legal requirements and technicalities of halakha, and the Tanakh’s pro-
phetic vision, which demands a higher level of compliance and identifi ca-
tion with the Divine idea of morality.26 He demonstrates that several 
times, the prophet/narrator will criticize characters who behave in an ap-
parently prudent manner when it doesn’t measure up to these standards. 
Ahaz’s treaty with Assyria made sense given the political realities of the 
time, as did Hezekiah’s with Egypt a generation later. However, Isaiah 
criticizes them heavily for demonstrating a lack of faith in God’s protec-
tion protect.27 Similarly, we cannot mistake Talmudic discussions of the 
legal minutiae of certain specifi c acts for construing approval of actions. 
Even if Saul is able to legally disqualify Michal’s marriage to David, this does 
not suggest that the Talmud endorses his actions. Even if David’s actions are 
technically legal, they are in no way “kosher.” He is held accountable to the 
higher standard that leaders of the people are expected to achieve.

This refl ects a powerful stream that runs throughout R. Medan’s 
thought: the Torah does not override what R. Kook called “derekh erets,” 
(commonly referred to as either ‘natural morality’), or common sense.28 

26 This analysis leads R. Medan to quip, “All those who say that Chazal say that 
anyone who says that David sinned – are mistaken.”

27 A similar occurrence where larger considerations override halakhic technicalities 
can be found in the Midrashic literature which envisions the prophet Ezekiel rebuking 
Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah for offering to sacrifi ce their lives even though not 
required by law, and the accompanying rebuke they give him (Midrash ha-Gadol to 
Exodus 9:8, Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 122).

28 Here are Rav Kook’s words:
Morality in its natural state, with all its profound splendor and 
might, must be fi xed in the soul, so that it may serve as a substra-
tum for the great effects emanating from the strength of Torah… 
Every element of Torah must be preceded by derekh erets [= natural 
ethical behavior]. If it is something agreeable to natural reason and 
uprightness, it must pass in a straight path, with the inclination of 
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Unlike many contemporary Torah scholars who prefer to believe that all 
obligations, legal and ethical, derive solely from the Torah, and who at-
tach no signifi cance to the human element of morality, many of R. Medan’s 
questions arise from his fi rm belief that no contradiction exists between 
the Torah’s demands and human morality.29 While we instinctively view 
Yael as a heroine for her brave dispatch of Sisera, R, Medan approvingly 
notes that the Abravanel raises the question of the morality of her betray-
ing her family’s covenant with the Canaanites.30 To him, the duplicity 
shown towards a helpless guest, even an enemy, requires explanation. 
How could this woman deceive and betray him? Similarly, though 
he understands the need for deception to retrieve their captive sister, 
R. Medan interprets Simeon and Levi’s sin at Shekhem as nullifying their 
agreement with Hamor. Even though their intentions were pure (unlike 
their brothers’, who subsequently looted the city, reducing the mitzva to 
rescue their sister to blatant murder for profi t), the harmful effect of 

the heart and consent of the pure will implanted in man, like theft, 
illicit sexual relations, and modesty which are learned from the ant, 
the dove, and the cat, and all the more so those things which are 
derived from the internal cognition of man himself and his spiritual 
sense… (Orot ha-Torah, chap. 12, 2-3)

29 Maimonides strongly criticizes this approach:
There is a group of human beings who consider it a grievous thing 
that causes should be given for any law; what would please them 
most is that the intellect would not fi nd a meaning for the com-
mandments and prohibitions. What compels them to feel thus is a 
sickness that they fi nd in their souls, a sickness to which they are 
unable to give utterance and of which they cannot furnish a satis-
factory account. For they think that if those laws were useful in this 
existence and had been given to us for this or that reason, it would 
be as if they derived from the refl ection and the understanding of 
some intelligent being. If, however, there is a thing for which the 
intellect could not fi nd any meaning at all and that does not lead 
to something useful, it indubitably derives from God; for the re-
fl ection of man would not lead to such a thing. (Guide of the Per-
plexed, 3:31)

30 It should be noted that R. Medan, however, strongly rejects the answer the 
Abravanel proffers (that a woman is not bound by familial treaties). Instead, he justi-
fi es her behavior as follows. Drawing upon the rabbinic understanding that Yael slept 
with Sisera before killing him, he suggests that Sisera took advantage of her hospitality 
by sexually assaulting her. Her murder of Sisera was the natural response of a victim 
and was totally justifi ed. To explain why the rabbis labeled her act as one of “a sin for 
the sake of Heaven” – a person who is raped isn’t a sinner – he differentiates between 
a forcible assault, where the legal claim is that the passive woman is “as the ground of 
the earth,” and one of verbal coercion, which, though threatening, does not involve 
the use of force. Sisera’s assault on Yael, he suggests, fell into the second category. 
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breaking one’s word is too great to justify.31 Finally, unlike those who 
hold that whatever God commands is ispo facto moral, the directive to 
eradicate Amalek bothers him immensely.32 It cannot be that the Torah 
would command the slaughter of innocents. Recognizing that rabbinic 
thought criticized Saul for similar considerations, R. Medan explains the 
predatory and parasitical nature of the Amalekites. What was the purpose 
of their original attack on the Jewish people, argues R. Medan, if not to 
gather captives to sell into slavery? Amalek in the desert represents noth-
ing less than the return to Egyptian bondage. Even after Israel managed 
to inhabit and settle in Canaan, the Amalekites remained a thorn in 
their side. Living on the outskirts of society, subsisting solely on attacks 
on the weak and the unprepared, Amalek represents a way of life that 
ultimately destroys civilizations and progress. As long as they exist, they 
face a simple choice: join the civilized world, becoming productive 
members, and thereby remove the curse from their heads, or continue 
living on the outskirts, under Divine approbation. Their offense is not 
a racial curse but their moral choices.33 Saul assumed that they could 
serve as loyal allies against the Philistine enemy and didn’t recognize 
that this recognition constituted approval of their immoral and para-
sitical nature. 

Finally, the unrelenting insistence on holding the Torah to human 
standards of logic applies to all, even Divine, actions. At times, R. Medan 
prefers to artifi cially invert Biblical texts than adopt artifi cial and convo-
luted understandings of God’s behavior. Early commentators are already 
troubled by how Hashem constantly and capriciously changes his orders 
to Balaam, fi rst prohibiting his traveling to Balak, then permitting it, and 
then sending an angel to kill him for traveling, despite the permission. 
R. Medan argues that there is no inconsistency in Hashem’s actions, and 
that the events have to be read simultaneously with chapter 25. Before 
the children of Israel sinned at Baal Peor, they were not worthy of punish-
ment and Hashem forbade Balaam’s travel. Once the people sinned, the 
prohibition to go to Balak was lifted. On the way, however, Phinehas 

31 He understands the breaking of the covenant that features prominently in Ezekiel 
16 as referring to Zedekiah’s treaty with Babylonia not to rebel, and does not follow 
the traditional religious understanding as the covenant with God. Instead, he argues 
that the betrayal in the political sphere refl ects the religious sphere as well.

32 See N. Helfgot’s presentation of the issues in “Amalek: Ethics, Values, and 
Halakhic Development,” YCT Tanakh Companion: The Book of Samuel, Ben Yehuda 
Press 2005, 79.

33 See Yaakov Medan, “Amalek,” accessible at http://www.vbm-torah.org/archive/
parsha65/24-65vayikra-zakhor.htm.
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removed the evil from within the Israelite camp, they were no longer 
worthy of curse, and the original prohibition returned.

E. ILLUSTRATIVE

The fi nal outstanding characteristic of R. Medan’s thinking is his insis-
tence on visualizing the situation fully, far beyond the limited description 
of the text. R. Medan describes his approach as “haser ve-tani” – fi lling in 
the blanks.34 We read the account of the sin of the spies, yet we do not try 
to imagine what occurred on their expedition. To R. Medan, these events, 
not recorded in the Torah text itself, contain the seed of their failure and 
the ultimate catastrophe that followed. He fi rst asks: who sends twelve 
distinguished elderly men on a military reconnaissance mission? Noting 
the Torah’s two contradictory accounts of the sin in Numbers and Deu-
teronomy, R. Medan suggests that Moses erred by combining two legiti-
mate purposes, the military preparations for an invasion from the south, 
with the ultimate purpose of scouting the land, and how it was to be di-
vided among the tribes after the conquest.35 The elderly tribal leaders, 
most qualifi ed for the second purpose, recoiled when confronted with the 
giants that lived in the south of the land, on Hebron’s environs. Only 
Caleb mustered enough courage to enter the fortifi ed city, where he dis-
covered that the defenses were not as intimidating as thought. However, 
the fear of being caught as foreign agents weighed heavily on the other 
elders, who were not fi ghters and not fi t to provide military advice. In-
stead, their apprehensions and trepidations only grew throughout the 
journey, even as they attempted to fulfi ll their assignment, and this fear 
ultimately infl uenced how they saw the land, its inhabitants, and their 
eventual fateful report to the people.

The visual and illustrative nature of his thinking allows R. Medan to 
fi ll in the literary and conceptual gaps when utilizing associative and inter-
textual linkages as well. In his study on Parshat be-Shallach, he states that 
three episodes teach the importance of the equal distribution of the people’s 

34 In this respect, R. Medan refl ects the infl uence of Meir Sternberg, whose theory 
of narrative centers around how “the biblical narrator navigates ‘between the truth 
and the whole truth’ by carefully managing narrative “gaps” or ambiguities by with-
holding information from the reader. See Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Nar-
rative, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 186-221. 

35 Accepting Deuteronomy’s account that Moses acknowledges that he sinned in 
this issue (see the Abravanel’s commentary to Deuteronomy 1).
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resources among its members – receiving water at Mara “by ‘hok’ – equal 
portions,” (Exodus 15:25) the manna, which explicitly states that every-
one is to receive an equal share, and Shabbat. After noting that the Ten 
Commandments in Deuteronomy 5 emphasize the social justice dimen-
sion of Shabbat, and not the religious dimension of Exodus 20, and that 
the Midrash states that Shabbat was given before the Torah, he suggests 
the following series of parallel texts which lead to a creative interpretation 
of the Biblical text. The only specifi c law of Shabbat mentioned in Exodus 
16 is the prohibition of “leaving one’s place (i.e. – the camp) on Shab-
bat.” Noting that this prohibition is repeated in Jeremiah’s admonition in 
Jeremiah 17 against the people’s conducting business on the Shabbat, 
and recurs when Nehemiah shuts the gates of Jerusalem on Shabbat (Ne-
hemiah chapter 13), preventing people from leaving the city to conduct 
their affairs, R. Medan suggests that in the desert, as well, the people 
would leave the encampment to engage in trade with passing caravans or 
the neighboring desert tribes. It is this profi t motive, as well as the ensu-
ing lack of social equality that the Torah wished to restrict with this aspect 
of the Shabbat laws.36 

A fi nal example of his fertile imagination is found in R. Medan’s 
reconciliation of the rabbinic interpretation of the story of Reuben and 
Bilhah in Genesis 35 with the simple textual understanding. Recognizing 
the disagreement among the commentators to the crucial question of 
whether Reuben actually lay with his father’s concubine, or whether he 
merely “shifted his father’s bed,” he suggests resolving the question by 
attempting to visualize what actually occurred. After Rachel’s death, 
Reuben, eager to protest his humiliated mother’s honor, chose to act. 
Taking advantage of his father’s absence, he snuck into Bilhah’s tent and 
forcibly removed her, replacing her with Leah. That night, for the second 
time in his life, Jacob sleeps with Leah thinking she is another. The next 
morning, angered at being deceived a second time, he demands to know 
what happened. Who speaks up? The young Joseph. The night before, in 
mourning for his mother, he could not sleep, and went outside his tent. 
What did he see? His older brother carrying Bilhah over his shoulder, her 
wearing nothing but her negligee, and depositing her in his tent for the 
night. Misunderstanding his older brother’s motives and actions, he in-
forms Jacob that Reuben committed adultery. In one fell swoop, R. Medan 

36 “The Wanderings of Benei Yisrael in the Desert,” available at the Virtual Beit 
Midrash archives: http://www.vbm-torah.org/archive/parsha65/16-65beshalakh.
htm.
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manages to protect the rabbinic tradition as reliable, while understanding 
the Biblical text as refl ecting the viewpoint of Jacob and Joseph.37

Inevitably, Rav Medan receives more criticism for this step of his 
thought process than any other. The attempt to fi ll in the textual gaps 
through imaginative speculation, and to build a complete thought 
structure on this potentially unstable foundation, leads many to reject 
his approach entirely. Since the Midrash states that Abraham had to 
traverse water to offer Isaac, R. Medan asks which river intersects between 
Beersheba and Moriah, and concludes that it must have been raining for 
the three day journey, creating a fl ash fl ood for which the Judean desert 
is known. This becomes proof that it rained during the Giving of the 
Torah, and at every revelation of the Divine Presence.38 Imaginative 
fancy blends into accepted fact and proof, and the failure to distinguish 
between the two is a criticism that many of his propositions deserve. 
However, all too often we restrict ourselves to the written text so tightly 
that we lose sight of the literary gaps and ambiguities that give R. Medan 
room to engage in his suppositions. More importantly, we quite often 
tend to undervalue visualization and imagination in the religious world. 
Instead, we limit ourselves to what we believe to be traditional boundaries 
and guidelines. From R Medan’s work, we learn that to fully understand 
the text, we cannot be content with intellectually understanding the words, 
but must exercise our visual and imaginative facilities as well.

F. CONCLUSION

Returning to our original query: is R. Medan’s approach replicable, or 
would duplication merely tarnish his legacy? We could easily summarize 
his contribution as a catalog of creative interpretations which have added 
tremendously to our understanding of the Biblical text, even if they 
occasionally are too outlandish to comfortably accept as “peshuto shel 
mikra.” However, this minimizes several potential contributions that R. 
Medan’s methodology could provide to our personal study and our edu-
cational arenas. First, mastery of the vast literature available is not unat-
tainable; though the journey may be arduous, we should strive for more 
familiarity with all forms of Jewish texts. Second, we are often content to 

37 Yaakov Medan, “Anyone Who Says That Reuven Sinned...” available at the 
Virtual Beit Midrash archives: http://www.vbm-torah.org/archive/parsha65/08-
65vayishlach.htm.

38 Heard orally from Dr. Avi Shmidman.
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read and teach texts in a linear fashion. When a teacher notes an intertextual 
allusion, they take the initiative to bring it to the students’ attention. Rare 
are the classrooms, however, where the question “what does this remind 
you of” is regularly asked (perhaps due to the fear that our students have 
not mastered enough texts necessary to make it a worthwhile enterprise). 
Association is a style of thinking that can be modeled, encouraged, and 
taught. Third, we often hesitate to question the morality of the Biblical 
stories, for fear that it may lead to a lessening of its respect among our 
students. Recent studies have proven that, in fact, the opposite occurs – 
students are more engaged and interested in the texts when given the 
freedom to question.39 Additionally, the visual mode of thinking, the seed 
of the imagination, is often neglected in textual studies. We need to ask 
not solely what the text says, but also what it ‘looks like.’ Visualizing the 
story not only involves greater participation of all the body’s senses, it 
often enables understandings of text that using abstract thought alone 
would not. Finally, and most importantly, we must be aware that all ap-
proaches to texts contain pre-determined assumptions, both in terms of 
how they relate with other texts, and regarding the rules that guide their 
interpretation. R. Medan’s demonstrations of the potentially fruitful rela-
tionship between rabbinic and Biblical texts require reevaluation of any 
simplistic understanding of the peshat/derash divide. His efforts ensure 
that we do not forget that the fundamental truth that the Bible is more 
than a literary work – it is divine. As such, the standards and values that 
animate it have to refl ect our interpretations as well. 

39 See Yochi Brandes’ article on the failure of the Israeli educational system to 
inspire students in Bible study, and how recent educators have turned to opening the 
classes to a variety of opinions and viewpoints in order to improve the situation. Her 
article “The Failure Between the Success” is available at http://www.haaretz.com/
hasen/spages/1091699.html.
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