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Devarim 27:8 instructs the Jews to write on a set of stones “all the words of this Torah” baer heiteiv.
Ibn Ezra suggests that this means that the script was very clear, but so far as | can tell every prior
Rabbinic source reads this as saying that it was written in 70 leshonot. Torah Temimah valiantly tries
to understand leshonot as interpretations rather than languages, but laaniyut da’ati this is a deeply
implausible reading in the various Rabbinic contexts.

What in the text generates this reading? The Baal HaTurim with characteristic mathematical brilliance
notes that “HaTorah hazot baeir heiteiv” in gematria adds up to 1258, as does “gam beshiv’im
leshonot”. But thisis surely not the basis of the interpretation, as whatever one thinks of gematria
generally, here the word “gam” is added in absolutely arbitrarily, and in general the Rabbinic phrase is
“shiv’im lashon” rather than “leshonot”.

Mizrachi offers an alternative gematria, that “heiteiv” adds up to 70; readers will doubtlessly note
that it in fact adds up to 26, but Maharsha explains that the reference is to a different mode of
gematria, in which one takes the value of the sequence a +ab +abc +abcd, here 5 + 15 +24+26, which
does equal 70. But this too seems something less than evidence. On the other hand, Meshivat
Nefesh seemingly suggests that the source of the interpretation is the extra second “yod” in “heitiev”,
and heiteiv only has one yod (and is spelled here exactly as it is elsewhere in Tanakh), and to that |
still prefer even wild gematria as a source.

But it is not clear to me that the search for a “textual generator” is appropriate in cases such as this,
where the ancient reading is essentially universal. It may be that this interpretation, as with many
narrative expansions, simply always was the meaning of the text- perhaps baeir heiteiv was an idiom.

The underlying content of the interpretation — which from a different perspective might be seen as
generative — is that the stone tablets here were intended for the non-Jewish audience, hence the
universal translation. Talmud Sotah 35b uses this as the explanation for how G-d could punish the
Canaanites for their wickedness — after all, they were given the chance to learn Torah! And itis
possible that in this reading the verse intends to justify Jewish uniqueness and G-d’s favoring us, in
the same manner as the commentaries that declare Bil’am to have prophetic powers equal to those of
Mosheh.



A second textual issue, disputed in Sotah, is whether the Torah was engraved in stone, then covered
with plaster, or rather engraved in plastered stone. | favor Malbim’s understanding that it was both;
this seems to me to conform to ancient Near Eastern contract practices, in which the contract was
sealed in a clay cylinder and a copy inscribed on the outside of the cylinder — if anyone claimed
forgery, the outside could be broken and the original revealed.

But Malbim’s understanding seems not to cohere well with the notion that these stones were
intended to educate Gentiles as to what G-d required of them. What | suggest therefore— perhaps
homiletically - is that these stones were intended to give nonJews the capacity to hold the Jews
accountable to the Torah — they were about gentile rights, not Gentile responsibilities.

Transparency is often very scary, but there is grave risk of corruption when a community leaves those
outside it no language for critiquing it in a way that it can hear.

A contemporary analogy is whether to present Halakhah as a system that can be analyzed and
evaluated exclusively in its own terms, or rather as a system intended to embody a set of ethical,
moral, and/or spiritual values. Only the second option allows outsiders any language for critique, and
| therefore often prefer it, even if it sometimes overabstracts or oversimplifies.

Shabbat shalom
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