
A level Religious Studies - JudaismA level Religious Studies - Judaism

Key concepts  
Midrash (meaning ‘to inquire’) refers to the literature developed in 

classical Judaism that attempts to interpret Jewish Scriptures.
 
There are four principal methods of midrashic interpretation. 
• Peshat: the ‘plain’ or ‘literal’ sense of a passage.
• Remez: meaning ‘hint’ or allusive meaning.
• Derash: the homiletical meaning.

• Sod: the hidden, mystical meaning. 
Together these four terms form the acronym PaRDeS. 

 
In order to discover the mitzvot, Jews refer to the Halakhah. Halakhah is a means of 
regulating the 613 mitzvot, and it has its source in the Torah, rabbinic thought, and long-
standing traditions.

Halakhah functions differently for Orthodox and Reform Jews. Orthodox Jews consider 
the Torah to be the direct revelation of God, as such they consider it their duty to obey the 
mitzvot contained within it. Reform Jews consider the Halakhah as an on-going conversation; 
a gradual evolutionary process whereby Halakhah are brought into line with contemporary 
realities.

Aggadah refers to all non-legal rabbinic literature such as stories, legends, extracts from 
sermons. All Aggadot are generally intended to teach some kind of lesson. On a deeper 
theological level, Aggadic midrashim can also be used to reconcile issues that appear to be 
irreconcilable. For example, how can God be both a ruthless judge and a loving parent? 

Aggadic midrashim also serve to supplement the biblical texts in order to make them easier 
to understand, whilst also making the characters more human. An example of this is the 
famous midrashic tale concerning Abraham and the smashing of the idols.
 

 Key quotes  

‘Midrash represents the effort to seek truth in Scripture, in order 
to address current day questions to ancient enduring revelation.’ 
(Neusner)

‘… the distinguishing mark of God’s people Israel is that there is 
not a single thing in their lives that God through the Torah has not 
connected with a commandment.’ (Ludwig)

‘For the Reform Jew, individual conscience, often guided by a four-thousand-year-old heritage, 
informs ethical decisions. Thus halakhah still is not Revealed Truth, yet neither is it to be 
dismissed any longer.’ (Robinson)

‘… aggadah is important for providing what lies behind the practice, not in the sense of formal 
doctrine … but in terms of vitality and inspiration’ (Hoffman)
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Issues for analysis and evaluation  

Key questions, arguments, and debates 

The importance of Halakhah versus the importance of Aggadah for Judaism.
The strong link between Halakhah and Aggadah makes it difficult to argue for the importance of 
one over the other. 
Does Halakhah hold greater importance? 
Does the Reform view of Halakhah dilute its importance in any way? 
Even rabbinic tradition illustrates the struggle to decide which was the most important.
Whether or not midrash is an imprecise science?
Midrash presents a method that has been accepted, and which holds an important position within 
Judaism.  
Is Halakhah more precise than Aggadah? 
The perceived imprecision of Aggadah belies the fact that it serves a different purpose. Jews, in 
general, do not look for perfect, definitive answers to their questions about scripture. 
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