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are extremely important terms and concepts in rabbinic Judaism.2o 

The reference to God's Shekinah ' in heaven above' reminds the audi­
ence of the rabbinic beliefthat the sin of God's people had caused God 
to remove his presence from their midst, while the call to repentance 
provides a rare glimpse of hope in Targ. Lam. In Targ, Lam. 1.2 God 
offers the people a chance to repent through the warnings of Jeremiah, 
but they refuse and therefore bring upon themselves God's judgment. 
The central portion of ch. 3, however, speaks directly to the audience 
encouraging them to repent and change their ways, becoming obedient 
to God's Commandments. Thus, in Targ. Lam. 3.25-30 the targumist 
expands and speCifi es the exhortation found in the biblical text. The 
audience is counselled that the righteous will wait patiently for God's 
salvation. In that time they are to be silent, seek God's instruction 
while they 'bear the yoke of the Commandments', and endure the cor­
rections which God has sent. The corrections are to be endured 'for 
the sake of the unity of the name of the Lord' and by enduring their 
punishment in this world they will be received by God 'perfected in 
the World to Come'. 

It would be redundant to say that the concept of 'the yoke of the 
Commandments' and repentance are of great importance within rab­
binic Judaism, but these concepts are also central to this section of 
Targ. Lam. The importance of obeying the commandments is already 
evident within the Bible itself and is perhaps nowhere more explicit 
than the Shema. Within the rabbinic liturgy the Shema was composed 
of Deut. 6.4-9, 11.13-21, and Num. 15.37-41, and was preceded by two 
blessings and followed by a third blessing.21 The rabbis referred to the 

2·See E.E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concept. and Beliefs (Cambridge, Mk 
Harvard University Press, 1995 [repr. of edition published by Magn .. Press, 1975)), 
pp. 462-71, and S. Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theolo!J!J (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1961), pp. 313-15. As Urbach points out, 'The term �"�~�1�I�l�l�n� was coined by the 
Sages. but the concept it Signifies is a cardinal principle of the biblical legacy' (The 
Sages, p. 462). See, e.g., Lam. R. Proem 25 (below), b. Sanh, 97b-98a, and PRE 20 
C Adam said before the Holy Dne, blessed be He, Sovereign of all worlds! Remove, 
I pray thee, my sins from me and accept my repentance, and all the generations 
will learn that repentance is a reality ' [Gerald Friedlander, Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1916), p. 147])i see, however, Gen. 
R. to 30.22 which states that Reuben was the first man to repent.) 

21See R. Kimelman, 'The Shema and its Blessings: The Realization of God's 
Kingship', in L. Levine (ed.), The Synagogue and Late Antiquity (Philadelphia: 
American Sebools of Oriental Researeb, 1987), pp. 73-86; J. Petuebowski, 'The 
Liturgy of the Synagogue: History, Structure, and Contents', in W.S. Green (ed.), 
Approache, to Ancient Judaism (Chico: Scholars Press, 1983), IV , pp. 1-64 (18-33); 
Urbach, The Sages, pp. 400-402. 
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second passage (Deut. 11.13-21) as 'the Acceptance of the Yoke of the 
Commandments,?2 The first section of the Shema, Deut. 6.4-9, is re­
ferred to as the 'kingdom of Heaven ' and emphasizes the unity and 
uniqueness of God (m. Ber. 2.2). We find both ideas present in Targ. 
Lam. 3.27 and 28. Verse 27 encourages the audience to be obedient 
to God's Commandments, while v. 28 urges them to be faithful in ac­
cepting their punishment 'for the sake of the unity of the name of the 
Lord '. The basic tenets of the Shema are thus presented as the ideal 
behaviour for the devout. The rabbinic nature of this portion of the 
targum is further highlighted by the reference to 'the World to Come' 
at the end of v. 28.23 

The remainder of the verse explains what the burdens are and why 
the sufferer sbould bear them. While the sufferer is to bear his correc­
tions ' for the sake of the unity of the name' they also serve to prepare 
him for the World to Come. By suffering these punishments now, in 
this world, the targumist tells us that God will be able to receive the 
sufferer 'perfected in the World to Come'. The principle that the right­
eous pay for their minor sins in this world in order to receive complete 
blessing in the world to come is found throughout rabbinic literature.2' 
In Gen. R. to 8.1, for example, R. Akiba explains that God, 

... deals strictly with both [the righteous and the wicked[ , even to the 
great deep. He deals strictly with tbe righteous, calling them to account 
for the few wrongs which they commit in this world, in order to lavish 
bliss upon and give them a goodly reward in the world to come; He 
grants ease to the wicked and rewards them for the few good deeds 
which they have performed in this world in order to punish them in tbe 
future world. 

22See m. Ber. 2.2: IR. Joshua b. Karha. said: Why does the section Hear, 0 Israel 
precede And it shall come to pass if ye shall hearken'l-so that a man may Brst 
take upon him the yoke of the kingdom of heaven and afterwards take upon him 
the yoke of the commandments.' That the Shema itself was a central element of 
the rabbinic liturgy is clear from the beginning of the Mishnah: 'From what time 
in the evening may the Shema be recited?' (m. Ber. l.l). The Shema was, in fact, 
recited twice daily, once in the morning and once in the evening, since Deut. 6.7 
states, 'recite [these words] to your children and talk about them when you are at 
home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise' (m. Ber. 1.3). 

"See, e.g., m. Sanh. 10.1; 1Il. Ab. 4.17; b. Ber. 4a. 
24The references in rabbinic literature are few too numerous to recount here. See, 

however, Lam. R. to 1.5 and 3.3; b. Ber. 4a-5b; m. Sanh. 10 (esp. 10.1), and m. 
Ab. 4.17 ('fR. Jacob] used to say: Better is one hour of repentance and good works 
in this world t.han the whole life of the world to come; and better is one hour of 
bliss in the world to come than the whole life of t.his world'). See also Urbach, The 
Sages, pp. 649-92. 
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The overall effect of v. 28 is to encourage the community even in a 
time of strife. The purpose and reason for this period of suffering is so 
that the unity of the name of the Lord might be proclaimed and that 
Israel might enter the World to Come perfected and purified. 

Once again the addi tions of our targumist are not only within the 
rabbinic context, they urge the audience to adhere to specifically rab­
binic practices ('bearing the yoke of the Commandments', the recita­
tion of the Shema) and beliefs (acceptance into the World to Come). 
This central portion of ch. 3 has been transformed by the targumist 
into a exhortation to adhere to rabbinic values. The targumist urges 
the audience to hope for salvation (vv. 25, 26, 28) and turn in repent­
ance (v. 40) before the Lord 'whose Shekinah is in heaven above' (v. 
41). While they seek God's instruction (v. 25) and obey Torah (v. 27), 
they are also to accept the chastisement from God for the sake of the 
unity of his name (v. 28) and 'for the sake of the fear of the Lord' (v. 
30). These corrections will, in turn, result in their being accepted by 
God in the World to Come (v. 28) as the Lord has mercy upon his 
people (vv. 28, 31, 32). This highly developed presentation of the doc­
trine of repentance and forgiveness places Targ. Lam. well within the 
rabbinic milieu." In calling the audience to repent and return to God 
and obedience to Torah the targumist is calling them to the rabbinic 
traditions and understanding of redemption.'6 

Conclusions 

The targum to Lamentations was thus created speCifically for the syn­
agogal context and the targumist uses the phrase Knill)::> in order to 
draw the audience into the experience of the book of Lamentations. 
They are the continuation of the House of Israel who heard the wicked 
report of the spies and wept bitterly in the night and the House of 
Judah that went into exile because they were oppressing the widows 
and the orphans. And they are the 'Congregation of Israel dwelling in 
exile' that is to busy itself 'with Mishnah in the night, for the Sheki­
nah of the Lord is dwelling before [them]'. Furthermore, the additions 
found in Targ. Lam. are intended to encourage the audience to adhere 
to beliefs and practices that are specifically rabbinic. The targum calls 
the audience to repentance and obedience to Torah while exhorting 

2SSee Urbach, The Sages, pp. 436-47, 462-70i Schechter, Aspects 0/ Rabbinic 
Theology, pp. 293-95. 

26From elsewhere in Targ. Lam. , we may add to this list of rabbinic terms and 
values the call to study Mishnah at night and the Shekinah of the Lord being with 
them at such times (1.19). 
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them to be patient and accept the punishment which God metes out 
because through this suffering they are being prepared to be received 
by God into the World to Come. These sermonic admonitions present 
a catalogue of rabbinic values that are to be upheld by the audience 
and clearly indicates that the targumist espoused the rabbinic views 
that we find represented in the classical sources. 

This is the evidence we find within Targ. Lam. itself. It is my asser­
tion therefore that this material is present because the targumist had 
two primary goals before him in rendering the text of Lamentations 
into Aramaic. (1) It was to be used in the synagogue and it therefore 
needed to provide the congregation with a version that would enable 
everyone, men, women, and children, to comprehend the book of Lam­
entations (Sop. 42b). (2) Lamentations is not, however, a simple text 
theologically and therefore it was necessary not only to provide an Ara­
maic version of the text, but also to interpret it so that it would be in 
harmony with the theological views held by our targumist which are 
thoroughly rabbinic. 


