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The destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE was a devastating blow 
to Israelite religion. It has become common place in introductory text 
books to comment that the deportation and depopulation of Judah and 
her inhabitants by the Babylonians was probably not as great as the 
biblical text would lead us to believe. However, I think that one would 
be hard pressed to overestimate the importance of the destruction of 
the Temple for the development of Judaism and Jewish thought. This 
was the House of the Lord, the very footstool of God. The fact that it 
was utterly destroyed and laid desolate raised for the J udeans the most 
fundamental of questions concerning their deity. If the Lord was indeed 
the creator-god of the all the universe, how could such a catastrophe 
have occurred? Has God abandoned his people? No doubt some were 
even suggesting that the Lord had been bested hy Marduk, the god of 
the Babylonians, since they were the victors and David's son had been 
blinded and led away into captivity. 

Some sought to respond to the destruction of 586 BCE through the 
composition of laments and the Bible preserves five such poems in the 
book of Lamentations. These poems (with perhaps the exception of 
portions of ch. 3) are raw, emotive replies to the atrocities that the au­
thors had just survived. The authors are overwhelmed with anger and 
disbelief, feeling that they have been utterly destroyed and abandoned. 
As they cry out in their lament they describe the pain of starvation 
they experienced during the 1S-month-long siege: 'the tongue of the in­
fant sticks to the roof of its mouth for thirst; the children beg for food , 
but no one gives them anything' (4.4). And they graphically depict the 
pathetic attempts by some to survive by eating their own young: ' the 
hands of compassionate women have boiled their own children; they 
became their food in the destruction of my people' (4.10). 
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The responses to the destruction of the Temple in rabbinic liter­
ature were fairly direct and monovalent: Israel sinned therefore God 
punished his people by removing his presence from the Temple, allow­
ing it and Jerusalem to be destroyed.' An interpretation of the book 
of Lamentations that is required to represent all of the biblical text, 
even if greatly altered through translation and addition, does not have 
the luxury of such a facile reading. The book of Lamentations presents 
an exceptionally chilling and challenging text to interpret and one in 
which the central question, how and why did God allow this to happen 
to his people, had not been answered. Thus the targumist was faced 
with an extremely difficult task, but one that was made all the more 
necessary since the reading of the book of Lamentations had become 
an institutionalized part of the ninth of Ab service. This honest yet 
theologically problematic text had to be rendered in such a way that 
the community would not view God as having 'utterly rejected' his 
people (Lam. 5.22), but rather, in keeping with rabbinic belief of the 
time, that the Lord God was just in punishing his children who had 
disobeyed his Law. 

In previous studies I have examined how the targumist carefully 
presented this interpretation of the book of Lamentations using sev­
eral key translational techniques such as the use of the Kl'1 mo, the 
interpretation of a passage using the interpretive principle of 1ll:l ,110 

~10, and dramatic heightening.2 But as important as these observations 
is the fact that the targumist's reading of Lamentations is predicated 
upon and informed by two factors. 

The first is that the audience of Targ. Lam. was the synagogal 
congregation. That is to say, the text that we have before us was not 
produced for private study by scholars and sages, but instead was writ­
ten for and directed towards the general populace. As such, Targ. Lam. 
had a very important pedagogical role to play in the community's ob-

IThis is stated in many and various ways throughout Targ. Lam., beginning 
with 1.1 ('Because of the greatness of her rebellious sin which was within her') to 
5.7 ('Our fathers sinned and are no longer in the world, but we have borne their 
sins afLer them'). The description of God's removing his Presence from Jerusalem in 
order to allow the destruction of his Temple is found in, e.g., Lam. R. Proem 25. See 
also Targ. Lam. 3.41 and my commentary "Targum Lamentation's Reading of the 
book of Lamentations' (DPhi! dissertation Oxon 2000), pp. 149-50. For a detailed 
survey, see P. Kuhn, GotteJ Trauer und Klage in der rabbinischen Uberlie/enmg 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1978). 

2See my doctoral thesis, 'Targum Lamentation's Reading\ pa8sim, and 'The 
Role of the In'' n.,o in Targum Lamentations', in C.A, Evans (ed.), The Interpret­
ation 0/ ScripttJre in Early Judaism and Christianity (Studies in Scripture in Early 
Judaism and Christianity, 7; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), pp. 364-74. 
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servance and understanding of the ninth of Ab. The second point is 
that our targum is presenting a specifically rabbinic understanding not 
only of the book of Lamentations, but also of how one was to conduct a 
meritorious life through bearing the 'yoke of the Commandments ... for 
the sake of the unity of the name of the Lord' (Targ. Lam. 3.27-8). The 
focus of this paper then, will be demonstrating these two factors that 
form and influence the exegetical activity of Targ. Lam. 

The Synagogue 

It is well known that the taIrnudim dictate that the reading of the 
biblical text in a synagogue was to be accompanied with an appropriate 
translation so that all might understand the text being read.3 The 
talmudic texts also state that the meturgeman was not allowed to read 
from a written text, lest the congregation confuse the translation with 
the actual holy, written word. As a result, it is still an open question 
as to how accurately the physical texts that we study today represent 
the Aramaic translations that accompanied the biblical readings in the 
ancient synagogue. In the case of Targ. Lam., however, the text itself 
indicates that it was carefully created with a synagogal audience in 
mind, whether or not it was actually read from a copy of the text or 
recited from memory. 

Targumic Testimony 

Our earliest explicit reference to the use of a targum with the reading of 
the book of Lamentations is found in Soferim (seventh C eE)· Soferim 
42b describes the ninth of Ab service, stating that 'On the ninth day 
of Ab [the reading consistsJ of four verses of Jeremiah Hast thou utterly 
rejected Judah? to For thou hast made all these things [14.19-22J and 
the following two psalms, 0 God, the heathen are come into Thine 
inheritance and By the rivers of Babylon [Pss. 79 and 137J'. An earlier 
passage of Soferim (42a) states that the Torah reading for the ninth 
of Ab and 'the last seven days in connection with droughts .. . [isJ the 
section of the blessings and curses [Lev. 26.3-46J'. Furthermore, Soferim 
describes how the book of Lamentations was read and translatedS 

3See, for example , y. Meg. 74d, 75a, and h. Meg. 23a-b. For Targ. Lam. specific­
ally, see below and Sop. 42b. 

4This does not, of course, preclude the use of a targum to Lam. earlier, but is 
simply the earliest specific reference to a translation of Lam. that we have within 
rabbinic literature. 

6Sop. 4.2b. Note also that this passage allows the reader to also be the translator. 
contrary to normal practice (see y. Meg. 74d and b. Meg. 21b). 
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So here we have a description of a mournful service of commemora­
tion which, in addition to fasting, involved the reading of Torah (Lev. 
26.3-46), Haftarah (Jer. 14.19-22), Psalms (79 and 137). and the book 
of Lamentations with its translation . There is at the time of Soferim's 
composition flexibility in how the congregations ordered their service 
and even in the readings assigned for the day, but by the time Soferim 
was composed we find that Lamentations is assumed to be read and 
that its reading must include a translation· Although the order of the 
service (including whether Lamentations is read on the evening or on 
the morning of the ninth)' is allowed to vary, the comprehension of the 
book of Lamentations is considered an obligation which must be met 
by the entire congregation; men, women, and children. 

As Soferim 42b demonstrates, by the seventh century CE the ninth 
of Ab was commemorated with a service in which the book of Lam­
entations was read with its translation. It is important to remember, 
however, that this does not necessarily mean that our written targum 
is the same as that used in the service. The rabbinic material simply 
states that when the book of Lamentations was read on the ninth of Ab 
it was to be followed by a translation. It does not indicate that there 
was an official or sanctioned version which should be used as opposed 
to an ad hoc recitation, but rather it must be translated 'properly' so 
that 'the rest of the people, the women and children may understand 
it'. It is the text of Targ. Lam. itself that most clearly demonstrates 
that it was, in fact , composed for use within the synagogue.8 

In the synagogue, the primary purpose of the targum was for com­
prehension. Soferim 42b clearly expresses this principle. In this context 
a literal translation would be suitable, but we know that a literal trans­
lation does not always provide 'understanding' of a text. Furthermore, 
a targum is rarely so simple and often incorporates aggadic additions, 

6Rabbinic rules would dictate that this translation would be oral and not written 
(y. Meg. 74d)i however, Soferim appears to contradict the talmudic ruling concern­
ing the need for a separate reader and translator (see above), so we cannot exclude 
the possibility of a written targum developing at this time. 

7In Seder R. Amram Gaon 44a the book of Lamentations is to be read in the 
evening. See !smar Elbogen, Jewish Li turgy: A Comprehen.sive History (trans. R.P. 
Scheindlioj ed. Josepb Heinemann et al.; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society 
of America, 1993), p . 107. 

8The 'text' is that represented by the manuscript Urb. 1. There are, of course, 
variant manuscripts, but none reveal marked differences that would impact this 
discussion. For detailed discussion of the manuscript tradition of Targ. Lam. see, 
P. S. Alexander, 'Textual Tradition of Targum Lamentations\ in AbrN 24 (1986), 
pp. 1-24; A. van der Heide, The Yemenite Tradition of the Taryum of Lamentations 
(SPB, 32; Leideo, E.J. Brill, 1981). 
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the purpose of which was to impart to an unlearned congregation the 
appropriate meaning and interpretation of a passage. As Paul Flesher 
has asserted, the 'targurns become the perfect vehicle for propagating 
the rabbinic world view not only to adherents of the rabbinic move­
ment, but more important, to Jews who do not participate in the rab­
binic movement, .9 In the case of the Palestinian targumim, Shinan has 
demonstrated that aggadic expansions occur more frequently at the be­
ginning or end of sedarim, which suggests a synagogal setting.IO These 
sorts of additions would be particularly important in circumstances 
where expository sermons were not the norm. So we might expect that 
a targum primarily intended for use in the synagogue would incorporate 
many aggadic additions, particularly at the beginning of the reading 
or to those passages which might have been deemed problematic. Such 
is the case with Targ. Lam. 

Even a cursory examination of the structural form of Targ. Lam. 
reveals that the first four verses are particularly expansive. The pur­
pose of this exegetical activity at the beginning of the targum was to 
provide the audience with a theological prolegomenon to the book of 
Lamentations. We can compare this to the aggadic expansions found at 
the beginning of sedarim in the Palestinian targumim. 11 The targumist 
prepares the audience for the content of Lamentations by presenting 
an abbreviated history of God's dealing with his people's rebellion. In 
each verse the targumist presents evidence of Israel's sins in order to 
demonstrate that God's harsh punishment was justified. While such a 
prolegomenon would be as effective for one reading the text in private 
as for a synagogal audience hearing it, such a device would be partic­
ularly appropriate for educating the community which had gathered 
to commemorate the ninth of A b. This peculiar form of Targ. Lam. is 
therefore best understood as the result of its creation for use within the 
synagogue. Tbe synagogue as the 'community of Israel', direct heirs of 
the history outlined in vv. 1-4, is a theme developed throughout Targ. 
Lam. 

9p. Flesher, 'The Targumim', in J. Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature 
(New York: Doubleday, 1994). pp. 609-29 (627). 

IDA. Shinan, O'lOl.,,1"I';) ,?", omlK (The Aggadah in the Aramaic Targum.o to the 
Pentateuch) (2 vols.; Jerusalem: Makor, 1979), pp. 30-38. See R. Kasher, 'The Ara­
maic Targumim and their 8itz im Leben' , in Proceedings the Ninth World Congress 
of Jewish Studies, Panel SeS6ion8: Bible Studies (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1988), 
pp. 75-85 (76). 

llSee my doctoral thesis, §4.1, and ITargum Lamentations 1.1-4: A Theological 
Prologue', in P.V.M. Flesher (ed.), Targum Studies. Ill. Ernie Clarke Memorial 
(forthcoming) . 
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XCWl' and Community 

We can see, for example, how the targumist's choice of translational 
equivalent for nJ is intended to influence the reception of the text within 
the contemporary community. The Hebrew term nJ occurs 21 times in 
the biblical text and of those 21 times the targumist translated the 
term 14 times as XCWl' . In the remaining instances nJ was translated 
three times as n'J (U5; 2.2, 5), twice as Kmp (2.18a, 'wall of daughter 
Zion'; 4.21, '0 daughter Edom'), once as 'lJ (4.22b, a reference to 
the Edomites), and once as meaning 'daughter' (2.18c, rendering the 
Hebrew idiom 1l"J) nJ). The targumist also added the term XCWl' to the 
biblical material in six other instances. 12 A survey of Targ. Jon. reveals 
that KCWl' is the standard translational equivalent for the Hebrew nJ 
when it is used in construct with ]1':', ~'1~' or 'oJ), but the recurrent use 
of KCWl' throughout Targ. Lam. (especially the fact that it is frequently 
added to the text even when it is not translating nJ) suggests that its 
use in Targ. Lam. goes beyond standard translational practice. The 
targumist is employing and introducing the term in order to include 
his audience in the text that they are hearing. 

When the congregation present during the ninth of Ab service heard 
that as Nebuchadnezzar entered Jerusalem 'on the night of the ninth 
of Ab, the Congregation ofIsrael wept bitterly' {1.2),13 tbe congrega­
tion hearing the targum would identify themselves with their ancestors 
and the experience of communal mourning would be amplified. Sim­
ilar descriptions of mourning are found in Targ. Lam. 1.10 {'the Con­
gregation of Israel began to howl for she saw foreign nations go into 
her Temple'),14 1.16 ('because of the babies who were smashed . . . the 
Congregation of Israel said, "I weep and my eyes flow with tears" '), 
2.10 ('the Elders of the Congregation of Zion sit on the ground in si­
lence'), and 3.48 ('my eye weeps tears because of the destruction of 
the Congregation of my people') . The recitation of such texts would 
presumably intensify the worshippers' sense of grief and mourning as 
they identify with those who had endured God's wrath. 

KCWl' therefore has the effect of updating the text. In a time when a 
large percentage of Jews would have lived outside of the land of Israel , 
the statement that 'the Congregation of the House of Judah dwells 
among the nations' (1.3) would resonate with an audience who were 

12They are 1.2, 3 , 10. 16; 2.5, 19. 
13For the sake of identification the 'Congregation' found in the text of Targ. Lam. 

will he capitalized while the targumist's 'congregation' (the audience) will not. The 
words in italics indicate the targumic deviations from M'l'. 

I4This text is an addition to the biblical text. 
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themselves far from Jerusalem. In Targ. Lam. 2.19, for example, we find 
a direct reference to the targumist's audience as the 'Congregation of 
Israel dwelling in exile'. The use of Kn:DJ::> in conjunction with reference 
to the Diaspora would encourage the targumist's audience to identify 
themselves with the Congregation described in Targ. Lam. This story 
is about them. 

This use of Knllll::> in Targ. Lam. also serves to draw the targumist's 
audience into repentance as they are told' the sin of the Congregation 
of my people is greater than the sin of Sodom' (4.6) and that as a result 
of their sin God 'detested the Congregation of Zion' (2.1) and that he 
poured out his wrath 'in the Sanctuary of the Congregation of Zion' 
(2.4) . Thus confronted with the sins of the past the 'Congregation of 
Israel dwelling in exile' is called to repent in the present and to follow 
the traditions of their fathers , as defined by the rabbis. Again we turn 
to Targ. Lam. 2.19. 

Arise, 0 Congregation of Israel dwelling in exile. Busy yourself with 
Mishnah in the night, for the Shekinah of the Lord is dwelling before you, 
and with the words of Torah at the beginning of the morning watch. Pour 
out like water the crookedness of your heart and turn in repentance. And 
pray in the synagogue before the face of the Lord. Raise your hands to 
him in prayer for the life of your children who thirst with hunger at the 
head of every open market. 

It is important to note that this verse has been completely reworked 
by the targumist and that the references to the 'Congregation of Israel' 
and the 'synagogue' (lit. 'House of the Congregation', Kn:Dl::> n':J) and, 
needless to say, the reference to the study of Mishnah, are all addi­
tions to the base text and do not represent the Hebrew m. This verse, 
perhaps more than any other, indicates the presence of an audience 
and demonstrates the use of Kn:Dl::> as a method of drawing the con­
temporary congregation into the text so that they are encouraged, as 
the Congregation of Israel, to participate in mourning and repentance. 
Furthermore, the call to busy themselves with Mishnah, to study the 
Torah, and to pray in the synagogue all indicate a thoroughly rabbinic 
context and agenda on the part of our targumist. 

Rabbinic Context 

Targ. Lam. is replete with specifically rabbinic practices and concepts 
including the presence of KJ'l mo (the 'Attribute of Justice') , the 
use of W10'O to indicate commands or edicts from God that Israel 
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had transgressed, and the application of the interpretative principle 
of ;110 'll' ;110, to name just a few. The study and obedience to Torah 
was, of course, of central importance to rabbinic Judaism and our tar­
gum reflects this in its condemnation of Jerusalem and its exhortation 
to her people. Thus in 1.17, 2.9, 17, we find that the House of Jacob 
is sent into exile because they did not 'keep the Commandments and 
Torah' . On the other hand , in 2.19, 3.25, and 27, the targum encour­
ages the 'Congregation of Israel dwelling in exile' (2.19) to repent, busy 
themselves with the study of Torah (2.19) and to take up 'the yoke of 
the Commandments' (3.27) . 

The penalty for disobeying Torah is already found within the bib­
lical text" and thus provides a ready explanation for Jerusalem's fate . 
Our targumist, however, uses his interpretation of Lamentations as 
an opportunity to encourage his audience to adhere to traditions that 
are specifically rabbinic. Thus the exhortation in 2.19 that the people 
should study Torah is prefaced with the command to husy themselves 
with Mishnah and the phrase 'yoke of the Commandments' in 3.27 is 
clearly related to the rabbinic understanding of the Shema. 16 

Although Oeut. 30.17-18 already speaks of exile as punishment for 
disobeying God's commandments, our targumist provides detailed ex­
planations for Israel's punishment based upon the nature of their sin. 
This principle of ;110 'll' ;"0 is widely attested in rabbinic literat­
ure and is found most prominently in Targ. Lam. 1.3,4, and 2.20. 17 In 
1.3, for example, the targumist has interpreted the problematic biblical 
phrase ;":Jll Yl01 'lllO m.,' ;,n?l so that 'suffering and hard servitude' 
which Judah endured was caused by their oppression of others. The 
form and nature of their punishment were determined by their own 
sins. By rendering the text in this manner our targumist has followed 
a clearly established rabbinic method of interpretation. 

The targumist also uses the figure of Xl" mo as a type of prosecut­
ing attorney who announces the indictments against Jerusalem. 18 This 
figure appears three times in Targ. Lam., but we will look at just one 
example, Targ. Lam. 2.20. The biblical text of v. 20 contains serious 
charges against God. The fact that women are driven to eat their chil­
dren and priests and prophets are killed in the sanctuary are the direct 
result of God's allowing this calamity to befall his people. 

16See, e.g., Deut. 30.15-18, 
l6See m. BeT. 2.2. 
17For other examples in rabbinic literature see Lam. R. Proem 211 Gen. R. to 

1.31, and Exod. R. to 1.22. With.in th.e Talmud see b. Shabo l05b, Ned. 32a, So\. 
9b, U a. 

18See Brady, 'N)" n,o in Targum Lamentat.ions· . 



BRADY Vindicating God 

Look, 0 Lord, and consider! 

To whom have you done this? 

Should women eat their offspring, 

the children they have borne? 

Should priest and prophet be killed 

in the sanctuary of the Lord? 

35 

iTi!)':Jin ;n,,' ilK, 

"' n~~1V 'O~ 
O"i.£I C'IVJ mc,.:>Kn OR 

o'noo '~~V 

'nK "'pOJ l'W OK 

K'J)1 I"' 
The targumist represents the initial argument of v. 20 with a few minor 
changes. 

":>'0" "I!1'l Km{):!'? 'In [lN p':> I(n;)pnol( 10" I('OID 10 ":>1100 '01m " 'In 

1'n"'o, p"OJ l';)!l"no 11;11 I(ro'n WO''''lljWll:l:J ','!llll!l:>:J 

See, 0 Lord, and observe from heaven against whom have you turned. 
Thus is it right for the Daughters of Israel to eat the frwt of their wombs 
due to starvation, lovely children wrapped in fine linen? 

But the final stich is placed in the mouth of the Attribute of Justice 
as he responds to the charges. 

;10:> 1(":1l1 Nl;':> "1 KlDlpO n':J:J ?I:lp0" 'In OK n101( ]:>1 Kl'1 n10 roll 

1(!:l1':J "1 'I/)'PO n':J:J 10';10 1(':Jll KJ' 1m:> 1(111l ,:J ;",:>6 pn?l:lpl 

:" [llP I/)':Jl ]11:Jlln K'" ]1:>n' n:>ll(' "ll 1('11!l:>l 

The Attribute of Justice answered and said, 'Is it right to kill priest and 
prophet in the Temple of the Lord, as when you killed Zechariah son 
of Iddo, the High Priest and faithful prophet in the Temple of the Lord 
on the Day of Atonement because he told you not to do evil before the 
Lord?' 

As in Targ. Lam. 1.1 the Attribute of Justice is employed by our tar· 
gumist in order to explain why these atrocities have been allowed to 
happen to Israel. In this instance,19 the targumist is recasting the bib­
lical text (Lam. 2.20c), transforrning its meaning by changing the iden· 
tity of the speaker. The Attribute of Justice goes on to specify the 
crimes for which Jerusalem and her people were being punished: 'you 
killed Zechariah son of Iddo ... because he told you not to do evil before 
the Lord'. Thus, in addition to the use of the Attribute of Justice, we 
also find that the principal of 0110 lll:> ;'10 is applied and Jerusalem's 
punishment is defined by her crime. 

The central portion of ch. 3, specifically vv. 25·30, is perhaps the 
most revealing passage with regard to the relationship between this 
targum and other rabbinic traditions. MT Lam. 3.25·30 and its targuro 
read as follows: 

19In 1.1 the Attribute of Justice's speech is not based on the biblical text. 
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MT: The LORD is good t.o those who trust in Him, 

To the onc who seeks Him; 

It is good to wait patiently 

Till rescue comes from the LORD. 
It is good for a man, when young, To bear a yoke; 

Let him sit alone and be patient, 
When He bas laid it upon him. 

Let him put his mouth to the dust 

There may yet be hope. 

Let him offer his cheek to the smiter; Let him 
be surfeited with mockery. 

np~;,w :01. 

:UlD."n wm? 

00'" ?'n', :n1!l 
:i11;,. runwn':l 

~" N<!l' '~ ,:o)~ :01. 

e :l'lll.'JJ 

DT' l,:J ~to' 

:1'''" ~., '~ 
W~ ,~":o In' 

:;''Pn '" '~lK 

":0"" 'n~ ":lD~ F 
o :ilgin:J 

Targ.: :n'l~?lK l1:m, KtDm? ;"lP"~? 1":lO? " Rl;1 ::l0 

:", KlP"~ '00111 11::> ,11 PniDO?l R::>"11R? ::l0 

: ;1'n1'7o::l R" 'P~ "l R'::llO? ;"ID~l ")?N' 011R K'::ll? Rl;1 ::l0 
'" KOID, N'1n' 1"::l ';'1?11 j"rnn 1",0R ?1:l0'1 P'niD'l ';11"11n?::l ::l'n' 
01n' " ,,::> ,11 1',;1 RO?I1::l ::1111 K?'?P N::l1n ?11 n'lO Nl1,;)nN? 1'n?nlDO' 

:'nx, NO?I1? O'?ID ';)N ?::lp'1 ;)'lO ]1l7o'l ';11?11 

:'JO n'N ,PRO ;)'llJ'., cnp nOnID'l n'Ol~ R'~I1J In' 
:Rl?P' 11::l0' '" Rn?n, p::l XOO'? ;)'? 'no? O'1D1' 

The Lord is good to those who hope for his salvation; to the soul who 
seeks his instruction. 
It is good to wait and be silent until the salvation of the Lord comes. 
It is good for a man to train himself to bear the yoke of the Command­
ments in his youth. 
Let him sit alone and be silent, bearing the corrections which have come 
upon him, for the sake of the unity of the name of the Lord, which have 
been sent to punish him for the minor sins which he has committed in 
this world, until he has mercy upon him and lift them from him so that 
he may receive him perfected in the World to Come. 
Let him put his mouth to the dust and prostrate himself before his mas­
ter, perhaps there is hope. 
Let him turn his cheek to the one that smites; for the sake of the fear of 
the Lord, let him be filled with insult. 

In expanding ch. 3 our targumist has used specifically rabbinic terms 
and phrases in order to represent his argument. In vv. 40 and 41 the 
audience is called to 'turn in repentance' (xnJl'nJ) and to ' repent be­
fore God the dwelling of whose Shekinab is in heaven above'. It is well 
known that the terms xro,'n and XnJ:lID (and their Hebrew equivalents) 
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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 speCifies 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 "~1Illn 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. 


